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“The days are bright and
filled with pain

Enclose me in your gentle
rain

The time you ran was too
insane

We’ll meet again”

 


-The Crystal Ship, 1967

The Doors


 


Note from the author…

It’s been a long road, hasn’t it? From the
beginning, we’ve traveled it together by everything from sailing
ship to motorcycle, classic car, and transport spell. We were never
headed anywhere in particular; our journey together has always been
all about the ride. And along the way, we’ve learned a few
things.

More than a few things.

On that note, I’m betting you have as much
trouble keeping it all straight as I do. And believe me, I do.
Sometimes I just plain fail. The most interesting accidents happen
when I do… I’ve been lucky that they usually manage to work
themselves into the story. And then I can’t help but wonder whether
they were accidents to begin with. Maybe they were meant to
happen?

Maybe I was supposed to forget?

Perhaps my storytelling is actually written
by someone else…. The way I tell the story about Annaleia telling
the story about the old woman during Anna’s ad pitch. (You’ll see
what I’m talking about very soon.)

Well, that’s a thought for another day. For
now? I want to give my readers something they’ve been asking me to
provide for years. It wasn’t easy to create this. It literally took
more than a year to put together and it’s far from perfect. But
it’s a start.

My dear friends, my readers, my lifeline in
heat waves, forest fires, riots, pandemics, and general crises:
This is for you.

Here is the list of the beings in the
current HKW Multiverse, or as many as I can remember. (wry smile)
The list will no doubt be added to as I go. I’ve created general
descriptions where the creature names might not ring a bell, but
left the obvious ones blank. You all know what a werewolf is.

Enjoy, and thank you so much for reading
(and reviewing!) xoxo

 


HKW Multiverse Creature List

 


The StoryTeller

 


Nomads, aka Travelers (Lalura/Katrielle)

Vicium Mehimii, aka Victor Maze the Chaos
God

The Oldest Woman (Lilith)
– no longer a part of the multiverse since
dimensional shift (DS) that took place between The Time King and Monsters.

 


Archangel Guardian:
(Max) – no longer a part of the multiverse
since DS

 


Adarians: A race of
archangels. Their weakness is gold. – no
longer a part of the multiverse since DS, but legends of them
remain

 


Gregori: The first
archangels sent to Earth by the “Old Man.” Beautiful and creatively
inclined, they were purported to bring humanity all forms of art
and medicine. Decidedly powerful and dangerous. – It is unclear whether they remain part of the multiverse
since DM

 


Archangels, aka The Lost
Angels: The four archangels Uriel, Gabriel, Michael, and Azrael
along with Samael who is thought of as the fifth archangel.
– referred to as Nephili since DM

 


Wardens: Individuals who have decided to
join warden clans in order to police the supernatural world and
keep mortals safe from supernatural danger. This is a highly
dangerous job; not many wardens live to be old men or women. For
the most part humans or humanoids. Wardens are broken into clans in
charge of guarding separate territories. They work directly for the
rulers of the thirteen sovereign kingdoms.

 


Sentinels (sometimes called guardian angels
or watchers): Sentinels protect the wardens. They have two
weaknesses: They can only come when called, but that includes
mentally. They can only heal one person each time they appear.
Their strengths are that they are immune to damage by wardens and
most, if not all supernatural creatures.

 


Primes: The very first of their kind, for
example the first vampire, first werewolf, or first dragon.

 


The Withered – Special undead who are born
with a crescent moon or “scythe” birthmark somewhere on their
bodies. Once these Withered die, they return to life almost
immediately as “Withered.” (Note: People brought back to life
through resurrection are NOT Withered. Withered naturally come back
to life all on their own.) In magical respects, Withered are
considered to be two souls; one from before their death and one
after. Their “scythe” birthmark grows darker once they’ve made the
life-death-life shift.

The males tend to enjoy alcohol because, as
they say, it “helps to preserve them.”

So far there are very few Withered, less
than a handful. Only one female Withered is known to exist.

Witherbrood: Withered versions of whatever
creature or race the being was before it experienced a Withered
death and returned to life. Hence, you can potentially have
countless varieties of witherbrood, such as:

Witherwolves

Withercats

Witherfae

Wither(whatever)

 


Vampires (Four known Types, not including
the fae Taal):

Nephili or “The
Fallen” (The former archangel Azrael is
their chosen and actual king):

These vampires believe they are descended
from archangels, as their appearances and abilities tend to be
different from those of the Offspring. In point of fact, they all
carry the blood of their true king, Azrael. Nephili normally have
to kill to exist, but strong magic can negate this, allowing a
vampire to continue in existence without draining a victim to the
point of death.

Offspring: Vampires created by the breeding
of an Akyri with a warlock. Roman D’Angelo is one of these and
their king. These vampires must routinely drain a victim entirely
of blood in order to receive the “last drop” that allows them to
continue to survive. Hence, by royal decree they hunt low lifes
such as rapists and slave traders to achieve this task.

Cain’s Children or the “Children of Cain”:
The ancient legend of Cain and Abel tells that Abel insisted he and
his brother exist on the blood of death alone. In other words, he
insisted that they drink from animals that were already dying, and
never humans. The legend continues, explaining that existing in
this manner displeased Cain. Cain therefore destroyed Abel,
murdering him so that he could drink of healthy and human blood.
His first victim was apparently Abel himself, and hence Cain
carries Abel’s blood in his veins in more ways than one. Cain’s
wickedness was so great, the legend tells that his wickedness
spread throughout the world, infecting the souls of his “chosen,”
who then became his children. Cain’s Children are notoriously wild,
reckless, and carefree. They are also known to be very possessive
of what they consider theirs.

Aurum, (also known as “goldblood vampires”):
Vampires who can only survive by periodically drinking the blood of
a “Golddust,” a human or fae whose blood possesses gold rather
than. Aurums are very rare, though not nearly as rare as the
golddusts. Aurums are not considered a part of any of the first
three vampire lines.

 


Golddusts (humans or fae with goldblood are
known as “Golddusts”): People carrying the only kind of blood that
Aurum vampires can drink, which is blood containing gold rather
than iron. These people are exceedingly rare, highly desirable, and
priceless in magical communities. It is also magic that prevents
Golddusts from weighing four times as much as an iron-blooded
individual.

 


Apex: A vampire werewolf hybrid formed
either when a vampire becomes a werewolf or a werewolf becomes a
vampire. These do not have to kill to survive, even if they are
half Nephilim, but are incredibly powerful and tend to be very
violent.

 


Leprechauns: Seelie fae who grant wishes.
However, these are not the short little men in green who hide pots
of gold at the ends of rainbows. Somehow over time, humans managed
to foul up that legend right along with most of the stories they
told and retold. Leprechauns are actually quite tall, just like
their Lurican counterparts. Leprechauns do have reddish hair,
normally blonde with very slight red highlights, and their eyes are
always green. The color green must always be displayed in some part
of their clothing, so they can usually be found with green hoodies
or high-tops or cufflinks. If they forget to don green, a random
aspect of their outfit will automatically shift to this color.

 


Clurican/Lurican: Unseelie fae who are the
counterpart to leprechauns. These beautiful humanoids do grant
wishes – for a price – but look nothing like the traditional
“little man in green” icon of St. Patrick’s Day and rainbow gold.
Luricans always possess dark hair and dark eyes. They can become
invisible at will and can sink into people’s minds past wards in
order to tell what they wish for. To Luricans, “leprechaun” is a
derogatory term. They generally go by the name Lurican since in
their ancient language, the “C” more closely associates them with
leprechauns. Luricans must always dress in black. Any clothing of
other colors placed upon their bodies in fact turns to black
immediately after being adorned. Legends believe that this is where
the ancient warning against allowing a “dark stranger” to cross
your threshold on New Year’s Day comes from. It’s a warning against
the Lurican.

 


Valkyrie: The shield maidens in charge of
the souls of fallen warriors. “Frienemies” to the Winter King,
Kristopher Scaul.

 


Phantoms: Solitary creatures who rarely work
together. Seven feet tall, with skin that looks like it’s covered
in fog, blue-white hair, inky-black eyes, and runes drawn around
their abdomens in glowing ink. Considered the bane of the
supernatural community, they can disappear at will, transport
through a space of any size, and sap a victim’s strength and chill
them from the inside out, resulting in a painful frozen death.

 


Wraiths: Black cloaked figures with faces
like wax, red bleeding slits for mouths, eyes of stone, and
skeletal hands. One touch of their hands reopens every wound an
individual has suffered in their life time.

 


Icarans: Black-skinned creatures that feed
on magic, often to the point of overconsuming it and exploding.

 


Anime: Ghosts of the Phantom Realm, the
spirits of the wrongfully dead.

 


Warlocks: Black magic or dark magic
practictioners, not necessarily evil though the nature of dark
magic results in many warlocks possessing tainted attributes.

 


Witches: mages or magic users, sometimes the
term female mages use

 


Mages: Magic users, and the name many
choose, especially male practitioners as they hate the term
“wizard.”

 


Akyri: a magical race that subsists solely
on the magic of a warlock and in turn serves that warlock in a
symbiotic relationship. If an Akyri and a warlock mate, an
Offspring vampire child will result.

 


Demons: Akyri who have lived underground so
long, they have developed their own traits, both physical and
societal. They look very much like the traditional Christian demon
in their true forms.

 


Werewolves: Men and women who can become
wolves at will. They do not have to kill to exist, but enjoy
hunting. Transformation into wolf form happens with no more than a
bright flash of light.

 


Shifters: A human or fae
who can shift into the form of an animal at will.
(These come with personal guardians if they are
rare enough.)

Magishifter

Doppelshifter

Werecats (too dwindling to have a kingdom of
their own in the old universe, but in this new universe they are a
force to be reckoned with)

All other animal shifters

 


Dragons:
Dragons. Ah, the dragon.
All dragons have three hearts. One pumps knowledge, one pumps
magic, and the final heart pumps draconic essence. Dragons enjoy
the company of humans, which is why originally they were far too
visible by humanity and consequently hunted. (Because of course
humans must hunt everything that is not human, and only because
it’s illegal to hunt humans too.) Dragons always possess a few
basic traits. In general, they love treasure. They can become
possessive of things they love. And they are often apathetic. The
less kind dragons are cruel and pitiless. Some are sexist, despite
female dragons being as strong as male dragons. However, this trait
is a holdover from the Dragon Realm’s previous ruler, and is slowly
being erased from dragon behavior. When in humanoid form, each type
of dragon must wear upon their person some article of clothing that
reflects the color of their scales when in dragon form. So far
there are nine known types of dragons:

Legendaries: The dragon
primes, or first dragons -
The Great Gray, The Great Black, The Great
White

The children of the Greats (Only one is
known to exist at present, and that is the Dragon Queen Evangeline,
who is also the daughter of Lalura/Katrielle the Nomad.)

Storm Dragon: Only known of through
passed-down stories, the Storm Dragon is composed of volatile rain,
lightning, and thunder. To date, this dragon was only ever
witnessed when the Shifter Queen, a magishifter, became a Storm
Dragon to escape her pursuers.

Black dragons: these dragons do not put up
with anything they don’t like, so it’s fortunate they like humans
more than other dragons. They are the strongest of the colored
dragons.

White dragons: rarest of the colored
dragons, for they were too visible to humans and were over-hunted
nearly to extinction.

Red dragons: fiery, obviously, the classical
dragon

Green dragons: the most covetous where money
is concerned, but also the most genteel

Blue dragons: as unpredictable, wild, and
carefree as the sea

Gemini dragons: Sibling dragons purported to
be “twisted” in nature, and undeniably promiscuous. This is
generally true, however in point of fact Gemini are in essence two
dragons, and their story is far more complicated than this.

Gemini are dragons born under a certain set
of astrological circumstances, where the souls of the twin dragons
have joined magically within their dragon mother’s womb (Think of
the Withered double soul; this is similar). As a result, Gemini are
two dragons/people joined as one. In most realms, they appear as
two separate creatures, what some call “dual form”. They can only
appear in “single form” in the dragon realm, and only in dragon
form.

They have contrasting personalities when in
dual form, but these personalities always complement each other.
Yin and yang. They are referred to as “twins” by those who know
what they are, despite the fact that they look dissimilar. A Gemini
dragon is stronger than most dragons when in single form. Separated
into dual forms, they are less powerful than other dragons.

Because Gemini in dual form ultimately care
for one another as twins would, and can communicate with one
another telepathically as well as feel what the other is feeling or
sensing, they make a uniquely qualified and effective ops team and
tremendously talented soldiers.

 


Nightmares: Incubi. Sex “demons” who gain
vitality from sexual contact or sleeping with other humanoids.
Naturally it is a survival trait that they’re all quite beautiful.
However, though they are physically attractive, the physical beauty
of others is unimportant to them for they are only capable of
seeing both layers to a person, the skin deep appearance and the
true nature of the person inside.

 


Preceptors: Sentinel-like guardians of the
Nightmare King. There are only two, Fortescue and Ash. They are
immortal and trained in every type of battle.

 


The Challenger: Challenger
to the Nightmare King’s throne. No longer a
separate entity but now a part of the Nightmare King.

 


Fae: Humanoids and non-humanoids living in
one of the three fae realms, the Seelie Realm, the Unseelie Realm,
and the Twixt. All fae possess some form of power, which they
sometimes traditionally refer to as their glamour. There are many
types of fae:

Tuathan: Can be both seelie and unseelie.
The most powerful fae, normally well bred and highly educated,
raised in the upper echelons of fae society. All ruling fae are
Tuathan.

The Prophet: Unclear whether she is seelie
or unseelie. A woman bathed in darkness and time so much so that
her form wavers between states of being, and her words echo with
eerie delay. She takes the form of a twelve year-old child.

Seelie:

Legendary Great White Stag

Fairies

Sprites, brownies, etc.

Elementals

Unseelie:

Taal(Named for their leader, Malek Taal):
Beautiful, graceful and smart all-male unseelie fae vampires of an
obsessive/possessive ilk. They do not need blood for survival, but
enjoy it more than any food or drink due to the highly erotic
drug-like high they receive when taking it. Malek Taal is their
leader, for whom the race was named. The Taal race is powerful and
rather notorious, known to abduct humans to use them as slaves.

Currently the Taal are experiencing a crisis
(brought on by Victor Maze’s magic) that forces them to
relentlessly hunt for their chosen mates until those mates are
found. When the Taal hunt, their growing need is felt by the other
Taal to the point of detriment. In this respect, the leader Malek’s
need is causing issues amongst his men that have the Taal in
delicate and volatile dealings with the Unseelie King, Caliban.

Fuatharkan: Part cat and part bunny with
rainbow fur and small wings.

Unicorns: Originally very evil due to a
curse, their horns were only grown when they had killed enough
victims. However, their curse was broken by the queen, and now they
are technically Seelie fae, though they choose to remain in the
realm ruled by the woman who saved them.

Dark faeries: Fairies including sprites and
brownies, but wicked and untrustworthy.

Goblins (many races of goblins, such as the
Xenobes)

Spell Spiders: Very large rainbow colored
spiders invisible to all but magic users. They are often used to
spin magic webs as traps.

Bookas: Tall, gangly white-skinned humanoid
figures with ram’s heads, giant ram’s horns, and white eyes as if
afflicted with cataracts.

 


Shadows: (Four Types)

Pan Shadows (aka “Lost shadows”): Shadows
that have lost their way, seemingly permanently separated from
their mortal mates and hence darkened by this separation in every
respect. The Pan are a dangerous breed, fueled by an empty
bitterness and unfulfilled longing.

Sinumbras: People without their shadows who
become depressed, frantic, manic, empty, different in a manner
unacceptable to society, or simply go crazy.

Shadows (normal): Those shadows that all of
us normally possess.

Dark Fire Phoenix: A phoenix made of dark
fire, which is so hot it burns blue and which only exists in the
Shadow Realm as the sole source of heat for that realm.

The Nimbus – Shadow rider army led by Lord
Pitch, the Shadow King. They inhabit the portion in the realm of
shadows known as the Dark.

 


Night Terrors (Terrors, Sometimes referred
to as Doppelgangers): Can live disguised as a human or possess
another being by slipping into its bloodstream through an opening
in the skin like a cut. In their true form they look like long
dragons with no wings, such as the Chinese dragon.

 


Dwellers: A creature impossible to fully
describe, as it exists in constant movement underground but for the
tentacles it sometimes shoves up through the ground to ensnare its
victims. The rest of the Dweller remains hidden.

 


Cantorips: Clouds of purple gas that put
their victims to sleep by infusing them with poison and absorbing
their vitality until the victim is comatose.

 


Dark World (DW) Griffons: All black, and
rather than half eagle, half lion, they’re half vulture, half Dire
dog. They are enormous and terrifying, and give off an aura of fear
that keeps would-be thieves away from their finds or kills

 


Peyton: Amber colored stag with shining fur,
griffon-like wings, antlers with jagged edges like knives, and
feathers cascading in more long, luxurious tails

 


Alacans: equines the size of draft horses,
replete with the furry legs of Clydesdales. Their fur is either jet
black, snow white, or slate gray. They have massive wings, composed
of flower petals or leaves that come in a rainbow of colors. They
all have a single horn, wound in a spiral of crystalline deep blood
red, and composed of pure gemstone similar to garnet or ruby, sharp
as razor blades..

 


Fearfells: eight-foot-tall beasts with
extremely soft rainbow-colored fur but mouths filled with rows of
razor teeth and claws of chipped black stone that slice an opponent
to ribbons without trying. They have eyes the same iridescent white
as the walls of a transportation portal

 



 


Epilogue from Monsters, Book One: The Good,
the Bad, the Cursed

Cain grinned and shook his
head when Angel made it to the Vincent motorcycle before Jake did,
and rapidly straddled it. Damn, she was fine when she straddled
a bike. He laughed softly at Jake’s discombobulated expression when
she started the machine up with one kick, and it purred beautifully
beneath her ministrations.

“You lose,” she told her
lover. “Fair is fair.” She grinned, flashing those cute little
fangs she was so proud of. “I get to ride solo.”

Jake swore softly and ran a hand through his
hair. Then he mumbled something about women not playing fair
because they were fucking hot and that was distracting, and Angel
laughed, revved the bike, and tore out of the lot. Several Monsters
clan members tore out after her, flashing Jake shit-eating
grins.

Cain laughed harder as his second-in-command
stood with his hands on his hips for a moment, then broke into a
blurred run toward the garage, and came out a split second later
with another motorcycle, a Softail Springer from mid last-century.
His tires ripped the tarmac up as he raced after his girl, and the
remaining clan members laughed as they gradually followed suit.

After a few seconds, Cain alone remained in
the Monsters safe house lot.

In the solitude and the sound of a V-twin
idling underneath him, Cain leaned back in the saddle and looked up
at the night sky. His vision was quite a bit better than that of a
human’s. He effectively blocked out the light pollution from the
city and gazed steadily into the milky substance of the cosmos.

He thought about the events of the last few
weeks – and what they meant for the future.

Michael Clemens was still
out there somewhere. No one knew where. Not even the seers. Victor
Maze had been easier to find than the warlock. But then again, Maze
had wanted to be
found. There was no telling how much trouble Clemens was going to
stir up in the days to come.

Malek Taal and the Unseelie King had come to
an agreement of sorts and things were tense but quiet. The fae were
experiencing a kind of cold war. It was an uncomfortable time, and
it would continue to be so until the Taal got this shit figured
out.

Cain had respect for Malek, in all honesty.
At the very least, he could certainly relate.

Dmitri Voronin was out there too. But
knowing what he knew of Voronin now, and with Angel having been
turned, Cain had a feeling the Apex wasn’t going to pose any
further problems.

Speaking of Angel, she’d decided to stay
with her clan for the time being. The Vega clan was her family. But
at Jake’s begging bequest, she agreed to move into the Monsters
safe house any time the boys were in town. And of course, she
reserved the right to change her mind at any given point in the
future. She was a woman, after all.

Cain took a deep breath and let it out
through his nose in a steady sigh. He turned his head to face
south, but remembered too late that his favorite star wasn’t there
right now. It would be back in the winter. At that time, Sirius
would once more shine brighter than any star seen from Planet
Earth.

He leaned forward, twisted the throttle a
few times, and kicked up the stand of his bike. Then he shoved his
hands into the pockets of his jacket to retrieve his skullcap. But
when he did, his fingers closed over a folded piece of paper
instead.

He pulled it out and studied it a moment
before opening it and reading.

 


Wow, three brand new enemies in as many
days. I’m impressed.

But then, no one is better than you at
antagonism, Cain.

Hell, you’re pretty much the god of it,
right?

But one of these days, it’s going to come
back to bite you in the ass.

Don’t say I didn’t warn you.

– Forever, “A”


Prologue

Part One – From the diary of Antares
Mace

It was 1966. That was the year I left the
Dragon Realm for good.

I guess I don’t have too much issue with
admitting I can be… difficult. I know damn well there’s a darkness
in me. It’s more than scale-deep. It runs right through my blood
and pumps all three of my hearts, and I’m well aware of that.

I’ve never been an easy man to know, an even
harder one to like. I would guess I’m damn near impossible to
love.

Annaleia would agree.

When I made the decision to leave, that
darkness inside had all but taken me over. At the time, I had no
friends and I’ll admit this too, yeah it was my fault. Honestly, I
didn’t care. It was easy for me to leave the Realm and enter the
world of humans. The Dragon Realm was bullshit anyway. It was under
crooked rule, tyrannical and sideways. A new king and queen would
take over at the turn of the century and turn that train wreck
around. But in ‘65, the Realm was stifling. And I needed out.

So I started looking for my next exit,
comparing the other realms to each other.

Being a dragon means living forever, more or
less. As far as humans are concerned, it may as well be forever.
You’re talking thousands and thousands of years, sometimes hundreds
of thousands of years. The upside of that I guess is no wrinkles or
arthritis and you get first dibs on the classics and good stocks.
Yeah, like most of my clan brothers I own stock in the good shit,
and I mourned when Steve died. I’ve also got one hell of a
selection of rides.

The downside of living forever is that after
a few centuries, you’re seriously sick of the same equally-immortal
faces, the unendingly same personalities. Married couples think
they have it rough after forty years? Try forty-hundred with the
same crowd. It’s like an extended family of bitter, jaded
megalomaniacs with the power to back up the attitude. Imagine
Thanksgivings.

They say people never
change. But that just isn’t true. Humans do change, to some extent. They grow
old and they grow up, most of them. Well, they grow old. Dragons on
the other hand really don’t ever change. And that shit gets old.
It’s bad for any kind of dragon, but especially for black dragons. Others
learn to deal with the constancy through careful diplomacy. Maybe
the way Vulcans do on Star Trek. I don’t know.

But black dragons would be
Klingons in comparison. We get really damn impatient. We get antsy
as hell, and we don’t suffer fools. The end result is that after a
while, we either leave or all hell breaks loose. And after all this
time, the Dragon Realm knows it. No one tries to stop us when we
take off.

In general, we pick a realm we haven’t been
to or one we know we fit into well or at least one where we won’t
be bored. We’ll take on the forms of that realm’s creatures and
species, then spend a few decades mingling with their kind. But me,
personally, I have a soft spot for the mortal realm. I just seem to
keep coming back.

Dragons can become just
about anything. I’ve been fae, shadow, shifter, were-beast and even
vampire. And that’s just within the mortal realm. But only the
oldest and most powerful of us can manage to doppelgang other supes
right down to their specific powers, much less hold the disguise
for long. So we usually just choose to be human. I
am one of the oldest. I
can remain in an altered form for an admittedly long time. But
humans intrigue me.

Humans are fucking crazy.

And they like junk food, just like dragons.
We’ve got three hearts. It takes a lot of energy to keep them
beating. There’s no inhuman creature in any realm as fond of sweets
as dragons. I have to say “inhuman” because when it comes to loving
sugar, mortals might just have us beat.

Plus, being human allows
dragons to keep a foothold in the mortal world, which tends to come
in handy from time to time. You’d be surprised how many dragons are
in positions of power in the human realm. You’d probably be even
more surprised that those dragons don’t… do more while in those positions. But
as full of it as it sounds, the truth is, we try not to interfere
more than necessary. Interference can make a bad situation even
worse. Got a few human wars under our belts to prove as
much.

Then again, we do step in from time to time.
Dragons live so long, it can be decades before one or more exist in
the mortal realm. There’ve been times in history when we lost touch
for centuries, only to come back and find some form of unnatural
abomination taking place, and no deity in sight to stop the
slaughter. The Spanish Inquisition… that was one.

We put an end to it. Would have done so
sooner had we known.

But for the most part, we let humans make
their mistakes without any help from us.

Despite being able to morph
into just about anything, dragons are limited in a few key ways with
their altered appearances. Black dragons for instance will always
have black hair and black eyes, with varying degrees of luminosity
and sometimes strange deviations. Sometimes my eyes literally
sparkle like someone dumped a bunch of fucking diamond dust into my
irises. Makes me feel like a goddamn fairy. It comes and goes with
my mood, and I can’t do anything about it. These anomalies are
impossible to undo, and they’re like that for dragons.

We have to retain our original sex, too.
Some things are set in stone for dragons.

But I can be a ten year-old
or an octogenarian, depending on what the situation calls for. Age
is something a dragon can
change.

And so, in 1966, after studying the realms
again for about a year, I became a six-foot-three eighteen-year-old
with black hair and black(ish) eyes. It was the easiest thing in
the damn world for me.

What happened
after that was probably
the hardest.

In the fall of that same year, I found
myself at Mayhill High in Philadelphia, registering as a
seventeen-year-old new student in his junior year. I kept my name.
Why bother changing it? Magic flows through my veins and one of my
three hearts. I’m powerful enough that I never have to worry about
hiccups in history where someone by the name of Antares Mace lives
a little too long or looks a little too young for it to be normal.
Dragons figured that shit out a long time ago.

I know a few werewolves who have to worry
about it though. One is a cop of all things, the chief of police.
No lies. In all honesty, he looks a lot like a black dragon… same
hair as mine, in fact. And in some respects, Daniel Kane is a
fellow biker I would readily call brother. But he’s in the public
eye, and werewolves live two or three times as long as humans.
Alphas even more so, and Kane’s as alpha as they come. Sooner
rather than later, things will start getting dicey for him and that
pack of weres he keeps around him in the House. I’d rather not add
to my own troubles by association.

But I digress.

August
26th,
1966 was a Friday. I walked through the front doors wanting to get
the registration over quick so I could get to the motorcycle shop
before they closed. If I had to be human, I needed a human mode of
transportation.

Hardly anyone was at the school that
afternoon. Friday was late registration day. Most kids had gone in
earlier in the week and now that the weekend was here, they had
better things to do.

But she was there.

The first thing I noticed
about her was the way she smelled. She smelled clean.

You might think it goes without saying that
most people are generally clean, but you’d be damn wrong. It’s the
twenty-first century, and all you have to do is try to board public
transportation during rush hour and you learn fast that humans
still haven’t mastered the art of personal hygiene. As bad as it is
now, it was so much worse back then. It was the sixties. It was the
age of musk perfume and “innovative” cleaning methods. Like
crystals as deodorant. I’m here to tell you that unless that
crystal has been bespelled by a powerful witch, it isn’t going to
do shit for that mess under your arms.

So many people were rubbing
patchouli on their wrists and washing their hair with lavender oil
instead of shampoo, the scent of soap actually stood out like a
candle in the dark. And Annaleia, well, she smelled like the
cheapest, strongest soap on the market. You know – that stuff that
pretty much dries the skin to sandpaper if you don’t use lotion
right after, but sure as hell kills all the germs. She smelled like
that, like Dial and Ivory and Coast.
And most of all, she smelled like White
Rain shampoo.

The clean, fresh scent of her literally
brought me to a stand-still. She was rounding the corner when I
turned in place and looked up. I will never forget those six
seconds. They’re imprinted on my memory like a film reel made of
titanium. Some nights it’s on loop in my damn head. A dream and a
nightmare in one.

The first part of her to appear was her left
boot. Knee-high, block-heeled, corset-laced, red suede. I remember
my gaze fixing on those laces and following them all the way up as
more of her emerged from behind that wall… smooth bare thigh,
off-white linen long-sleeved mini-dress, brown suede vest… and
buckets of natural strawberry blonde hair. She hadn’t ironed it
like a lot of girls had started to do. Instead, it fell in waves
that looked careless.

It was perfect. I
loved careless.

She was looking down at the floor, lost in
thought and mumbling something about not being allowed to take
advanced physics because she had ovaries. Her inner dialogue gave
me just enough time to stand there like an idiot and study her
profile, taking it all in.

White Rain
girl was a little younger than my human form,
maybe fifteen or sixteen. A sophomore perhaps. She had a clear
complexion, probably from that extra-drying soap she used. Her lips
were full and pink, but she was worrying the bottom one with her
top teeth. Those teeth were slightly crooked at the canines, and
very white. It was seriously cute.

There was a light
café-au-lait birthmark on her left temple but I didn’t dwell on it
long before my eyes were continuing on their way. Her eyelashes
were long and thick, easy to spot in profile. She had yet to look
up, so I still couldn’t see her eyes. She had a small chicken pox
scar on the apex of one cheek, but like her birthmark it did
nothing to mar her beauty. It only made her seem more careless.
More free.
Unafraid to scratch that itch.

My head filled with the sound of her
footsteps, leather soles on linoleum. I zeroed in with dragon sense
and isolated the sound of her breathing. Her breaths were shallow
and quick, the kind humans got when they were pissed or anxious. I
zeroed in further and caught the rapid-fire beating of her
heart.

This physics thing was troubling her, which
would explain the furrow in her brow.

She was maybe half a foot
shorter than me. And wonder-of-the-sixties-wonders… she wasn’t
wearing a bra. With a linen dress, that was gutsy. I couldn’t help
but wonder what that material felt like against her... skin. It
wasn’t a soft material. And I knew without even touching her
that she was
soft. The knowledge of that contrast had a hard
effect on me, pun intended. I’d been human all of two days and I
was already having to use magic to hide my very physical response
to her.

When she finished rounding the corner and
was heading toward me, a lock of her hair flew in front of her
face, making my body flush hot – and she finally looked up.

Purple. White Rain girl had
ever-loving purple eyes. I’d seen purple eyes before, but never on a human. When
she looked up and those eyes met mine, I swear I felt like someone
had cold-cocked me. There I was with several thousand years of
social lessons under my belt, and what did I do while she
approached? I stood completely frozen in place and watched her like
a nine-year-old boy who’d just caught a glimpse of his older
sister’s boobs.

She watched me right back for a few beats.
Then she tilted her head to the side and smiled. That white,
slightly crooked smile was hands-down the most beautiful thing this
black dragon had ever seen.

“You’re new here, aren’t
you?” she asked.

I couldn’t answer.

But she gave a small laugh good-naturedly.
“I just ask because you seem a little lost.” She stopped right in
front of me and waited.

I still couldn’t answer.

More soft laughter, like crystal rain. “I’m
guessing that’s a yes. Tell you what, I’m headed to the admin
offices right now if you wanna tag along?”

That was how she was. She was
straight-forward, kind, helpful, and not at all shy.

I wasn’t lost, not in that
way at least. But I would have said or done anything in that moment for an excuse
to remain in her company. So I finally came-to, thanked her, and
gave her my best killer smile.

I admit I felt immense relief when she
blushed. For a second, I’d been afraid this girl was so different,
so vastly out of my league, she wouldn’t fall for my normally
foolproof charms. But it looked like I’d been afraid for nothing.
She was falling for them after all.

That single meeting in those halls on that
momentous Friday in 1966 was the most important few minutes of my
life. But it wouldn’t be until a year and a half had passed and the
snow was piling up in December of ‘67 that I’d realize she wasn’t
the one falling hard in the school hallway that first day.

I was.

Leia and I became friends.
It’s rare for a dragon my age to say that about a human. Human life
is so fleeting, it barely registers for us sometimes. But the days
I spent with Annaleia were worth more than centuries. We became
the best of
friends. The things she taught me about life, freedom, and what
they were both worth… I thought I’d already known. But sometimes it
takes a fresh perspective, and a beautiful new set of
eyes.

She had this way of boiling
down a situation to its fundamental roots, of stepping back from
the picture and taking me with her. She would monologue like the
best litigator, using the most imaginative analogies that somehow
packed an un-pulled punch. I loved the sound of her voice, the
reason in her mind, the way she saw the universe. It was
different. She was
so damn different.

I was the only one to call her Leia. Most
called her Anna. But my teasing nickname for her of “White Rain”
eventually truncated to “Raindrop,” and it was something she seemed
to like very much. It also suited her. She was one human amongst
billions, but as fresh as a spring storm, and just as new to me. I
only used the name when she was around. When she was looking at me.
Then it was like I could taste her, like catching a drop of storm
on my tongue in May.

Annaleia Faith was what I
think you’d get if you turned a dragon into a human permanently.
She was strong and brave. By that I don’t mean she could bench
press two-twenty. I mean she didn’t let anyone push her around.
Like a dragon. Every guy in my class wanted to get under the sheets
with her, but Leia had no interest in any of them. She didn’t let
them bully or cow or shame her horizontal. She just smiled
winsomely and shrugged off their taunting, carefree and
confident. Just like a dragon.

And every now and then she would even
effortlessly cut them to the quick with another of her analogies.
Her talent for wit was as bottomless as her imagination. And
whatever poor schmuck had tried to get under her skin would slink
away, a little less sure of himself and a lot more desperate. I
could smell it on them… that need for her.

Every time she stopped them cold, it only
grew stronger.

I sometimes used that smell to track them
down after the fact and kick them into the following week.
Retribution felt good, and I’m no saint. But payback had to go down
when Leia wouldn’t find out. She’d have given me hell if she’d
known it was me who sometimes put those boys in the hospital. No
matter what they’d done to her, she was just that kind of person.
She hated seeing people suffer. She hated pain in any form.

That was maybe a little less like a
dragon.

Leia was also strong in that she could take
bad news with the fortitude of a soldier; something I learned very
quickly. It turned out her father had died earlier the same year we
met, near the end of the previous school term. She claimed that
because he’d been sick for a while it made his death easier to
take. But I knew she was holding something else back.

In mid-October of ‘66, when she started
working every night at a diner near her house and I could tell she
was getting tired, I found out what that was. “Raindrop,” I finally
sighed, gently taking her elbow until she turned in the hall to
face me. “You just got a C on your physics exam, and you love
physics. I’m not letting you leave the school until you level with
me. What’s going on?”

She told me her mother was pregnant. She
explained that while her mother felt blessed to have that piece of
her father still with her after his death, the news was also a
devastating blow. The sad truth was that in 1966 a woman wasn’t
allowed to keep her job if she conceived. By October her mother was
going on six months, and it was impossible for her to hide the
pregnancy any longer. She’d been fired.

Annaleia had gone to work to support the
family in her mother’s stead.

I had fortunes to my name. I could have
given her the world, and some nights I still lie awake and wonder
why the fuck I didn’t. I tell myself what I told myself back then –
that if I had offered, she would have just refused. What’s more,
because she was smart she would wonder where the money came from.
She would maybe even stop trusting me. Then she would push me away.
I couldn’t let that happen. Not for anything.

But whatever my stupid reasons, I let her
burn her free time with other people, customers in a diner,
co-workers, strangers, when I wanted her all to myself.

My remedy for this dilemma was to acquire a
job in the same diner where she worked. That part was easy. Dragons
are attractive no matter the form they take, and the diner’s owner
recognized a pull when he saw one. More people came to eat, and
yeah I used my magic to make sure every customer capable of doing
so would leave massive tips for Leia. It usually turned out they
were going to anyway. She was beautiful too. She was also sweet.
So, what asshole wouldn’t tip her?

With the extra help, it went a little easier
on her, and we were able to spend more time together. Back then
Philly was dangerous in that area of town at night. I kept her
safe, especially when she wasn’t aware I was doing so. We wrapped
up work nights with homework sessions over tea or coffee and
pastries. Always pastries. She loved them as much as I did, hell I
think she loved them more. Though you’d never know it to look at
her. It was probably that mind of hers running full tilt
twenty-four-seven that kept the weight off.

Sometimes she stayed over in the apartment I
had convinced her my always-away-on-business uncle owned. She would
fall asleep in my arms on the couch.

She felt so good against me, warm and soft.
Yielding. She trusted me. I can’t tell you what that means to a
monster like me. In her dreams, she would twitch or laugh softly,
and I found myself rapt. There was nothing more interesting.
Nothing more pure.

Those nights, I stayed up until morning just
to listen to her. I can’t tell you the depth of the imagination on
that girl. While she slept, she came up with shit that was way
ahead of her time, inventions, movie plots, musical numbers… it was
like her dreams were an outlet for a mind that wouldn’t stop
churning, stop producing. In a world where she was forced to work
so hard at something as mindless as waitressing, knowing how
brilliant she actually was underneath was more tragic than ever.
But I knew she felt she had no choice, and I knew better than to
mess with the system she’d set up.

I said nothing. Instead I
cherished the time I had to hold her against me and watch her face
and listen to her breathe. I memorized her in those moments. And
then we slept, nothing more. No matter how much I might have wanted
it, and I fucking wanted
it, there wasn’t anything more. Hell, some nights
I was diamond-hard for hours, to the point of very real torture,
before I would allow the powerful magic running through my veins to
bring my body back under control. I almost enjoyed the punishment.
It was part of being with her, and I wanted to experience
every part of being with
her.

I was falling in love. Me.
A dragon, an ancient dragon – an ancient black
dragon. The most ruthless and admittedly the
loneliest of our kind. Falling in love. I realized as much when I
realized that I respected her enough to never push the subject of
sex between us.

A black dragon respecting
someone? I’m laughing as I write this. Thinking on it now, I
realize such a thing is unheard-of, and if you know dragons then
you probably don’t even believe me when I admit it. But it’s true.
And I also realize now how even more special that made Annaleia. My
precious, pure, and refreshingly new Raindrop.

We continued in this vein for a year and a
half, she and I.

Then December of ’67 came, and Annaleia grew
increasingly quiet. She was troubled, and she managed to hide it
from everyone but me. I knew her too well to mistake the distance
in her gaze for anything but worry and stress. Something was wrong.
But when I questioned her, she insisted I was imagining things.

Right. Imagining things. That was her
shtick, not mine. Dragons aren’t known for their imaginations,
especially my kind. They’re known for burning villages and eating
priests. I wasn’t imagining squat.

If I’d only been a vampire
rather than a dragon, I could have read her thoughts. By the time
Christmas rolled around, she was so distracted, I thought about
using magic that was at the time considered forbidden.
Warlock magic. I knew a
few warlocks… they owed me favors. And that was the kind of magic
it took to break into a person’s mind.

It was my fear of damaging our friendship
that kept me from actually doing it.

Then late Christmas Eve, she came to me in a
snowstorm. At first I was pissed as hell that she’d taken to the
streets in that insane mess. There was actual lightning running
through that blizzard. It was rare enough that I wondered if
something supernatural was going on. There were a few rare breeds
who could pull off weather like that.

But the moment she parked in my driveway and
turned off her engine, I forgot about everything but her. I’d
sensed her coming – maybe from miles away – and I was already
standing on my front doorstep when she opened her car door and
climbed out. Our eyes met.

My breath went completely still in my chest;
my lungs were paralyzed. There was more storm going on inside that
look of hers than there was in the tempest outside. It was a
violet-colored supernova.

She broke into a run toward me, and I met
her more than half-way. She put her hands on my chest and said, “I
want you to be the one.”

I will never in my life
– never – forget
the way she said those words and what they meant. Fuck… fifty years
later, I hear them every time it gets too quiet. Every time I’m too
alone. One of the reasons I ride now is because a V-twin engine is
loud enough to drown out the sound of that memory.

I didn’t ask her for clarification. No man
would need it. I could see it in her eyes, I could hear it in the
crazy beat of her heart, and I could scent it on the wind. For
whatever reason, she wanted me. She even needed me.

Finally.

I wrapped my arms around her, crushed her to
me, and my lips slammed down on hers with all the hunger I’d held
in check for sixteen months. While my mind practically detonated, I
bent and lifted her, cradling her against me to carry her into my
home.

That night, I shut out the dragon in me
entirely. It was the first time I’d ever done so in my life. A
dragon can do this, if and when he wants. With a shit ton of
effort, we can forsake ourselves, pushing our true natures so far
back, those natures become temporarily inaccessible to us. We can
do it for an hour or a decade, even a century. Like setting an
alarm clock, we shove the beast away, and wait for the time to run
out. Stories claim that some dragons have lost themselves
permanently this way, that they wander the realms as humans or fae
or shadows, in time completely forgetting that their forms are fake
and borrowed and that their true nature is massive, scaled, and
magnificent. We even have names for those lost souls.

But I wouldn’t be one. My “alarm” was set
for only one night. I’m proud to be a dragon, but I refused to
allow the monster in me to ruin this moment. I would not ask
anything of Leia that she wasn’t willing or ready to give. She was
too special and this night too precious, and the beast in me was
too strong and too dangerous. It was too hungry. I couldn’t let it
harm my best friend in any way. Especially the way it so badly
wanted to – with a sacred bite and its permanent mark that would
make her mine once and for all.

That night, I was gentle. It wasn’t easy,
but I would have done it if it were a thousand times harder. The
gift she was giving me was the most beloved thing I’d ever been
given. Patiently and deftly, I guided her and helped her, awakening
the sensations within her that would eventually cloud her mind with
lust, and finally ecstasy.

It’s true what they say;
dragons love treasure. But in ten thousand years, I’d never
unwrapped anything as priceless as Annaleia. It wasn’t her physical
virginity I cared about. It was the fact that she was
trusting me with it. It
was the fact that she’d out-and-out said she wanted
me to be the
one.

That was what drove me that night, what filled me with white-hot
need and hotter bliss, and took us both to the edge of ecstasy and
shoved us over it again and again. And again.

We fell asleep in each other’s arms. We were
in the living room when we finally succumbed to exhaustion, and her
long rose-gold hair was spread out over my chest. The silken
strands shimmered in the glow of the crackling fire. I remember
running my hand over those strands, marveling at their pure scent
and satin feel… until I surrendered to the deep, peaceful sleep
that only the complete satisfaction of happiness can provide.

When morning came, Annaleia was gone.

I kept my shit together. So
she’d left. Big deal, right? Maybe she had to go home for her
mother. Her mom’s due date was January 4th, but the last few weeks of
a third trimester were always touch-and-go in a
pregnancy.

No one answered Leia’s home phone. I called
the hospital, figuring they’d for sure had to go there. But no one
under the name “Faith” had checked in.

I drove to her house, keeping up the calm
human pretense.

The house was empty, no
furniture, no car, no pregnant mother, nothing. There wasn’t even a “For
Sale” sign in the front yard. No one in the neighborhood had any
idea where they’d gone, in fact no one had even heard of them. It
was a live-and-let-die neighborhood, but that level of ignorance
was unbelievable. Literally.

I won’t bother describing
the panic and knee-jerk fury that came over me. Suffice it to say,
I developed a new hatred that day, this one for myself. If I hadn’t
forced my dragon into submission, I wouldn’t have been so
susceptible to human weakness and its need for sleep. I would have
noticed when she’d gotten up to leave, heard her leave, felt her.

But in the grip of my love for her, I’d let
my guard down in the biggest and worst way.

The dragon I held at bay the night before
was in full control as I slipped into hunting mode. I checked with
the hospitals again just to be sure. I checked with the school
next. I checked with the diner. None of them had a clue where she’d
disappeared to.

None of them had any clue she’d ever
existed.

And I knew first-hand no one was lying to
me. I made sure of it.

I had no leads. She was just gone.

Over the year and a half that she’d known
me, Annaleia had woven a brilliant tapestry of feelings in me I
hadn’t realized was even possible for my kind, something bright and
colorful against the field of black that was my soul. She’d sewn
the final stitch to that tapestry on Christmas Eve.

Then in the blink of an eye, she’d
ruthlessly ripped the material away, leaving a gaping, jagged,
bleeding hole where her presence had once been.

I spent every second of the
next year in the mortal realm searching for her, with no luck. On
December 24th
of 1968, I was in a body I’d made to look about
ten years older and sitting at a seedy bar in Philly, one of around
ten that were still open Christmas Eve. I was about to celebrate
the anniversary of the utter annihilation of all three of my hearts
when a man in a black leather motorcycle jacket walked through the
door. The back of the jacket was decorated, and two others with the
same jacket came in after him, but I knew right away he was their
leader.

He sat down next to me at the bar and told
the bartender my drinks were on him.

When I met his very blue
gaze, I knew he wasn’t human. Not even close. Not even in the
same universe kind
of close. And I was fine with that. I hated humans right about
then. Humans had ruined my life. In fact, I vowed never to suppress
the dragon in me again in favor of a human. Never.

The stranger didn’t ask me why I was
drinking, yet somehow I had the feeling he knew. I could tell he
understood. I was wrapped in a kind of pain that only the very old
or very different could recognize and I was pretty sure he was
both.

I was a vessel of bitterness and regret, as
doleful as that sounds. It’s just the damn truth. I had no idea
what to do with myself any longer and wasn’t in the mood to talk or
make friends. But a kind of silent camaraderie came over me that
night as the two other motorcycle club members joined us as at the
bar and the four of us drank. It was the quiet start of something
different, something that would take me from one century into the
next.

I’ve accepted that life will never be as it
was before Annaleia. The beast in me is a little darker, and
unfortunately a little meaner. Pain will do that. But it turns out
I’m not alone.

Now I have twelve clan brothers. For our own
reasons, we were all pulled into Cain’s club over time. We were
given refuge in a leather jacket, and freedom in a V-twin.

A white patch on our backs gives fair
warning to the world of who and what we are:

Monsters.


Part Two – From the diary of Annaleia
Faith

It was November of 1967
when I learned the truth of what Hamlet had been trying to tell
Horatio for more than
four hundred years. There really was more in heaven and earth than
was dreamt of in our philosophies. In his screenplay, Hamlet had
been shouldered with the incredible burden of opening one’s eyes to
the limited knowledge of humanity. Of course, he was doomed to
fail. Humans are the most stubborn of the realms’ races.

I’ve met a good number of those races now,
so I should know.

My own private
Hamlet came to me at the
beginning of that November more than fifty years ago. At the time,
my mom was very pregnant with my little brother, Joshua. I’m the
one who decided on my brother’s name. It was my dad’s middle name,
so it was a safe bet and it was perfect.

To help with bills, I was working part time
at the diner down the street from our house. And Antares….

Ares.

Ares was working there with me. And because
of that, and because of what Ares meant to me, I was happy. It
didn’t matter that my family was “broken” or that I had a shit job
or that we were in the red, not really. As long as the two boys in
my life were there, I was okay: My unborn brother Joshua held my
father’s DNA. He was the only piece of my dad I had left. And Ares
was my best friend. And so much more.

It was baffling as hell to
me, I have to tell you. Ares was the most perfect specimen of the
male sex I had ever seen. It went without saying that he was the
best looking guy in our school, hell in the whole
town. Not that Philly was
all-encompassing. Now that I’ve been around the world a few times,
I can tell you with some certainty he was the most beautiful
creature on the planet. At seventeen, he was already more than six
feet of solid muscle. He had thick, soft hair the color of night,
and eyes that reflected the stars right back at me. I got lost in
them time and again.

To me, he was pretty much a
god, and in 1967, I wasn’t going to look a gift god in the mouth. I
was thrilled he enjoyed my company enough to stay by my side and
call me friend. Best friend.

What’s more, I was well
enough aware of how guys behaved and what they wanted to recognize
that Ares would have been more than happy to get even closer. That
was a thrilling thing to know, I admit. The most gorgeous guy in
the world wanting to take me for a roll in the hay? It was
liberating. My mom’s pregnancy scared me straight enough that I was
too afraid to go that far with anyone, even with Ares. I didn’t
want life to become even more complicated for me than it already
was, and Ares’ friendship gave me what I desperately needed to get
through each day. But the sheer knowledge that he would have
accepted me in that way was sometimes the fuel that kept me running. It frankly
gave me strength. He gave me strength. And Joshua did too.

My boys and the love I had
for them kept me waking up to the alarm in the mornings, kept me
studying hard, kept me getting my butt to work on time, and kept me
happy enough to be friendly
enough to keep me in good tip money. I even
started a jar for Joshua’s private school. I wanted him to go to
one. I knew he was going to have my dad’s genius brain. I just knew
it. And the schools in my neighborhood were frankly
shit.

But one night the diner was short-handed,
and I was called in to work when Ares wasn’t scheduled. It was
overtime pay for me, so I didn’t even hesitate.

An hour into my
shift… he walked
through the door. Not Ares. It was my Hamlet, so to speak.

The warlock, Jarrod Sterling.

The café was so busy, at first I only saw
the newcomer at a glance, and he was tall and dressed in black, so
I automatically assumed it was Ares. I turned a bright smile on him
and froze when he locked eyes with me. My smile slipped. Looking at
him as the door to the diner shut behind him and the wind rustled
his dark trench coat, I was struck with a solid certainty. I knew
this man was going to change my life forever. And maybe not in a
good way.

He replaced my missing smile with one of his
own, then turned and sat himself down at one of the booths. He was
strikingly handsome. His movements were all grace and confidence.
And I myself seemed to lose both of those qualities then and
there.

“Wow. He looks like money,”
said my friend Lisa with an appreciative grunt. She’d come up
beside me with a freshly brewed pot of coffee in her hand. She
glanced sidelong at me, shook her head, and pretended to fan
herself. But then she stopped and tilted her head to the side. “You
want his table, hun’? You and your mom could use the
dough.”

The booth Sterling was at was normally
Lisa’s. But I took her up on the offer because she was right. And I
was curious.

I went to Sterling’s table, pulling out my
pad and pencil on the way. He was in the process of taking off his
gloves. They looked like soft black leather, the expensive kind no
one in that part of town could afford to wear. But rather than
excite me, it made me more nervous.

Before he even looked up, I put on my
friendly face, introduced myself, and welcomed him to the diner
like usual. Then I asked him what he’d like.

As long as I live, I will never forget his
reply.

He still hadn’t looked up
when he said, “I would very much like you, Annaleia Faith. For one night.
And I believe that once I tell you what I can give you in return,
you’ll agree to my terms.”

I stood there stunned,
trying desperately to process exactly what he’d just said to me
when he finally looked up and met my gaze. He was starkly handsome,
and even in the same dark way that Antares was. But his eyes were
fathomless. They were like mysteries, unknown and dangerous. Where
Ares possessed the stars of galaxies in his gaze, this man’s eyes
held all that dark matter and energy between the stars.

They terrified me.

All I could do was stand there and stare at
him.

“Please have a seat, Miss
Faith. You look stricken, and we must talk, you and I.”

I sat down, but only because my legs were
giving out under me. It wasn’t that I hadn’t been propositioned
before. It was a diner and I was a waitress. That was enough right
there. But I also happened to be a female in high school, which was
all it took for most boys. All in all I’d become pretty good at
turning my customers and classmates down. Well, unless Ares got to
them first, that is.

I’m smiling now, remembering that. He
thought I didn’t know how he would chase them all off. But I
knew.

Anyway, it wasn’t the
stranger’s proposition that unsettled me. It was the man himself.
It was Sterling. From the moment he’d walked in, he’d had me in
some sort of sway. I wouldn’t understand that it was
literally magic he held
over me until much later. When it was too late.

“My name is Jarrod
Sterling,” he said quietly. Calmly. “You have something that I
desperately desire, Annaleia. Or rather, you soon will. It’s
something precious and rare. I would never take it from you against
your will. I’m not that kind of man.” He paused, glancing at the
table top, and I could swear I heard him think the words,
Not yet, anyway. And then
he continued. “But if you agree to give it to me, I will grant you
a great boon in return. I will give you what is most important to
you.”

He laced his fingers together on the table,
and I noticed they were beautiful, long and tapered and manicured.
He radiated some kind of aura that made him and those fingers seem
more than capable, in every respect. And I kid you not, I started
to feel… well, I started to feel turned on. Despite the warning in
his eyes.

My mouth went dry as he leaned forward. “As
a matter of fact, I will grant you several boons. And believe me my
dear, you will need each one.” He paused and studied me with a tilt
to his head. The overhead lights hit those dark eyes, and they
reflected oddly, almost like mirrors. He was an animal in the
darkness at the end of a long, lonely road.

I felt mesmerized sitting there across from
him.

One time, I had walked in on Lisa’s friends
in the basement of her house on a Saturday night, and the air had
been filled with smoke. Not cigarette smoke, either. The feeling I
had with Sterling was similar to the one that came over me in that
basement. But this was stronger. And definitely hotter.

He smiled at me. I’ll never forget that
smile either. It was like he knew damn well what I was feeling.
“Will you hear me out?” he asked.

All I could do was nod. I internally kicked
myself ten ways to Sunday at my weakness in front of this complete
stranger, but it didn’t change anything. I still sat there like a
ragdoll and let him do his thing. It seemed like I should have been
worried about my other tables, about taking orders or checking on
customers. I should have been thinking about the scene we were
probably causing. But none of that crossed my mind.

At my acquiescence,
Sterling’s smile became relieved and even a little friendly. It
touched his eyes, making them seem not quite as deep and dark. It
was an enchanting smile. “Wonderful,” he said. “Then allow me
to take us somewhere a little more private.”

He raised his graceful fingers and snapped
them. The sound rang out far louder than it should have, and I felt
something pull at me in all directions. I didn’t even have time to
cry out in surprise before the entire world blinked away, out of
existence. Then it blinked back in.

We weren’t in the diner any longer. And from
that moment on, my life was a topsy-turvy impossibility of magic
and the anything-but-mundane. It all changed in that moment, at the
snap of a warlock’s fingers.

He told me what he was – or part of what he
was, anyway – and what he wanted from me. Then he told me what he
could offer in return.

In the end, I really had no choice. We will
do anything for the ones we love.

But what he wanted and the way he needed to
take it from me made me finally realize something vital. And it
sent me flying into the arms of the man I had to at last admit I
truly loved: Antares Mace.

I made plans. Then, on
Christmas Eve a month after my initial meeting with Jarrod
Sterling, I drove to Ares’ apartment, and I told him how I felt
about him. I told him how I wanted him to be the one… the
first one. He understood.
Maybe he comprehended my meaning in a way only Ares could have. Or
maybe it was just that he was a man.

Either way, that night was the best
experience of my life.

The morning after, however, was the
worst.

That was a long time ago.
And now I’m… well, now I’m different. I haven’t seen Ares since
that night. That was how it had to be. Sterling took care of
everything – moving us and acquiring for us a new place to live,
protecting us from the authorities and a host of other aggressors,
and making sure no one could find us. Not even Ares.

What I gave him in return was apparently
worth all he did for me and my family. He was grateful for the
exchange. And honestly, I was grateful too. I was ashamed at first…
but when I watched my little brother grow up over the next few
years, even from the distance I had to eventually keep from my
family, I was thankful to the man who’d made Joshua’s existence
possible. I was glad for the deal that saved his life.

And it turned out I was right about my
brother’s smarts. He’s a physicist now at Cambridge. I’m proud of
him. That’s what I tell myself when I think back on 1968, and
remember Antares Mace.

 


 


 



Chapter One – Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania

The conference room fell into an expectant
hush, the closing notepads and set-down pens the signal for
Annaleia to begin her pitch. She pressed a button on the controller
in her hand and dimmed the lights. The screen behind her came to
life with light and a black and white pen drawing of a hunched
elderly woman wearing her hair in a loose bun.

“An old woman is sitting at
a kitchen table alone,” she began, and the screen behind her
reflected the coming-to-life line sketch animation of the story she
began to tell. It was a rough draft sort of thing that she’d
imagined utilizing for this pitch due to the transition effect it
offered later in the ad pitch. Anna was hoping it would give her ad
idea the winning edge. “The kitchen walls are gray and undecorated.
There are no paintings, no calendars. The room is devoid of any
real indication of life. The old woman’s face and hands are
weathered, ancient,” she said. “She is holding a cup of coffee but
there is no steam rising from the cup, and the woman’s gaze is
distant. There is no music, but the wailing of sirens and sounds of
the city can be heard in the background.”

The conference room’s deep quiet indicated
involvement. Anna was encouraged, and she continued.

“There’s a knock at the
front door of the old woman’s house. She very slowly rises, and
each and every step can be heard by the viewer as she makes her way
to the door to answer. When she does, a young lad, perhaps a
neighbor or a caring newspaper delivery boy hands her the morning
paper. She thanks him and he wishes her well. She returns to the
table and slowly unfolds the paper, which the reader can hear
crinkling. It is still eerily quiet, and this quiet lends to an
atmosphere of eager tension. The viewer begins leaning forward in
their seat, watching closely, waiting for whatever it is that must
be about to happen.”

It was amusing to some degree, but mostly
promising, that the people in the conference room were doing the
exact same thing.

“The camera focuses on the
old woman’s face, zooming in on her eyes as she reads. Then she
runs her ancient, veined hands over the paper and the camera pans
around to a point of view over her shoulder so that we can read it
ourselves: The date on the paper’s first page is April 16, 1987.
The headline reads, ‘Seventy-Five Years,’ and the subtitle beneath
it says, ‘Three Quarters of a Century Since the Sinking of the
Unsinkable.’ It has been seventy-five years since the sinking of
the British luxury passenger liner, the RMS Titanic.

The woman says nothing, but
the sound of a ship’s fog horn plays soft and distant, low enough
that we still hear the sounds of the attic and the city beyond it.
When she looks up, her gaze is distant. Very slowly she stands up from the
table and makes her trudging way up the old wooden staircase of her
home. We hear the floorboards creak beneath her slow, shuffling
steps.” Anna particularly liked that part – she could hear and see
it so clearly herself as she described the scene to the decision
makers in the room.

“She reaches the second
floor and opens a door at the end of a dark hallway. The room
inside is undecorated, used as an attic. Peeling wallpaper in some
places, dust motes caught by the light streaming through gauzy
curtains. Against one wall is a hope chest. She maneuvers her way
to her knobby knees to kneel before it. As she opens the hope
chest, soft piano notes begin to play, still so quiet they are
barely audible. The camera pans to the contents inside, things we
recognize as events embedded in the layers of time, each one taking
us further into the past… a paper with a headline of the Challenger
space shuttle disaster, Nixon’s impeachment, Kennedy’s
assassination…”

Annaleia watched the members of the
committee shift slightly in their seats or look down briefly at the
table as each event that registered a connection to their
particular generation was mentioned. Their ages ranged from forty
to sixty-four; she’d chosen the range of time for the events with
them in mind. One after another the blips in history appeared and
disappeared in shifting black ink on white across the screen behind
her, scrawled across the tops of the newspapers and magazines the
old woman pulled from the chest’s depths.

Anna went on, feeling the restless
excitement build in the room. It always began low and slightly
curious. Like a murmur. “Until at last she reaches the bottom
layers and pulls a cardboard shirt box from their depths. She
slowly slides the lid off to reveal three objects inside – an
engagement ring, another folded newspaper, and a still-wrapped gift
complete with bow. The gift is obviously from another era, its
corners rubbed off by time.”

This was where Annaleia began to get chills
as she told the story, because this was where it became
structurally beautiful, like more of an actual story and less of an
advertisement.

“But the paper is ancient.
The old woman carefully unfolds its cracking, yellowed pages in the
still silence to reveal a headline similar to the one we just saw
on the kitchen table downstairs, but much more meaningful. It
strikes a deeper chord because this one is the original. This is
the London Herald release from April 16th, 1912, in which the title
in bold text read simply, ‘Titanic Sinks.’

A tear has escaped the old woman’s eyes, and
the piano music is unobtrusively rising in volume.” In the
conference room, Anna manipulated the controls out of sight in her
hand, and the music in the room echoed her words. “The old woman
turns silently to the gift, and after a moment of obvious
deliberation, she pulls the bow free. It’s stiffened with age, as
have her hands, but the bow eventually falls and the woman
continues to unwrap the gift.”

On the screen behind Anna, the animated pen
sketch woman removed the paper from a box and then opened the box.
“Inside is a crystal bottle. It’s an older design, with the
atomizer attached. It has no visible label. She lifts the bottle
free from its casing, and with fresh moisture on her cheeks, she
squeezes the atomizer. Droplets of mist enter the air around her,
and she looks up.”

This was where the story
changed and the audience was drawn in. This was the
clincher, the tightening
part of the ad, and the point of no return. This was the part that
Anna had been waiting for, and the reason she’d wanted the pen
sketch animation to help sell her pitch. “We, the audience, look up
along with her to see that the drops suspended above and around her
are changing, becoming larger. The room is shifting, becoming
brighter. Soon the perfume mist has transformed to confetti, and
when the camera pans out once more, the old woman has become young
again, no older than perhaps sixteen or seventeen years. She is
standing in bright daylight amidst a crowd of revelers on the docks
of a pier.”

In the conference room, the fog horn sounded
again, accompanied by the pleasant noises of a celebrating crowd
and piano music now at normal volume. At the same time, the
animated black and white pen drawing behind Annaleia suddenly
blossomed into full color, the sky erupted into periwinkle blue,
the confetti set with rainbow hues, and the vibrancy of the woman’s
eyes was the color of the Caribbean Sea.

“All around her, people are
celebrating, tossing streamers and torn paper. A nearby sign wishes
good fortune upon the maiden voyage of the ‘Unsinkable
Titanic.’”

Annaleia heard sounds of appreciation come
from several in the room. If she didn’t fully have the audience in
her clutches by this part of the pitch, the ad wouldn’t sell. But
from the breathless expressions on their faces and the general lack
of blinking all around, she was banking she’d pulled it off.

“Someone is talking to the
now young woman, but she is clearly a little distracted, trying to
digest what has just happened to her. This is more than a memory.
This is tangible; she has been transported back in time. Beside
her, a man is gathering his belongings; he is dressed in the
uniform of a porter, and he looks just as young as she is, perhaps
one or two years older.

He gives her a kiss on her cheek, reminds
her that he’ll call as soon as they make first port, and then
touches her cheek lovingly. ‘Open this when I’m gone,’ he then says
with a smile. As he pulls away, tossing his bag over his shoulder,
we see the young woman has a gift in her hand, the same one she
opened in the attic only seconds earlier.

We see recognition dawn in
her features. And we know that when she finally fully realizes
where and when she
is, she is also realizing that this moment in time was pivotal. The
man she once loved is about to board the ill-fated Titanic. This is
the last time she will ever see him alive.”

The body language in the conference room
reflected the emotion of Annaleia’s pitch, and she hadn’t even come
to the climax. The clincher had worked, and the room was hers.

“There is no time to stop
the ship,” she continued. “There is no time to warn the crew. And
they wouldn’t believe her anyway. There is just time enough to do
one thing.” It was very
important that Annaleia emphasize the wording, “just time enough,”
and she managed the feat with expert, practiced body language and
the exact right tone, effectively italicizing them for her
audience.

“One thing that may change the course of her fate forever. And
just like that – she decides to do it. Our young woman breaks into
a run, pushing through the milling crowd to follow after the young
man. She catches up to him just short of the bottom of the ship’s
boarding plank. She grabs his arm to stop him, and when he turns
around, she kisses him.”

On the screen, the colored pen drawings
kissed, and the air around them filled with animation fireworks.
The music in the room crescendo'd, but not so loud as to drown out
Annaleia.

“She kisses him deep and
long, with all of the love that she has felt inside for
three-quarters of a century. She kisses him with all of the love
that she’s missed for the better part of a hundred years. And what can he do,
in the grips of such a kiss, but kiss her back?

The music soars, the sunlight shimmers and
streams between them, the crowd goes wild as behind the kissing
couple, the ship begins to pull away from the dock – and the kiss
goes on.

Finally, our young man and woman slowly part
and the young man blinks in both confusion and dawning, true love.
But then he realizes what is happening behind him, and he gives the
young woman the final squeeze of a desperate goodbye, backpedals,
and makes a break for it toward the departing ship. He was supposed
to be on it; the viewer can see that. He’s obviously got a job
waiting for him on that ship.

But this is not the first time he has tried
to board that ship, not to her it isn’t, and this time he doesn’t
make it. This time, the young man falls just short of making the
maiden voyage of the RMS Titanic. He’s frustrated enough at the
unexpected loss that he takes off his porter’s hat and throws it to
the ground.”

On the screen, the young man flung his small
white cap onto the platform in front of him before bowing his head
in defeat.

“Then, with his hands on
his hips and his head lowered, the young man slowly smiles. He
begins laughing at his fortune. Still smiling and shaking his head
in ambivalence, he turns to look over his shoulder at the place
where his girl is still standing.

The camera pans to his blue eyes, time
slows, and everything changes again.”

The room collectively held its breath, eyes
wide, bodies utterly motionless.

Gotcha, Anna thought.

“As he peers across the
distance at his first and only love and the camera pulls out once
more, we find he is an old man, as weathered and wrinkled as the
woman, who is now old once more. He does not peer at her across a
crowded and celebratory pier filled with revelers, but an empty
kitchen. We’ve seen this kitchen; it’s her kitchen.

However, it is not as empty as it was the
last time we saw it. The once gray walls are now cheery.” The walls
in the animated drawing painted themselves a happy pattern of
yellow and white stripes. “Their bare spaces are now decorated with
lovingly framed photographs of people. Photographs of children, of
grandchildren, of aunts and uncles and newborn babies, graduations
and soccer games and soldiers returned from the war. These are
lives lived, lives that had not been there before, a legacy – that
was not there until that single, momentous, life-altering kiss.

The old man’s eyes meet hers. She looks
better now than when we first met her, the hair on her head white
instead of gray, the bun exchanged for soft curls that cascade over
her shoulders, the once drab clothing switched out for pastel hues.
She smiles a very soft, very gentle smile. Their eyes speak
unspoken volumes, stories of knowledge deep and true.

In this new, not quite as empty silence, the
old man has a newspaper in his hands. He places today’s paper on
the table. It bears the very same headline we saw earlier,
announcing the anniversary of the sinking of the unsinkable
Titanic. We hear his shuffling footsteps as he crosses the kitchen
and approaches his true love.

He touches her cheek.

They embrace.

The music becomes lilting, its notes
carrying us as the camera pans out to climb the stairs to the
house’s second floor. On the way, we see more photographs on the
walls and atop a piano, we pass taped-up children’s drawings hung
proudly by second-graders, we witness vibrant color schemes that
filled a once monochrome world.

The camera takes us to the attic room at the
end of the hall, where in a beam of light in a much brighter and
happier place of memories, a now empty crystal perfume bottle sits,
obviously used and loved. On the back of the bottle in scrawling
etched letters are the words, ‘Time Enough.’

And our commercial closes
with a final, simple farewell message that can be either spoken or
scripted across the bottom of the screen. ‘What would you change of
fate… if there were just Time
Enough?’”

As the music ended and the screen faded to
black, Annaleia scanned the faces of the people at the conference
table. She managed to keep herself from jumping for joy, but their
slow, silent nods and flushed expressions – not to mention the
actual tears on the cheeks of more than one of them – made it damn
hard to contain her excitement. She’d so badly wanted this sell. It
was the last project she’d had to complete before beginning a
long-awaited and hard-earned vacation. She’d wanted to leave on a
high note because as everyone knew, employees were a lot easier to
replace when they were on vacation. Anna wanted to be
indispensable.

Finally, the woman at the far end of the
table, the director of advertising for the cosmetics company Anna
was pitching to, began clapping enthusiastically. Her red-lipped
grin spread to envelop the entire lower half of her face. The
others at the table joined in right away, and Anna let out a breath
of relief that she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.

“Absolutely amazing, Miss
Faith,” the director said. “I love it. And I know our buyers will
too. We should be able to—“”

But she never had a chance to finish what
she was saying, as suddenly, a distant-sounding thump shook the
floor beneath their feet and chairs. The unsettling reverberation
stopped everyone still and caused the pencils to roll across the
table.

A second later the fire
alarm blared to screeching life, but before the sprinklers overhead
began spinning and spraying, Anna was moving for the door. She’d
been in this situation before. She recognized the feel of that
particular thump.
Now she was on autopilot, even as her nerve endings crackled to
terrified life and her mind screamed one sentence over and over
again in a loop.

Not again. Not again. Not again.


Chapter Two – Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania

Anna opened the door and turned to the room,
holding the door wide with her back against it. The others had
risen from their chairs and were trying to gather their
belongings.

But Anna stopped them. “Leave everything
where it is except your cell phones,” she told them in an
authoritative tone. “Place your cell phones in your pockets or your
waistbands so your hands are free and head calmly to the stairwell
through those double doors,” she instructed, pointing in the
direction of the fire exit.

She kept her tone even but strong, her back
straight, and her expression dead serious. “Do not run and do not
push,” she added when they glanced at her uncertainly, clearly
surprised that she had taken over.

A second rumble moved through the building
around them, and this time Annaleia heard voices elsewhere in the
office raised in fear.

No. Please not again.

She didn’t look old enough to have been more
than a toddler back then, but she was. She was a lot older than she
looked. At this point, everyone and their dog claimed to have been
somehow affected by those infamous attacks. It was cliché and it
was considered bad form. Every person on the planet who was old
enough desperately wanted to be associated with something so
pivotal and important. They figured it would garner sympathy. Or
make them seem somehow more wise.

The way Vietnam Vets were now coveted
national treasures rather than the soldier scum they were
considered in the early seventies. Something like that.

But where Anna was concerned, it was
something she never talked about, not ever. For two reasons. One,
as far as the world was concerned, she would have been a child in
September of 2001. No older than five or six, for sure. And two, in
all honesty she really just wanted to forget the entire ordeal. No
matter what the tragedy’s motto said one should never do.

On that particular Tuesday,
Annaleia Faith genuinely just happened to be in Manhattan, New
York. Vacationing, of all things. And she’d flown into Newark from
Pennsylvania before hiring a car to take her to Times Square.
Within the space of a few hours, Anna had been in two of the three
locations where the attacks had taken gone down. She’d had the most
amazing luck that day. Not good
luck. Just amazing. And she had always sort of
wondered whether that luck had somehow rubbed off on the world in a
bad way.

Annaleia leaned forward,
grasping the closest person by the elbow to hurry them through the
door. It happened to be her boss, and he gave her a strange
wide-eyed look when she gently but firmly manhandled him out the
door. “Let’s go,” she commanded. “All of you make your way to the
stairwell right this very second. Once there, descend
calmly and hold onto the
railing – remember not to run.”

It was ironic, now that
Anna was thinking back on it and moving people through the door at
the same time. That had been the last vacation she’d taken – until
the one she’d planned to begin tomorrow. Two decades without a day
off and two decades without any crash-boom-bangs. In another time and
place, perhaps viewed from very far away, the coincidence might
have seemed almost amusing.

The vacation was going to
have to wait. Whatever happened, the cosmetics company she’d
pitched to probably wouldn’t go with her ad idea now, since it
would likely only bring to mind for them bad things like fire
alarms and people screaming in fear. Bad things. Which was also
ironic, given that she’d pitched it to cover the Titanic disaster
specifically to steer toward traumatic events of the
long past rather than the
more recent past.

In any case, she knew that whatever this
situation was, if it was bad, she was going to have to come up with
something else and fast.

In that case, Anna only hoped that the ad
would be the worst of her concerns.

“This is important,” she
continued to give instructions even as mind internally spun. “Wait
until you reach the bottom level and exit the building before you
attempt to use your cell phones to call anyone.” Otherwise they
would be too busy trying to think of what to say or finding the
number in their contacts list to exit the building with utmost care
and speed, and their hands wouldn’t be free for balance and
reactions. And it wouldn’t matter anyway because the call wouldn’t
connect. There was no signal in the stairwells.

She raised her voice just a touch because
she knew that at this point, blood was rushing through their ears
and it would be more difficult to hear. Plus, they were moving away
from her now. “If you find your way blocked on the way down by an
obstruction, go back to the nearest floor. Let everyone on that
floor know that the path down is blocked. Then go back through
those offices to the second set of stairs on the other side of the
building. Each office level has two sets of stairs.”

But this probably
wasn’t… that. Not
again, not this time. Right? At least, whatever it was, the
building she was in probably wasn’t at the epicenter of the
commotion. The rumbles that trembled through the office were too
soft, the explosive pulses too distant. And the fire alarm was
probably set off by someone on purpose, someone acting out of fear.
Even so, time was most likely of the essence.

Anna followed them now, letting the door
shut behind her as they made their way to the stairwell. She
watched them leave following her instructions, then she broke into
a run in the opposite direction. As quickly as possible, she ducked
into each cubicle to make sure they were empty.

Then she left through the inner office door
to check the bathrooms. Each was also empty, but as she was leaving
the men’s restroom a third small rumble shuddered through the
building, and now she could hear distant, muffled screaming.

She stopped in the center of the foyer and
listened, paying close attention to the varying sounds, then she
went the way her fellow employees had gone and headed to the
stairwell fire exit. She leaned over the railing and gazed down the
chute of empty space at the center of the stairwell. The squared
spiral of stairs was empty below her, which was good; the
advertising agency’s offices were on the top floor of the building,
so if the stairwell was empty it probably meant everyone had gotten
out safely.

Within seconds, she’d made it to the final
level of the building, and fortune seemed to be on her side this
time. She hadn’t passed anyone on the way down, and there was
nothing blocking the stairs at any level. Anna pushed open the fire
exit door and blinked against the midday sun that speared her eyes.
But even through the blurriness, she could see the familiar figures
of her fellow employees. They’d gathered together a safe distance
from the building and were pointing at and discussing something
occurring at a building a few blocks away.

A column of smoke rose from that area, and
Anna could smell something nasty in the air. The wind was also hot;
unnaturally warmed by an unexpected heat source.

A slithering sensation unraveled in her
stomach. Anna’s teeth tamped together; she found she was tempted to
hug herself in comfort when she approached her boss and the circle
of employees around him. She made certain they were all aware she
was out of the building and safe, and then told them to wait until
they received the go-ahead to return inside.

But she was no longer worried about them
now. It was clear even from this distance that whatever had gone
down had done so far enough away that nothing inside her building
would be directly affected – if you didn’t count all the water from
the sprinkler system.

The trouble was centered two blocks away,
and whatever forces of fate had “gifted” Annaleia with her
unnatural abilities were now humming to life in her veins. She was
being drawn to the site. Not out of curiosity or morbid
fascination, but necessity. Someone was either dead in that mess,
or they were close.

Annaleia always felt
new death, the death that
had just barely descended and turned off a beating heart. It was a
part of what she was, and along with her red hair it was also one
of the reasons her best friend tended to call her “Bruja.”
Bruja was Spanish
for witch. She was
close to death, she supposed. She’d touched it, brushed against it,
felt it grasp a tentative hold on her before it hesitantly let her
go.

Anna didn’t realize she was already running
until she stopped behind two large blue trash bins in an alley
adjacent to the smoking scene. She leaned around one of them and
scanned the area, trying to decipher what had happened.

The long, smooth white line of an airplane’s
wing was like a bass beat in her guts. She blinked and looked
again. Clouds of gray and black puffed and swayed, lifting from
rubble past the core of the trauma. For a moment they parted again
– and again, Anna gazed upon the wing of a plane.


Chapter Three – Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania

Randall Price brushed his sleeve over his
forehead and cringed when another sharp spike rose from the base of
his skull to his right eye. His head hurt. It always hurt. Every
single day. The migraines were a part of him now, an unseen
assailant that had attached itself to him like the ghost of a
cookiecutter shark.

He looked up to shuffle through the books on
the shelf so he could find the empty space he needed. A black and
white, flashing zigzag shape had begun to form at the bottom of the
right side of his vision. On instinct, as he always did, he tried
to focus on it to get a better look. As he re-focused, it moved. He
looked up again toward his boss, who was waving him over at the end
of the street. Again when he re-focused, the zigzag shape moved
along with his line of sight, maintaining its position at the
bottom right-hand side of his vision.

Great, he thought as his patience dwindled. An aura. He rarely got
them with the migraines; normally they came along separately,
either the day before or the day after. This was new. But what if
it wasn’t? What if it just meant that this migraine was going to
last more than a day? Or go away and then come back
tomorrow?

He swore internally.

Little bits of Randall were left behind
every time, pieces that it grew more and more difficult to find and
glue back together. His head felt like a mess of scars on the
inside, its wounds invisible and exhausting. He waited and longed
for the time when it would be scar tissue entirely, because scar
tissue itself couldn’t transmit pain the same way undamaged tissue
could. And he wished they were at least visible on the outside.
Then people would empathize. He hated it when pain was invisible.
It did nothing for the sufferer.

Randall slipped the second-to-last book in
his arms into its proper place on the shelf and nudged down his
glasses so he could pinch the bridge of his nose with his now-free
hand. He closed his eyes just as the bell on the library door
sounded, signaling a customer’s arrival. Then he took a deep breath
through his nose and let it out between his teeth. Maybe he should
close early today.

He glanced down at the last remaining book
he had to re-shelf and read the title. “The Redhead Murders: A Case
Study of the Infamous Unsolved Serial Killings.”

He dropped the book.

At the end of the aisle, two patrons stopped
and peeked around the stack in his direction. “Oh, hi,” said the
woman, who was clearly mother to the young boy whose hand she held.
“Forgive me, but do you work here?”

Randall blinked, pushed his glasses back up
his nose, and reminding himself that the customers couldn’t see his
pain, he pulled himself together. “Yes. Yes, sorry.” He bent and
retrieved the dropped book, which made his head feel as though it
would explode. But he winced and weathered it, then stood and made
his way to the end of the aisle to join the newcomers. “What can I
help you with today?”

The woman smiled. “I was wondering if you
could maybe track down a specific book? I came earlier today and
looked through the catalog on the computer, but I think I was
searching for the wrong thing and my lunch break ended before I
could get help.” She laughed a little sheepishly and dropped her
head. Randall had that effect on women sometimes. He knew it was
his eyes; they were green, which was rare. The glasses amplified
their size and color, and his gaze was sharp.

“So I figured I’d come back
once I got off work,” she finished with a shrug.

Randall smiled back, then broke eye contact
to spare a little of the smile for the child, who ducked behind his
mother’s body as if to hide. Randall knew all about that behavior.
People hid a lot of things from strangers.

“It’s no problem,” he
assured the woman. “Let me just re-shelf this one, and we’ll see if
we can’t find your missing volume.” He brushed past her to head to
the True Crime area of the library. The woman and her son followed
a few steps behind.

When he’d finished replacing the last of his
misplaced inventory, he turned and clapped his hands together in a
well-practiced but utterly fake show of considerate customer
service. “Now then, what’s the name of the book?”

“It’s a medical book called
‘Cutaneous Scarring: A Clinical Methodology.’” She smiled
sheepishly at the lengthy title. “Do you think you might have it? I
know it’s a longshot but I already checked the library at the
medical school, and they said I’d probably have to get it online
but to check with you first because you actually have a pretty good
sized medical section… for a private library, that is.” Another
nervous smile.

But Randall nodded as he led the way to the
library’s computers. “We do have a comparatively large selection as
a matter of fact, as many of the school’s medical students live in
an apartment complex along the same bus route.” The only section
larger in the library was the art section. Most of that was his
personal collection, however.

Randall stopped and typed the name of the
book she was looking for into the database’s search field on the
nearest PC.

He already knew he didn’t
have that particular book. If he did, he would have remembered it
because he would have read it. He had read all of the medical books in the
library. But people didn’t appreciate answers that appeared like
guesses when it came to something they felt desperately about. They
wanted cold, hard evidence that you were doing all you could to
help them. Even though he knew the book wasn’t in the library, he
went through the motions of a search anyway. Which of course came
up empty.

“I’m afraid it’s as I
suspected,” he said shaking his head and gesturing to the screen.
“That edition is out of print and not currently on the shelves, but
I can certainly have it special ordered for you if you’d
like—”

He never finished his sentence. The world
warped around him on a shockwave of sorts and the air became
monstrous in that moment. It ate up his words, sucking them free of
his mouth and lungs before they had a chance to be heard. At the
same time, wood from the French double doors at the front of the
library imploded to become splinters of all sizes that shot through
the room like a thousand spears.

Inaudible over the deafening blast, the
stained glass along the top of all four walls of the large room
shattered noiselessly into dust. All around Randall, the library
transformed into a sudden mish-mash of every color and shape, so
destroyed in its mixing it was reminiscent of ash-brown paint.

There may have been
screams; he would never know. He had the sudden sensation of
falling. The woman and child that had been standing beside him
became figments of the past, no longer of absolute importance. He
couldn’t tell what was up or down; there was no sensation but that
of a slight pull on his body and the distant, thankfully
numb thunking of
objects banging into him.

In short order, everything went black… which
then faded into white.

The white had a miasma of
rainbow colors interwoven throughout its fabric. At the same time,
it wasn’t there. There was no white, there was no rainbow, there
was nothing. Except music? In the background of the white, miasmic
nothing, a song played. Au Claire de la
Lune. It was an old French folk song, one
he somehow remembered now, soft and echoing on an unseen
piano.

It was the song sung by the first human
voice ever recorded. Randall had a copy of the recording from 1860
in the art section of his library. Now he floated, recalling the
words even though he had no physical body and therefore no brain
with which to recall them. He sang wordlessly despite the
impossible-ness of it, a whisper of a thought that sounded clearly
in the multi-hued nothingness…

"Au clair de la lune, mon ami Pierrot,
prête-moi ta lume pour écrire un mot. Ma chandelle est morte, je
n'ai plus de feu. Ouvre-moi ta porte pour l'amour de Dieu.”

“By the light of the moon,
my friend Pierrot, lend me a light so I can continue to write? My
own light has gone out… I have no fire…. Open the door, for the
love of God.”

My light has gone out. I have no fire. Open
the door.

For the love of God, open the door.

Randall, open the goddamn door! WAKE UP!

Randall opened his eyes.

A blur greeted him, but not the nothing
miasma he’d been in moments before. It was a solid and real blur,
and he knew he was no longer floating because he could feel things
pressing into his body from all sides. It hurt. This was real and
he was conscious.

Sound was a strange thing to him now because
it didn’t match what he was seeing. Several seconds after he’d
opened his eyes, he realized his world was strangely silent. The
piano music was gone. In its place was a thick, cotton-like
muffling of something else, something indistinct.

The blur around him solidified enough for
him to see that he was on the ground; the asphalt of a city street
slashed vertical through his vision. He tried to push himself up,
to clear himself away from the chaos of the blur and muffle and
regain his bearings, but he couldn’t move his arms.

They’re
trapped, he realized. He blinked several
times and the area around him began to come into focus. He was
absolutely in the middle of the street. He was on his side, and his
body was the weight that trapped his left arm, squeezing it beneath
him between his chest and the tarmac. Something was also indeed
laying on top of him, trapping his other arm. It was brown,
probably wood, but it was covered in a layer of dust or ash and
there were other things laying on top of the object, obscuring its
identity.

He frowned and looked
closer, concentrating on the shape of it in an attempt to find
something familiar. It’s a
shelf, he finally realized. It’s part of
one of the library shelves. He peered at it a little longer, his
gaze skirting the line of its closest edge until he could barely
make the outline of what appeared to be a label. A library
label.

This is one of the shelves
from the psychology section, he thought as
he recognized the “ychol” letters from the label. That was all he
could see. But it was enough to let him rebuild the shelf in his
head based on where he knew the label was normally located. Once
he’d done that, he knew where to lean, how far to lean, and which
direction to lean in so that he could get out from underneath the
shelf.

He tried to lean in that
direction and lift his arm even just a little to help leverage him
out from beneath the wooden weight. But it hurt. And he had no control over his
fingers; he attempted to wiggle them and failed.
It’s broken, he realized
hopelessly. When the shelf had fallen and trapped him, it had
broken his arm. He knew the ledge had fallen perpendicular to his
bone, and it was most likely snapped in half. That was the real
reason he couldn’t move it.

But he could still lean, and if he didn’t
mind a serious case of road rash, he could slide inch by inch out
from beneath the shelf.

Randall closed his eyes and listened to the
sound of his blood pulsing past his eardrums. He couldn’t hear any
sirens. He couldn’t hear anything but the crackling of a fire
somewhere nearby, and the zapping of some kind of electrical wiring
that had most likely been severed. He didn’t know where either
were, and he couldn’t see anything beyond the shelf, the street
under his head, and the dust that filled the air. He had no idea
whether help was on its way.

It’s up to
me, he realized. He tried to mentally
prepare himself for the painful task ahead and then gave up and
just gritted his teeth. He began to lean, pulling hard on his legs
to curl them under him so he could try to grip the street with the
soles of his boots. But suddenly, when he leaned, he was
simultaneously moving his right arm – fingers and all.

What the hell?

He frowned and turned his head to look down
at his arm. Blood soaked the sleeve of his shirt; he couldn’t tell
what was going on under the material, but if he wasn’t imagining
things, his arm wasn’t broken after all. In fact… it didn’t even
hurt.

“Impossible,” he whispered
as he angled his right arm to grip the ledge of the shelf with his
now movable fingers. He managed a grip and shoved with all his
strength into the bulk of the wood. It shifted slightly, scraping
against the street. He growled low, feeling the blood fill his
head, and continued to push.

He was sweating with effort by the time he
managed to dislodge himself enough to roll out from under the
destroyed fixture. He sustained scrapes and bruises along both arms
and his side where his shirt had come free of his pants, but he was
right about his initial assessment about his arm being wrong. It
wasn’t broken after all. It must have been shock alone that kept
him from moving it at first. The blood was most likely from a deep
cut and nothing more.

Randall sat up, steadied himself past
dizziness, and then got to his feet. He slowly looked around.

“No fucking way,” he
muttered as his surroundings became clear. His library was in
ruins, only two of its four walls still standing. His books were
destroyed, their covers and pages disassembled and scattered in
every direction. He could barely make them out beneath the rubble
of the destruction. But that wasn’t what had him staring
open-mouthed in fascination.

It was the
airplane less than half a
block away, its nose buried in the core of the power substation
building at the end of the street. Its main body had torn in half
at some point, but whether it was before or after it had been
dismantled by the impact, it was impossible for Randall to tell.
The aircraft was a jetliner, possibly capable of carrying around
two hundred passengers. Given the way it had fractured, its remains
were reminiscent of the Titanic.

He scanned the wreckage,
not at all surprised that he could see no signs of life. He began
to roll up the sleeve of his bloodied arm and considered what to do
next when against all odds, he heard the sound of
voices.

Female voices.

Randall turned slowly, trying to pinpoint
the direction from which they came. When he was sure he had, he
began stumbling slowly toward them. They came and went, their
clarity made sporadic by distance, wind, smoke, and the sounds of
fire and electricity. But he caught a few phrases here and
there.

“… take mine. Go ahead and
put it on.”

“Please just… going to be
okay? He isn’t… god please don’t leave me….”

“… need you to trust me.
I’m going to help him, I promise. But you need… interfere, no
matter what.”

Randall began to circle a final mound of
smoking debris when the speakers came into view. For some reason,
his instinct forced him back behind the bulk of the debris, where
he knelt and watched from a hidden distance.

They were kneeling on the ground amidst the
rubble, two women. There was a boy too, but he was on his back
between them, and unmoving. The boy and his mother, Randall
recognized from the library, though they were both covered in
layers of dust and ash, and the mother had blood on her head that
caked a lock of her hair to the side of her face. There was more
blood on her hands.

But there was none on the little boy.

Randall couldn’t tell exactly where the kid
had been hurt, but he must have been harmed by the crash because
his color was decidedly pale, and his lips were purple. He was
either dead or fast on his way.

The mother began sobbing, but impressively,
she remained where she was as the other woman, whom Randall could
only see from behind, repositioned herself next to the boy’s
unmoving form. From his vantage, he couldn’t really see much of her
but her hair, which was decidedly beautiful. It was dark blonde
maybe, somewhat gold, and with unique rose-gold and strawberry
highlights running through it. Though it had been tied up into some
kind of bun, he could tell there was a copious amount of it; the
bun was thick, and long strands had come loose, probably during the
commotion, to curl down her back and over her shoulders.

He admired it for a moment, but then he went
still, and his mind went a little blank when she turned, offering
him her profile.

There was something prophetically volatile
about the way she looked in profile. There was an air about her
that made her appear the muse, posing to be captured by a painter’s
expert hand.

Her eyes were downcast as she gave her
attention to the unconscious child. He took in her lashes, so long
and thick he could see them even from where he crouched, despite
the dust in the air. His eyes grazed over the rise of the apple of
her cheek, dusted randomly with copper colored freckles, her small
slightly upturned nose, the pink curve of her full lips, parted now
as she grit her teeth in concentration.

He looked at those teeth, just a little bit
crooked at the canines, giving her a youthful air, and wondered
what it would feel like if she were to clamp them down on him in
defense. In frustration, in anger… in pleasure. Suddenly, he wanted
her to make him bleed with them.

But it was a passing thought, one of those
that enters a man’s mind and is gone in the next instant, as if it
were never there.

And then he saw her arms. Beneath the jacket
she must have given to the child’s mother, who shivered and
muttered frantically despite the layers she now wore over her, the
woman with rose-gold highlights in her hair had only been wearing a
short-sleeved suit top, one meant to be covered by a suit jacket.
It was cold out here; her breath frosted before her lips. But she’d
given away her protection anyway, revealing what had once been
hidden beneath those now missing sleeves.

Randall’s eyes trailed over the sculpted
shape of her arms. There were so many of them – so many scars. They
were almost like pencil marks, the charcoal sketch strokes of some
cosmic master of the arts. They were all nearly exactly the same
size, the same width, the same length and color. They stood out in
stark contrast against the tanned skin of her otherwise unmarred
flesh.

Dozens. Dozens of scars marked the angel with
the freckles and crooked teeth. He wondered if there were more
under what clothing remained.

Randall stood transfixed as something new
washed over him. He could do nothing but stare open-mouthed as the
angel lowered her hands to the boy’s chest, palms-down. She
muttered something under her breath, something he could not hear,
but he saw her lips move.

Beside her, the mother gasped and stopped
muttering. Randall saw a light begin to form beneath the red-head’s
touch. It was bluish, or maybe yellow, perhaps shifting back and
forth through the spectrum. It looked warm.

He imagined it was warm.

The light spread across the boy’s chest,
climbing ever further outward until it had enveloped his torso
completely. It then spread down his arms and legs, until the entire
small body was encased in a warm, steady glow.

It remained like this for several
impossible, mind-boggling beats.

And then the woman’s head dropped as if she
were exhausted. The light died out like a dimmer switch being
slowly turned to the off position. In the next tense moment in that
debris-filled scene with dust and the sound of sirens floating
around them, the boy’s chest heaved upward with an enormous intake
of air.

The mother cried out in rapturous shock and
what Randall imagined was the kind of wonder he, himself, was
experiencing in that moment.

But his rapture and shock was not only due
to the miracle the red-haired angel had performed on the little
boy. It was because at the very same time that the boy took his
life-saving breath, a line of red appeared across the side of the
woman’s forearm. She winced slightly as it split open, blood
welling to the same dimensions as the other lines marking the
woman’s skin. But she did nothing to stop it, and didn’t even take
the time to look at it. She simply remained where she was, head
down, eyes closed, teeth bared silently against the pain.

A few moments later, as the emergency
vehicles began arriving and parking on the outskirts of the
disaster and the mother hugged her now coughing child to her chest
and bawled openly with relief, the single slash on the woman’s
forearm began to close. Within seconds, it had sealed completely,
and even the blood disappeared.

Leaving only a scar in its wake.

Another scar. Like all the others.

“Oh my God,” Randall
whispered as he realized what he was witnessing. The angel really
was an angel. Those scars on her body… they were what was left when
she saved someone. And not just saved them, but brought them back
to life.

That boy had been dead. He hadn’t been
breathing. Whatever had happened to him had stopped his heart.

She had started it back up again.

That strange feeling that washed over him
earlier was back, but stronger. He was transforming there in that
field of death and rebirth. He was doing the same thing the boy had
done, but on another level. Randall was dying and coming back to
life. He was different now. He recognized that difference as he
gazed upon the beautiful woman with the perfect scars and the
perfect profile and the perfect magic. He knew why he had been
spared in this disaster. He knew what his purpose was.

The angel was precious, a work of art that
the cosmos had sent into his path for a reason. Randall Price was
supposed to protect her. Care for her.

Keep her.

And keep her, he would.

*****

Victor Maze smiled to himself in
satisfaction. This was a job well done.

He had his energy source, and he’d
manipulated the situation with just enough influence to get the
ball rolling. Or as the sovereigns seemed so fond in referencing of
late, to topple the first domino.

He chuckled softly to himself as he slipped
his hands into the pockets of his white suit and left the scene of
death and chaos and obsession behind him. None of the people
scrambling from their emergency vehicles noticed him. No one knew
he was there. He was a slow moving calm in a field of rapid-dash
nightmares, which was ironic given who and what he actually
was.

He liked that irony. It tasted good.

And so would Randall Price.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Four – Private Location, Pacific
Northwest Coast

“I’m telling you they
popped into my realm all at once. All at the same time.
And….”

Thanatos, or Thane to those
who knew him personally, trailed off in his description to the
people seated around the large, oblong table. He ran his hand
through his jet-black hair and turned his back to them as he
continued to pace restlessly. Whatever had sent those anime to him
had just happened.
But already he could feel the spirits backing up, the line of dead
becoming longer by the second, all of them waiting on the Phantom
Realm sovereigns to sort them out and send them on their
way.

Thane was the Phantom King,
ruler of the realm where all who died unnatural deaths went after
they’d drawn their last painful breaths. Those otherwise lost souls
were referred to as anime, and normally they appeared in
his realm one at a time, giving him and his wife, Siobhan, plenty
of time to greet them and help them however possible.

But today was different and that was why
he’d called this meeting of as many of the other sovereigns as he
could get ahold of at short notice.

“And what?” Diana Chroi
asked. She was the Goblin Queen, wife to one of the most powerful
fae in existence, the Goblin King Damon Chroi. Together they ruled
the Goblin Kingdom, which was really just a fanciful name for the
realm that apparently took the multiverse’s charity cases. Diana
Chroi was a veterinarian in her “mortal” life, and she’d taken her
love of all things furry and down-trodden right along with her into
the fae kingdom when she’d married Chroi. The once mighty and
dreaded Goblin Kingdom, where the most dangerous of the fae had
been banished to millennia ago, had for all intents and purposes
become the mighty and dreaded Multi-Realm Zoo.

Not that they didn’t do a good job. And from
what he heard, their triplet children were naturals with the
animals too.

Diana Chroi was a fair-haired woman with
sparkling, intelligent eyes. She leaned expectantly over the table
and waited for him to continue, as did everyone else who sat at the
meeting.

But this was too bizarre, too wrong, and
suddenly Thane, a man who represented one of the most mysterious
and dreaded kingdoms in all the realms, a man who had dealt with
death – and ugly death at that – for as long as it had existed,
frankly felt… embarrassed.

So it was Thane’s wife who finally answered
the question.

“They were singing,”
Siobhan told them. She was still seated in her own respective chair
at the table, unlike Thane who admittedly had a harder time
containing his agitated energy and had risen almost immediately
upon starting the meeting to pace across the room as they
talked.

“Singing?” asked someone
else at the table. The voice belonged to Jack Colton, the Shifter
King.

Thane turned and placed his palms on the
table top, leaning in. “Singing,” he repeated. “Row, Row, Row Your
Boat.”

There was silence across the room, and
whether it was pregnant with surprise or unexpressed mirth, Thane
couldn’t tell. Probably both.

Finally the Shadow King, a man who had gone
by many names over the years but who’d eventually settled on Keeran
Pitch, said “You’re fucking with us, right?”

“Nope.” Thane shook his
head. “Two-hundred people singing Row, Row, Row Your Boat. And they
were singing in a perfect harmonious round.”

His wife, Siobhan, spoke up. “That combined
with the fact that all two-hundred people showed up in our garage
at once was enough to convince us that we needed to meet with the
others right away. We think this…. Well, we think it has Victor
Maze written all over it.”

At the other end of the
long table, seated in the chair that would have been reserved for
the head of the household had this been a dining table, a
red-headed young beauty leaned back in her chair and tapped her
finger thoughtfully on the armrest. This was Katrielle the actually
ancient Nomad who had once been known to the sovereigns as Lalura
Chantelle the crotchety Nomad. Nomads were bafflingly powerful beings capable of
godlike acts and who were born time and again in different forms,
but retained the knowledge of each form every time they were
reincarnated. The red-haired Katrielle was not only this Nomad’s
latest form; it had been her first as well.

“So… it has never happened
before that victims of large-scale tragedies show up in Purgatory
at the same time? Not during any of the deadly events in history’s
past?” she asked. “Such as with the Bubonic Plague? Hiroshima?
Mount Vesuvius?”

Thane shook his head. “No. Natural disasters
don’t create anime. They’re natural deaths, whether they’re thought
of as fair or not. Even disease doesn’t count. But as far as war
casualties are concerned, even large-scale events such as bomb
droppings? Their spirits come to me individually, each anime
appearing one after another, no matter what. Time moves differently
in my realm, you know that.”

Katrielle nodded.
She did know that;
the Nomad knew a lot of things. Thane had a feeling she was only
having him reiterate it all for the benefit of everyone else in the
room.

Since, due to war and homicide, there were
simply too many “wrongful” deaths to count, time in Purgatory
worked differently. It stretched itself out, turning the seconds
into days and the years into centuries. As the Phantom King, Thane
retained control of this time bubble and dealt with the plethora of
wronged one at a time.

“This is the first time
more than one has appeared at once,” said Siobhan. “And it was
wholly unnerving. I mean you can just imagine…” she gestured,
leaning back in her chair as Katrielle had done, “two-hundred
semi-transparent people suddenly appearing at the open end of a
dusty garage, their spirits backdropped by a vast, empty desert and
hollow wind,” she described and then sat forward again and lowered
her voice, “as they sang an old nursery rhyme with
absolutely eerie perfect pitch.”

There were sounds all around of general
agreement that it would be quite the sight to take in.

“That would make an
incredible scene for a video game,” said Pitch, who was not only
the Shadow King but also a self-made billionaire in the mortal
realm where he’d made his fortune creating more than a few stupidly
popular video games as the mysterious mogul-gamer,
Shadenigma. Shadenigma
was a man in a black hoodie and leather jacket who never showed his
face, but for the glowing eyes that peered from the darkness of his
drawn hood.

Angst. The gamer generation ate it up.

“Leave it to you to think
of that,” said Caliban, the Unseelie King. The Unseelie were
Tuathan Fae, who practically dripped power and sex appeal, and
unlike his brother the Seelie King, Caliban was more than a little
fond of using both to wicked ends. Fortunately his queen usually
kept him in line these days. At the moment however, both the fae
queens were back in the Unseelie Realm dealing with matters
concerning the Taal.

That was a Noah’s ark load of trouble right there.
When it rains it pours,
Thane thought as he pondered the dark and dangerous fae. Taal were
what Thane imagined you’d get if you took a vampire and an unseelie
Tuathan fae and mashed them together. In fact… maybe that’s what
they were? They were unseelie fae, and they did
drink blood. Thane had no idea. But whatever
their origins, they were absolutely deadly. He should know; victims
of the Taal had been steadily coming to his realm as anime for
thousands of years. And right now they were on a literal hunt for
something they couldn’t seem to find and they were crabby as hell
about not having it.

“Hell, a lot of the things
we experience would make fantastic video game scenes,” said Stephen
Lazarus, the Demon King. Thane realized he’d lost track of the
conversation and tried to pay attention to catch up.

Along with his queen, Dahlia, Lazarus ruled
over the realms of the demons and the Akyri. But he also happened
to be a detective in the mortal world, and like a few others who
sat at the Table of the Thirteen – which was now the Table of the
Twenty-six in actuality – he hadn’t quit his job when he’d taken on
the mantle of king.

“I mean, think about the
shit that has actually happened
to us,” Lazarus went on. “Dimensional bubbles
colliding? Raging, larger-than-life battles with submerged tentacle
beasts and black griffons? Runaway trains filled with vampires?
Night carnivals teeming with warlocks and werewolves?”

“Ooh, that one even sounds
neat like that – Warlocks and Werewolves,” said another sovereign
at the table, this time the Nightmare Queen, Adelaide. Adelaide was
also a seer, a rare breed who came in handy on many
occasion.

Her husband, the Nightmare
King, who went by Nick these days, nodded enthusiastically. “Yeah
it does sound cool. A little like Dungeons
and Dragons, but real.”

Order at the table seemed to crumble then,
as each of the dozen or so kings and queens sitting around it began
to discuss past experiences and how so many of them were truly
game-worthy, at the very least print-worthy, and at best worthy of
being on the big screen. And then suddenly at her end of the table,
Katrielle the Nomad and powerful mage just unobtrusively raised her
hand about a foot above the table, palm-down. A tiny shockwave of
sorts emitted from her palm and rolled over the sovereigns. They
all stopped talking at once.

“Do any of you hear that?”
she asked softly once they’d calmed and were looking up at her in
confusion. “Can you hear what you’re doing?”

Thane for his part hadn’t said a word since
describing the strange load of two-hundred jetliner passengers
who’d appeared in song, but he had to admit that his mind had
wandered just like everyone else’s.

He blinked and looked
around. They all blinked and looked around.

“What the hell
was that?” asked Evelynne
D’Angelo. The brunette beauty was the Vampire Queen, and beside her
sat Roman D’Angelo, the Vampire King. Strangely enough, the
“vampire” kingdom they ruled consisted of only one of
three of the breeds of
vampires that inhabited the known realms, but one out of three
wasn’t bad, Thane supposed. Though Roman’s vampires called
themselves “Offspring” more often than “vampires” since these
particular blood suckers were literally the offspring of Akyri
demons and a warlocks, so they were born rather than transformed
–

Shit, thought Thane suddenly. He was doing it again. He was
getting distracted.

“That,” said Diana Chroi,
“was us giving in to disorder.”

Thane looked down at her and noted the
slightly weary, possibly resigned expression on her face. If anyone
would know disorder, it was the mother of fae triplets.

“Indeed,” said Katrielle
grimly. “And I’m afraid it has been happening to us all with
increasing frequency. Haven’t any of you noticed?”

“I’ve… definitely noticed
that it’s harder for me to focus on my writing,” said Evelynne, who
went by Evie amongst the people at the table. “I either end up
taking meandering and bizarre turns within the story – or I stop
writing altogether and wind up wasting time on something else
instead.” Evie D’Angelo was a New York Times bestselling author in
the mortal world. She was one of those who hadn’t wanted to quit
her job when she became queen. According to her, writers didn’t
just “quit” writing, after all. Not ever. They did sometimes experience periods of
writing abstinence, and those were usually not by choice. But the
need to turn the world around them into descriptions, to paint
scenes using a thousand words rather than a picture, was an undying
demand upon their souls. A writer never wasn’t a writer.

Holy fuck, Thane thought, bewildered. He was doing it
again! His thoughts had
just up and wandered right off the reservation without him being
the wiser!

“This is getting bad,” he
admitted aloud, though he kept his spoken words a lot calmer than
the ones in his head. “Two-hundred people were just slaughtered by
something supernatural that clearly thinks of their murders as no
more than a joke, and I can’t keep my thoughts on track long enough
to see to this mess. Why?”

“I believe your beautiful
bride was right,” Katrielle told him. “I believe this is Victor
Maze’s doing. We’re feeling his influence. He may have been greatly
weakened when he escaped Bantariax and came to the realms, but he
is clearly becoming stronger. And as he gains strength, so does
chaos. Arrangement loses stability, calm becomes disquiet, order
becomes disorder.”

Everyone pondered that in silence.

“So you’re telling me that
Maze grows stronger every time he uses his powers – because he’s
using them to create chaos? That’s fair.” Thane’s anger was
palpable in his words this time. Because it wasn’t actually fair at
all. Normally those who used their power grew weaker the more they used it. That
was the way it was supposed
to work.

“That isn’t
exactly what I said,”
Katrielle corrected calmly. “I said that the stronger he gets, the
stronger chaos in turn becomes. But I meant chaos in general, chaos
out here – among us – in the world, and so forth.” She shook her
head, then glanced at the window of the meeting room, which this
time happened to look out over a very cold Lake Eerie. The meeting
room for the sovereigns changed on a constant basis and was always
warded in order to keep those inside safe.

She frowned for a moment as if noticing
something they couldn’t see, then turned back to them. “I would
imagine that using his powers still weakens him as of yet, and that
he’s probably fueling himself some other way. At least for
now.”

But Thane had a feeling that she was
thinking what he was thinking – that before long, it would all just
become one big loop of chaos feeding chaos. Because that was what
Entropy did. That was its very nature.

“Before long, he won’t need
to feed any other way,” said Damon Chroi, echoing Thane’s thoughts.
“Entropy feeds itself, doesn’t it?” He glanced at his wife, who
smiled knowingly. “Like dominoes.” Again – parents of triplet fae
children.

She nodded. “Entropy is a
building momentum of disorder. Leave one thing out of place, and
everyone thinks someone else will take care of it. Pretty soon,
just due to pure chance, something else gets dropped. And everyone
thinks, ‘If I pick that one up, then I’ll have to pick them both up
because picking just one up is stupid.’ So no one picks up either
and you have two things out of place. And then two becomes four,
because now everyone’s just thinking, ‘Well, it was already getting
messy, so who cares about a little more mess? Besides, I’m
certainly not cleaning up for everyone now!’ And then four becomes
eight. And eight, sixteen. And so on, until pretty soon? You’re
rebuilding the treehouse in another part of the forest
because someone decided to just set the forest on fire rather than obey their
mother and take on the task of tidying what was by now a very messy
treehouse.”

Thane blinked. He tried very hard not to
smile at the image that popped into his head. He failed. So he
tried very hard not to laugh.

His wife failed on that one first, and her
laughter was joined by Evie D’Angelo’s, and soon by everyone’s at
the table.

“You need a nanny, dude,”
said Nick, the Nightmare King.

“We had one,” said Damon
resignedly. “You don’t want to know where we found her when the
kids managed to convince a new mother faeline that the nanny was
one of the cat’s newborn children.”

Thane’s eyes widened. Faelines were wildcats
normally found in the Twixt, a realm between the fae kingdoms that
was somewhat considered neutral ground. Faelines were enormous
beasts, like sabretooth tigers on steroids.

“Uh… yeah, we totally do,”
said Lazarus with an encouraging and rakish grin.

Diana slapped her hand over her face in more
resignation and said through her fingers, “We found her in the
faeline’s den, squashed between six naked mewling faeline kittens,
terrified to move an inch or mutter a sound. The mom was trying to
get her to suckle from her teat.”

The table exploded into laughter, this time
louder than before.

“Needless to say,”
interjected Damon, “she’s no longer our nanny. And… we have to pay
for her to receive regular visits from her choice of healer for
therapy.”

Thane’s laughter trailed off a little as the
others continued to chuckle, and suddenly he was looking up and
meeting Katrielle’s eyes. The Nomad looked sad.

She nodded at him, just once.

“Okay then,” said Thane
softly as he straightened from the table. Everyone fell silent when
his words rolled over them like a gentle shake. As they slowly
realized what they had just once more done, he asked Katrielle,
“What are we going to do about this?”

“Right now, we can’t do
anything about the building chaos,” she told him. “Except try to
find Maze. That’s what we have to concentrate on where he’s concerned. We have
to locate him and then we have to somehow pin him down. Until we
can? We won’t stand a chance of holding up this domino.”

“And in the meantime?”
Siobhan asked, no doubt thinking about what waited for them back in
the Phantom Realm. It was too many souls to deal with at once. And
it also meant that at that very moment, there was a disastrous
event going down in the mortal realm. It had been caused by
something inhuman, and hence required inhuman intervention. It
needed healers, cleaners, and inhuman ambassadors who worked in the
guise of humans in the field of first response, such as in the
police force, firefighting, and emergency medical
services.

“In the meantime, we suck
it up and get to work,” said Katrielle. But she didn’t say it
unkindly, only with determined resolution. “Get help with the anime
currently waiting in your realm, Thanatos. There are a few
sovereigns who can venture there. Take them with you right now and
deal with it together.” She turned to the others at the table and
stood, taking a deep breath before she went on.

“The rest of you, locate
the source of this airline disaster, make your contacts, and inform
the appropriate warden leaders.” She glanced out the window again,
and that frown was back. “I have a feeling it’s close
by.”

“It is,” said Adelaide
suddenly. She was staring at the top of the table though, her gaze
distant. “I can feel it, so it must be nearby. Probably in the same
state.” She turned to her husband and whispered, “I think a vision
is coming.”

When a vision came to Adelaide, or to any
seer really, it tended to be rather violent. Because of this,
spells had been developed that took a bit of the ferocity out of
them, and those spells had been transferred to objects, as spells
often were. The spell-object transference made it so much easier to
always have what a magic user needed on-hand. Such as transport
spells, healing spells, invisibility, and especially protective
wards.

But Adelaide might not have been wearing
hers at the moment. They’d all been called in
spur-of-the-moment.

Katrielle nodded, clearly
realizing the meeting needed to come to an end quickly. “When you
have a location, send as many people to the scene as necessary to
keep it clean, and do it fast. We need to Band-aid the situation
before it can spread. As far as Maze is concerned, I want you to
work on preparing spells that can protect at least our minds from
falling victim to the growing chaos.” She shrugged and held up her
hands. “All we can do right now is put out the fires as they start.
Keep your eyes peeled for that first flammable spark in the days to come.” She
nodded at Diana Chroi. “And maybe if we’re careful, we can keep the
forest from burning down.”


Chapter Five – Two weeks later, Unknown
location

Randall took a step back,
making sure to place his leather-soled shoe in a dry spot, and
surveyed his work. It wasn’t bad. Better than his last work, which
had been better than the one before that. He was improving. Though
the fact that he had to work at this at all rather than simply
enjoy the perfect original
ranged from infuriating to enraging, depending on
the hour of the day.

Still, he was ever the optimist. He smiled
hopefully and addressed his subject. “Only a few more scores, I
think.” He placed his art tool on the large cardboard box that
waited, still sealed, on the table beside him. Red ran from the
blade into the cardboard like ink from a leaky pen, but he ignored
it. Instead, he ran an equally red-stained hand through his thick
blond hair, leaving a messy streak. When he realized he’d done so,
he glanced from his hand to the tool and then the box, and he swore
softly.

Then he sighed with weariness before
pinching the bridge of his nose as if to stave off an oncoming
headache. “Of course after that it will take a few weeks for you to
heal before we can see what else, if anything, needs to be
done.”

His latest subject began
crying again. He was becoming accustomed to the pattern. There were
different kinds of crying, he’d learned; the deep-down, utterly
hopeless sobs normally started up whenever he deigned to speak to
his art works. He really
needed to remember not to make conversation with
the canvases. They were just too sensitive.

“Now don’t start that
again,” he warned, placing his hands on his hips. “You’ll stuff up
your nose, and then you won’t have any air holes left to breathe
through. You haven’t shown that you can keep from screaming in my
ear while I’m working, so I’m afraid I can’t remove the gag.” He
shook his head when the sobbing continued. “You want to breathe,
don’t you?”

If anything, the crying intensified. It
wasn’t a good sign. One of his past subjects had actually passed
out from just such a thing, but then he guessed that was what he
got for choosing canvases with small noses. He was trying so hard
to recreate the original to perfection, far too focused on making
it exact.

He sighed again, his
shoulders drooping a little beneath the weight of his seemingly
impossible task. Maybe it was
impossible. Maybe he was trying to do something
that simply could not be done. After all, that was why he’d fallen
in love with the original… she had
been perfect. She was an unfathomable design,
strong and beautiful despite the odds she had faced.

He grabbed his tool from atop the box and
wiped it off with a fresh towel, tossing the old and soaked towel
in a half-full bucket. “Now, now,” he admonished softly. “We really
do need to finish this up before you lose too much blood.” He
leaned over his subject, heartily attempting to ignore the
increased volume of her protests behind her gag. At least she
couldn’t move while he carefully swiped his arm left and right,
digging in at one point, and nicking out at another. Those end
parts were the ones that would have hurt if he hadn’t given her
medication to prevent it. He wasn’t interested in causing his
canvases unnecessary pain.

He simply had to do what he had to do.

The girl stopped moving. Randall tilted his
head to glance at her beneath a stray lock of his own stained hair.
She had passed out. Whether it was from lack of oxygen or fear he
was necessarily causing because she could see him work, he couldn’t
be certain. But he was grateful for it. The noise had been starting
to piss him off.

“Next time, perhaps we’ll
give the anesthesia a try after all,” he told himself as he
straightened and put aside his tool again. He’d shied away from it
originally because it only increased the chances of his canvases
not making it through the art process. But this was becoming
insufferable. “There. That’s good for now. You’ll need to replenish
yourself before we can go on anyway.” She didn’t answer because she
couldn’t, and he shrugged.

“Okay, let’s drape the
painting, shall we?” Randall turned and grabbed the cardboard box
of supplies he’d ordered online and tried to open it. Despite the
fact that it was soaked red in several areas, the tape nonetheless
stuck strong. He rolled his eyes, reaching for his blade once more.
“Of course,” he said with a rueful smile and shake of his head. He
expertly swiped the box cutter down the tape to slice it open, at
last using the tool for what it had originally been intended. Then
he unflapped the box’s wings to reveal bulk bandages, cartons and
tubes of antiseptic, and small brown bottles of pineapple extract
pills.

He smiled to himself.
“Bromelain,” he beamed, lifting the bottle to show his sleeping
subject. “It’ll help you heal faster and make the scars a touch
thinner.” He tossed the bottle back into the box, turning his
attention inward. “That way the scars will also look older.” He
rubbed his chin, uncaring of the red smudges he left behind. “The
way they should look…. The way they look on her.”

He was afraid he might be starting to forget
what they looked like on her, actually. It took a little longer to
conjure them to his mind when he tried now. It had been too long
since he’d seen her.

He wasn’t the only one keeping an eye on
her, apparently. And once her make-shift guardians had discovered
Randall was tracking her, they’d put a stop to it. She’d filed
charges, and that had made things exceedingly difficult for him.
But it had gone a step further; the number of people watching over
her had increased tenfold. And then she’d disappeared entirely.

It was a good thing he’d
taken plenty of photographs when he had the chance. They were the
guide by which he architected the dot-to-dot tapestry of his art
works. The misfortune that none of those art works had survived the
process to date only served as further proof to him that the
original was, well, original. She was unique and
fantastically special. She alone was the one he truly
wanted.

“And I can’t find you,” he
whispered. His gaze darkened. “Even if I could, I can’t go anywhere
near you.” Thanks to the arm-chair ethics professors who’d tried
his case and the people watching over her that she wasn’t even
aware of.

“If they’d had their way,
I’d be wallowing behind magic-reinforced bars right now,” he said
to himself as if he were instead speaking to the subject of his
affection. Or dead, was his afterthought. Probably dead. He wouldn’t put it
past this particular crowd of would-be saviors. Nor would he put it
entirely past Annaleia Faith. She was capable, after all. Given all she
had already so clearly endured, he could easily imagine her killing
someone else to survive. He experienced a rush of raised hairs
along his spine and a nearly uncomfortable flutter in his gut at
the thought. He liked the idea.

It took one killer to know another, he
guessed.

And then a groan from the table drew his
attention, pulling him abruptly from his thoughts. “Oh, right,” he
muttered. She was bleeding to death as he stood there and
daydreamed. He shook his head at his own foolishness and got to
work disinfecting and wrapping the wounds. There would be plenty of
time for dreaming later.

*****

The god of Entropy watched from the shadows
as his target busied himself making organized chaos. It was a
beautiful thing. He was the perfect subject, the perfect puppet for
what Victor needed.

The human male was so filled with pain that
he wanted to make right, so overflowing with desperation, it fed
his actions like a bottomless fount. In turn, his actions fed
Victor.

And he was so hungry. He was weak. Escaping
Bantariax had nearly destroyed him. The shockwave of his final
separating escape had not only mortally wounded Victor, but his
jailor. That was the silver lining, he supposed.

Since finding his way into this corporeal
form, Victor had already done so much. Appearing to the sovereigns,
making his presence and escape known, beginning the workings of his
long-term plan. He’d used most of what little energy he had managed
to take with him as he’d fled, and aside from a few appearances
here and there to keep his enemies on their toes, Victor was
running on empty.

Now was the time to feed, and not only to
feed but to supply himself with a more permanent solution to his
hunger. This human here sufficed nicely. He could also utilize the
man in other ways. By keeping him close and using him as a middle
man, he would be able to come closer to Katrielle. At least in a
round about way.

Ah, Kat…. He smiled to himself. Of all the reprisals he’d visualized
dispensing upon the ones who had trapped him, this one was the
sweetest. When the time came, Victor would make certain he had
enough strength to make her scream before it was over. He wanted
cries to pierce every dimension. He wanted to make sure Bantariax
heard her.

Victor would also use the human to further
fuel confusion and worry amongst the wardens and their sovereigns.
Lead them on a wild goose chase. Point them in the wrong direction.
And so on, and so on.

Grinning, Victor Maze made up his mind and
coalesced into a solid being. He stepped out of the shadows of the
basement where his subject was diligently working to bind the
wounds of his victim with medicine and wrappings.

The human male stopped what he was doing and
froze. His green eyes locked on Victor’s form over the wire of his
gold-rimmed glasses.

“Good evening, Mr. Price.
My name is Victor Maze. I know who and what you are and what you’ve
done – and I know what it is you want.” He stopped and smiled, then
corrected himself. “Or rather, who
it is you want. And I can give her to you. I’m
here to make you an offer, Mr. Price.” Then, in the style of one of
the few human characters he’d ever appreciated, solely due to the
amount of entropy the mafia created, he finished with, “I’m going
to make you an offer you can’t refuse.”


Chapter Six – Damp and empty warehouse in
some unnamed US city.

“You say this girl is your
sister.” Detective Hendrix James turned the photograph slowly from
side to side, tilting it in the sparse light of the room. The
photograph was creased at various folding lines and frayed at the
edges, clearly frequently used, hence not in the best condition. A
single un-covered bulb hung from a similarly naked wire in the
ceiling. It was the room’s only décor, and it didn’t offer the best
illumination for studying something up-close. But James didn’t need
to study anything about this offer up-close to understand it
quickly and thoroughly.

The woman in the photograph
was uniquely pretty, with masses of wild reddish-blonde hair and
vivid eyes of a color he couldn’t quite place due to the photo’s
shoddy condition. She was looking away, smiling and laughing at
something or someone outside the photograph. She was also in
ultra-clear focus, but on a background that was distinctly
out of focus, indicating
a great distance between the photographer and his subject. Meaning,
whoever had taken the picture had done so without her
knowledge.

“That’s what I told you,”
said the man who’d given him the photograph.

I know that’s what you told
me, thought James.
Clearly I don’t believe you. If only he
could read minds like some of the people he knew.

“Mr. VanGogh, or whatever
your name really is,” James said wearily as he sighed, “I don’t
track down women on behalf of their stalkers. You’ll have to take
your business elsewhere.”

The man cocked his head to one side and
studied James carefully, but his expression admitted neither
surprise nor disappointment. Only intelligence. “Is Henry truly
your first name, detective? Or is it perhaps actually Hendrix, and
this counter-order of the rather noteworthy nomenclature, not to
mention the obviously healthy sense of humor your parents
displayed, has caused you to cultivate the truncated version,
Henry, out of awkward embarrassment?”

James said simply, “It’s Mr. James.” He was
fairly sure he’d never told the man he was a detective, much less
hinted that Henry could be short for what it was short for. He was
fast growing uncomfortable with this meeting.

VanGogh smiled broadly. “If you’re concerned
about payment,” he said easily, “I can assure you that you needn’t
be.”

But James wasn’t worried about the money. He
had plenty of money. He’d agreed to meet this man for two other
reasons. One, if this potential client had been legit, it meant a
young woman was missing and the client had been genuinely concerned
for her safety. No harm in helping find a lost soul. And two, James
had already been tasked by someone else with looking into things
like this. Disorderly things, so to speak. Things like men hunting
down women.

The sovereigns had put out what amounted to
an APB on criminal activity of a more primordial nature. Stalking,
rape, violence, murder – these were primordial. They were man’s
most ancient emotions put into action, and those ancient emotions
were chaotic by nature, which is why they were currently on
sovereign radar. They might be linked to the entropy god. Or chaos
god. Or whatever he was.

James had been hired not by the sovereigns,
but by the Nomad herself.

They were old friends, he and Katrielle.
They went way back.

Kat asked him to investigate and notify her
of anything involving women, in particular. She seemed to believe
that there was an integral link between the chaos god on the loose
and a string of odd and unnatural events, the latest and most
gruesome of which were a rash of serial killings taking place in
the United States.

Shit like this required someone “on the
inside” who could break down the chain of command and get to the
source without raising suspicion. James was that someone because he
had strong ties to both the mortal and supernatural worlds.

He liked to think of himself as a superhero
of sorts. His partner on the Force would disagree wholeheartedly of
course, but she also liked hazelnut creamer in her coffee, so
obviously she was screwed in her adorable head and her opinion
didn’t count. Like any good superhero, James maintained two
personas. By day, he was a cop. He had a trusted partner, sans
creamer taste but with lots of street smarts, and they both worked
within the boundaries of his precinct’s jurisdiction. Under cover
of night and often a whole lot of magic, James worked for the
sovereigns. In particular, Kat.

In that capacity, he
manifested and substantiated a sort of jack-of-all-trades role. In the sense
that “trades” meant most things the Thirteen Realms deemed against
their law.

Through this guise, James was able to
proliferate his rather notorious reputation, fake though it was,
and supply the higher-ups with the information they needed to keep
everyone in line, friend or foe, fae or otherwise.

“I’m not concerned about
the money,” he said simply as he turned and pretended to
leave.

“Very well,” said the man
behind him. “Then I trust I can at least count on your silence in
this matter.”

“I was never hired for the
job,” James said as he turned the knob on the door and cracked it
open. “Therefore, I’ve nothing to be silent about.”

He had worded his response carefully, well
aware that this situation was a volatile one. He wanted to tell the
truth, strictly speaking, in case any lie detection magic were at
play. Rare, but sometimes that did happen. He also wanted to be
able to tell Kat about this guy and the girl in the picture. So,
he’d chosen words that relayed the truth but left the door open for
him.

But the fact was, he wanted out. Like, right
now.

There was something wrong here, a bad
vibration in the air. It was like a scent, but not a scent, like a
ghost scent – there, but unplaceable. Like an itch you couldn’t
scratch. Something about the room was even wrong. He hadn’t been
able to place it at first, but as he turned to leave, he thought he
realized what it was.

The shadows didn’t match their objects. They
were misaligned, just slightly off. Not everyone would notice that
kind of thing, but he was a detective, after all. And he had an eye
for detail.

Slightly
off, he thought as he stepped through the
door. Discordant.
James was beginning to feel he might be in over his head. He was
starting to feel like who and what he was might not have been as
secret as he’d hoped. Like maybe that god of chaos guy was on to
him. And James was being set up.

He began to step out of the room and into
the hall of the otherwise abandoned building, trying with all his
might to keep his breathing even. But before he could breach the
threshold, the man calling himself “Mr. VanGogh” was addressing him
again.

“The photograph, Mr.
James,” he said.

James almost startled at
the man’s voice because VanGogh had somehow made it silently across
the room to stand directly
behind him in what felt like the blink of an eye.
It was impossible.

James kept his back
straight. Breathe, just
breathe. He remained outwardly calm as he
turned and met VanGogh’s eyes – a vivid green behind wire-rimmed
glasses. Actually… now that he looked closely, they were different
shades of green. One was a little darker than the other.

“I believe you neglected to
return it to me.” VanGogh held out his hand and gave him an
expectant, patient smile.

They were the same height,
but James suddenly felt as if he were in the company of someone
taller. It was a sensation he was familiar with, given the kinds of
men he worked with amongst the sovereigns. But he knew it was also
part of the fight or flight reflex, this feeling of
disproportionate minuteness that practically cried out,
“Danger! Danger! For the love of all that is holy,
run!”

“I would very much like it
back,” VanGogh prompted softly.

James tore his eyes from the other man’s and
looked back down at the photograph. He was somehow speaking before
checking his words. “I’m sure you’ve heard, Mr. VanGogh…” he began,
even though he knew damn well it was stupid. He was too experienced
to make this kind of messy mistake, yet he found himself making it
anyway. “The authorities are searching for a serial killer.” He
looked back up. “One who preys on women, not that it isn’t the norm
for cowards to prey on those who are smaller and weaker than they
are; that’s customary and isn’t any real news. It’s just that this
particular killer… likens his victims to artwork.”

Oh that did
it, he thought helplessly.
Idiot.

VanGogh didn’t react. There was no hint of
anger or guilt or fear whatsoever in his unevenly green eyes, and
there was no change in his expression. He didn’t look away either,
but held James’ gaze steadily. Unnervingly.

“The photograph, Mr.
James,” he simply repeated with as much calm as before. Then he
added a touch more quietly, the way the wind before a hurricane is
a whisper, “I won’t ask you again.”

James had indeed been doing
this job a long time. But even so, there was a first time for
everything. As he stared back into those soulless eyes and
mechanically returned the photograph, for the first time in his
supernatural life, James the undercover-werewolf-superhero experienced chills of fear.

“Thank you.” VanGogh took
the photo, lowered his arm, and turned his attention to someone or
something in the shadows of the deep dark room behind him. “If
you’re satisfied, I believe I’m finished here.”

James narrowed his gaze, focusing his
inhuman vision. But he still couldn’t see anything more than
absolute darkness in those disproportionate shadows.

It must be a
spell, he thought, one of distortion. Or
maybe it was simply an identity shield. One thing he did notice
however was that VanGogh was looking upward into those
shadows.

Tall, James thought. Whoever or whatever the probable serial
killer was talking to was very tall.

Maybe it’s the chaos god
himself, he suddenly thought. And his body
went cold.

“Understood,” said VanGogh
suddenly, as if the figure in the darkness had spoken to him. He
glanced back at James, smiled a strange and eerie smile, and said,
“Thank you for your time, Detective James.”

James felt his heart tumble over itself in
warning. He’d never told the man he was a detective. He knew that
now for sure.

“I have a message for you
to deliver to Lady Katrielle from a devoted admirer,” VanGogh
continued. “Please advise her against any travel by rail in the
next few days. The tracks are just not what they used to
be.”

VanGogh stepped back from James, moving
further into the shadows behind him. “Have a good night.”

Two more steps and just like that, James
knew VanGogh was gone. The detective-werewolf-superhero had been
left alone in the warehouse and the darkness, and the strangely
ambivalent feeling that he’d just failed at catching death.


Chapter Seven - Australia

Annaleia had no idea how long she’d been
staring at the scar in the mirror when she heard her friend’s voice
from down the hall of her apartment. The front door slammed shut
before the rubber soles of beach shoes were squeaking along a
polished hardwood floor, coming in her direction.

“Anna! I got your mail for
you on the way up! You are
ready, right? No chickening out!”

Anna looked at the scar a
few slow seconds longer. It was one of the few scars she’d already
possessed before her accident, the
accident. And it was the only scar that if given
the choice, she would keep. She would keep it because of how she’d
gotten it and what it reminded her of. Or rather,
who it reminded her
of.

For the briefest moment, she saw eyes like
the cosmos staring back at her in the mirror. They were deep,
mesmerizing, and as endless as light-years. But she blinked, and
they were gone.

She’d been doing that a lot
lately, remembering his galactic gaze. Anna rolled back her
shoulders and straightened. She needed to stop doing that, though.
She couldn’t turn back time. What was done was done. Wherever
Antares was, he was either dead or he was an old man now.
Well, older anyway. Probably long since married with ten kids and twenty
grandkids.

No, it was me who wanted the
kids, she thought
waywardly. Antares was a lone
wolf.

She smiled at the thought. She would
sometimes tease him about the way kids were drawn to him despite
his distaste for them. It reminded her of the way cats seemed to be
drawn to people who were allergic to them. At the diner where
they’d worked together, kids would often come in with their
families. It never failed to make Annaleia laugh behind her hand or
shake her head in wonder when some random child would attach itself
to his leg and ask for a ride or tag him and then run, expecting
him to take chase and tag them back. There he was, tall, imposing,
and dressed all in black with hair and eyes to match – and a
three-year-old girl in pink and pigtails wrapped tightly around his
calf, grinning unabashedly up at him.

His bemused expression was always
priceless.

Anna dropped her hand as a wave of wistful
nostalgia filled her with a very real ache. It was deep inside her,
in some unreachable hollow that hadn’t managed to fill with
anything in more than fifty years.

She closed her eyes, focused fiercely on the
present, and re-opened them to look down at the rest of her body.
“Yeah,” she replied to her friend half-heartedly, taking a step
back from the standing mirror to give herself a thorough once-over.
She tried not to wince at what she saw. But the truth was, she
wasn’t pleased. And she suddenly didn’t feel like doing this.

“Hey, you in
here?”

“Yeah,” she responded again
glumly. “Sorta, anyway.” Then under her breath so only she could
hear she added, “Most of me is.” The rest had been carved out of
her over the course of half a century.

But her friend came around the corner and
gave a low wolf whistle, and Anna had to admit it sounded real.

“Wow. Looking hot, babe. That color is amazing on
you.”

Anna smiled. This was the
first day she’d broken out her new suit, which she admittedly
really liked. It was shimmery, and it shifted in the light between
a charcoal gray and purple, setting off the violet fire in her
eyes. It seemed to fit perfectly too, making her chest look just a
bit bigger and her much more curvaceous ass look just a touch
smaller. At least it’s all
muscle, she thought morosely, her eyes
focused masochistically on her butt. There wasn’t much she could do
about the genetics of her musculature, but at least she didn’t have
a lot of cellulite. Just scars.

“And you’re ready just in
time too,” said Piper a little breathlessly, “‘cuz we’re already
going to be dangling in the back of the lineup at this
hour.”

It was seven a.m. Anna rolled her eyes.

Annaleia Faith was not now and never had
been a morning person. When she was a kid, she arrived late or
exhausted to school. Every time she’d attended university, she’d
scheduled all afternoon courses. And even at work, she didn’t
normally arrive at the agency office until nearly noon. She made up
for it staying late and closing deals, but regardless – mornings
were bad.

She’d been late due to oversleeping when
she’d met Antares that fateful high school registration day, in
fact…. She’d been there at that time to fix her classes because the
ones she’d wanted had booked up while she was busy struggling
wholeheartedly against the warm, firm death grip of sleep. It was
hard enough to worm her way into classes that were full; the ones
she really wanted to take at the time were unfortunately thought of
by the chauvinist status quo as male-oriented subjects. Like
advanced physics, math, and chemistry. Because apparently female
brain matter was just built less capable. Which was why Albert
Einstein’s IQ was 162 – and Marilyn Monroe’s was 163.

Anna blinked and shook herself out of her
thoughts yet again.

“You need
coffee.”

Anna blew out a sigh and shook her head. “I
made a point to just stay up all night instead of try to wake up
early. You know I can’t do that. But I’m coming home right after
the beach and crashing. So unless I hit some kind of superhuman
second wind or start doing meth, you’d better not have anything
else planned for us.”

Piper shook her head. “Nope. I’ve got a
date. You’re not invited.”

Anna laughed.
Thank the Storyteller.

It was the fourth day in her long awaited
vacation. She’d finally made it.

The plane crash mess was cleaned up, the
area bulldozed, and life in all the surrounding buildings had
returned to normal, or at least a relative facsimile of normal. In
the end, the cosmetics company Anna had pitched her ad to still
wanted to go with her creation, and her boss kept his promise that
she’d have time off. It was a few weeks later than originally
planned due to the crash, but she’d managed to get tickets and
reservations moved despite the holidays, and now here she was – in
sunny Victoria, Australia.

It was a serious contrast to the weather
she’d left behind in December’s Philadelphia. She’d gone halvesies
with one of her two best friends on the trip and they’d planned
everything together. Anna and Piper split the vacation into two
weeks, one week where each of them had final say. Anna chose
Australia as their first location, and Piper chose their second.
Austin, Texas was next on the map, where they would meet up with
Anna’s other best friend, Carmen.

They would leave the land of Oz on the
fourteen hour flight back to the states in a few days to spend the
remainder of their two weeks with Carmen. Then the trio would hit
the rather infamous Sixth Street, Austin for everything it was
worth. That was the plan.

Bourbon Street, New Orleans had been the original suggestion by both
of Anna’s friends. But… Anna happened to know a thing or two about
the literally wolfish police force around those parts, and the truth was Anna
wanted an honest to goodness vacation, and not a vacation filled with great big
beautiful men with great big, sharp teeth. Especially
werewolves who might
sniff out Anna’s secret and make trouble for her.

 


She had enough trouble to deal with. Like
these damn scars.

Anna was having second thoughts about
heading back outside. She shouldn’t have taken the time to dry off
and warm up in the sun the day before…. Her violet-colored eyes
trailed over pale lines in her skin that were far more visible now
on day four than they’d been when she’d first arrived in Torquay,
white as paper. Her skin had tanned, but her scars of course
hadn’t. And no amount of magic in the world could hide them. She
knew; she’d tracked down a few mages after her initial
transformation, and it didn’t matter what they cast on her. If she
continued to use her gift, the scars continued to appear.

At first glance, there were too many of them
to count, but she didn’t need to. She had a running tally in her
head, and when another appeared, she just added it. Right now there
were ninety-two scars in all, most of them small and thin but some
not as much. This was the number of places on Annaleia’s skin that
had paid the price for the use of her gift. It was the number of
people she’d brought back from the dead with the power of
resurrection that she’d acquired when she died… fifty years
ago.

Her friend Piper padded up to her side and
put a toned, golden-brown arm around her shoulders. Light brown
eyes met Violet’s in the mirror. “Hey,” she said, “you always
chicken out when you get the tan. You know that, right? It’s a
cycle with you.”

“It’s been too long since
I’ve had a tan for this to be a cycle.”

“One year or ten, doesn’t
matter. You do it every time.”

Anna sighed. “For good reason, I think.”

“For a non-existent reason, though I
sympathize. But you honestly have no idea how beautiful most guys
and even some girls find you. The scars are not all you think they
are. They’re not huge; for the most part they’re thin and straight.
But when you see
them, you remember things and you worry and you ponder and snowball
– and that makes them seem worse to you.”

“You just told me that I
look like a cutter to anyone who notices them.”

“Hey. First off, don’t
judge. People who cut are at least attempting to deal with their
issues however they can. And there are a hell of a lot more of them
around than most people think there are. And second? Anyone who
would judge you as harshly as you just did for those marks is
better weeded out at the beginning anyway. You don’t have time or
energy to deal with apathetic assholes. And you know
it.”

Anna chewed on her lower
lip and stayed quiet. There was a lot of truth packed into what
Piper had just said. When she saw the scars, she
always thought of her
death and her resultant “gift.” She thought about people who
treated her like someone psychologically unstable. She thought of
people like the stalker she’d recently had to deal with; the man
had literally been obsessed with Annaleia because of the scars.

“And third,” Piper added
with a voice a touch more gentle. “Every single one of those scars
is a fucking life saved. That’s… I don’t even have words to describe how amazing
that is, how selfless. And awesome. You’re an angel on Earth, Anna.
Only instead of wings, you got stripes.”

Anna laughed. That was
actually pretty good; she liked it. Stripes. Like a fucking
tiger.

“I had to tell Atlas that
you were already taken yesterday,” Piper told her with a smirk.
Atlas was a surfing buddy. “And then I kid you not, I had to tell
his twin sister the same thing.”

Anna almost smiled at that too, except that
if Piper was telling Anna the truth, then that meant she had lied
to their friends. She wasn’t actually technically taken. She had no
significant other in that respect, just a very busy life. And she
was a warden. It put the kibosh on dating for Anna. She would never
consciously bring someone innocent into the cluster fuck of peril
that was her warden existence.

But it didn’t matter. What mattered was that
Piper Maddox was a true friend.

Anna took a deep breath and sighed, turning
to take her friend’s hands in her own. “Thanks, Pipe,” she said.
“For being you.”

Piper met her gaze and held it. She
understood that Anna was thanking her for the attempt at support
and not everything else. So she smiled back and gave her hands a
warm squeeze. “I’ve got your back, Annaleia Faith. And as to the
scars,” she turned and gestured to the mirror. “If anyone ever
notices them enough to ask, you can always tell them you tousled
with a man in a gray suit.” Piper gave her a very white grin.

Men in gray suits were sharks. It was surfer
slang.

“If any dude out there
hadn’t already wanted you with that toned midriff and the way you
shred those waves,” Piper shrugged as she left her side to grab
Anna’s board and bag, “they sure as hell will once you tell them
that.” She turned and faced Annaleia on her way to the bedroom
door, still grinning. Then she added, “Besides, you’ll be wearing
your own suit before you hit the water.”

Now Piper was referring to Anna’s wetsuit,
not swimsuit. The water could get cold after a while, and a bikini
could leave you with a nasty rash on your chest from the board.
Plus, it was extra protection against jellyfish, which were way
more plentiful and way more scary than sharks.

At the thought of donning the wetsuit, Anna
cheered up. Piper was right. In a few short minutes, all of this
mess in the mirror would be covered up and she would be riding
waves. That was how it always went, and that was what she’d come
here to do. Focus on the barrels, or at least the swells, and
forget about everything else. She’d had to come half way around the
globe to gain that thoughtless freedom, but what the hell. It just
meant she also got to see the world.

She smiled and joined Piper at the door,
taking her board and bag from her. The two left Annaleia’s home,
locked it behind them, then made their way to the parking lot and
Anna’s Jeep Wrangler, utterly unaware that powerful, hungry eyes
followed them every step of the way.

 



Chapter Eight – Australia, coastal
highway

One of the neat things about visiting
Australia was that the driving was reversed, the way it was in
Britain. This tended to surprise many Americans when they visited,
and often it wasn’t necessarily a pleasant surprise. But Annaleia
had owned her home in Torquay for so many decades, she was well
accustomed to the switch by now. And the “neat” part of it was that
when she didn’t feel like driving – like today – she got to look
out the left window instead of the right.

That was a particularly
nice set of circumstances when making your way along the Great
Ocean Road region from Torquay to Bells Beach because it was on
the left side of
the vehicle that you would see the shoreline. Piper was stuck
looking at the road. Anna was the one with the fantastic
view.

This wasn’t the Gold Coast
of Queensland and New South Wales. Victoria, Australia didn’t offer
up cities like Sydney or Brisbane; it was not exactly the
hustle-bustling heart of tourist attractions and night life that
larger cities in Australia afforded visitors, and Anna had
considered that when deciding whether or not to bring her friend to
Victoria for the vacation stay. But the same things could be said
of any city in the US that was not New York or LA. There
were other places in
Australia to visit – and the Great Ocean Road was absolutely
breathtaking, sporting what was widely considered the most
beautiful drive on the planet, with a host of snorkeling, surfing,
and diving locations along the way. She’d known in her heart that
Piper was going to love it. After all, they’d met at a surfing
competition in LA years ago.

And Anna had been right. All her friend
wanted to do was drive and walk and surf and drive and walk and
snorkel and surf. There were even a plethora of second-hand surf
and water sports gear shops all around that the girls could utilize
to restock or replace broken or used items.

Given the amount of solar romance Piper had
been partaking in, Annaleia wasn’t sure good genetics and SPF 30
were going to cut it in protecting her from permanent skin damage
and possible melanoma. She was just lucky her traveling companion
happened to know a few good warding spells that protected their
wearer from harm – even from the burning rays of the sun.

The sun was
strong here. It wasn’t to
be taken lightly. She wished she’d started the wards a day sooner;
that would have kept her scars from being so visible. Though
admittedly, she had placed the wards over them not as sunblock, but
to protect them from wipeouts. Not that she would admit as much to
Piper. Or anyone for that matter. A surfer concerned about
wipeouts? It might make her fodder of a different kind.

Anna took a full deep breath, sucking in the
clean air coming off the ocean as they rounded a bend. She let it
out in a happy sigh. Sunlight glinted like a line of diamonds
across the top of the water, contrasting yellow to the clean, deep
blue. Pristine gold beaches, secluded and small peeked out every
now and then below the cliffs. There were no suicides here… on
these beaches. Not deliberate ones, anyway.

She couldn’t wait to hit the water. These
days she spent more time neck-deep in other people’s problems than
in the sea, and in Philadelphia she didn’t live anywhere near the
coast. It had been ages since she’d had a chance to break out her
board.

These two precious weeks
had been a long time coming for her. It almost felt surreal that it was
actually happening. She was there, it was real, she wasn’t going to
just wake up and find it was a dream.

She’d held her position at the advertising
agency for what she considered a long run. She didn’t age, so
staying anywhere much longer than five to ten years was dangerous,
and she was fast approaching the decade mark. But she really liked
the job. She was good at it.

This was her first vacation with the
company. And though she’d tried hard to be centrally essential to
the company, she knew deep down she’d have to quit soon. That
sucked.

It wasn’t her only job, and because her
second job happened remotely, it didn’t inadvertently require her
to grow old like all the other humans working there. Afternoons,
some nights, and almost every weekend, Anna worked the emergency
suicide hotline. It was only a “job” in the sense that it required
she work hard. There was no pay of course; she was a volunteer. But
it was important to her, and far more important to those who called
in. They were sufferers of an invisible pain, and that compounded
anguish was something of which Anna knew first hand.

She could provide for the callers what far
too many others could not: empathy.

And then there was Anna’s third occupation,
the one that stayed off the books in every possible way. “In the
shadows” so to speak, or at least away from mortal prying eyes, she
was a warden. Rather, she was considered an honorary member of a
warden clan. The clan was Draco and its wardens protected much of
the upper mid-west United States and sometimes lower middle Canada,
when our friendly neighbors called out for supernatural help.

In essence, wardens were the protectors of
the supernatural world, and every continent had them. They guarded
the unknowing mortal from the hunger, fury, lust, greed, and
all-out madness of things that mortals chose not to believe in.
Were it not for wardens, survival of the fittest would have become
survival of the inhuman long ago. And humans would most likely now
be extinct or living in “human farms” or working as slaves in some
of the more dangerous and unsavory of the supernatural realms.

Not that these kinds of things didn’t
sometimes happen anyway. Nothing was perfect and the clans couldn’t
ensure that no evil deed ever took place. But because of wardens,
they took place far less often.

Annaleia had become a token member of Draco
when she’d been in the right time and place to resurrect one of
their wardens. She hadn’t known who or what he was at the time,
only that his life had been cut short prematurely, his murdered
body was in nearly perfect condition – which was necessary for a
successful resurrection – and she happened to be there. Like a
doctor living by the Hippocratic oath, when it happened she didn’t
ask questions. She just resurrected.

Anna brought the kid back, accepted the pain
of the resurrection and its accompanying scar on her body with
gritted teeth, and when she opened her eyes again she found herself
surrounded by thirty-plus rather frightening and obviously capable
men and women. She was “escorted” back to their headquarters. In
essence, they abducted her. But they did it gently, and in
retrospect they did it reverently.

At HQ, they questioned her. She was honest
with them. They were honest right back, confirming what she’d
already learned over the course of her life about the existence of
monsters and magic. And in the end, their leader offered her the
protection of the clan.

Annaleia hadn’t been sure
what that meant at the time, but she didn’t want another job. She
was quick to tell them that she didn’t do what she did for the
money. She worked in her every day jobs because she
wanted to. Plus, she was
settled on the financial front. She wasn’t exactly a spring
chicken; she was immortal. So she’d made her investments long ago,
and they’d paid off.

She’d made all of this clear to the clan
leader, a man by the name of Conall Tiarnahn. But when she did,
Conall sat down in front of her, told everyone else to leave, and
then leaned in close. He was a handsome man, probably in his late
thirties, and she couldn’t deny his charisma in spades. In a soft
and practiced tone, he’d said, “I get the marketing job. You’re
good at it and it isn’t bloody, so it doesn’t weigh on you like
some work.”

“How do you know about my
work?”

He’d smiled. “I’ve done my homework on you,
Miss Faith.”

She’d blinked in surprise. “Already? I only
met you an hour ago.”

He’d laughed. “We work fast in this
business.” And then he’d taken a deep breath. “But as far as your
other work goes, I know it isn’t an inconsequential thing for you
to be the crying shoulder for so many people every day. There are
plenty out there who can hear horrible stories and not feel
anything at all. The world is populated by these psychopaths.
You’re aren’t one of them. If you were, you wouldn’t have
resurrected my man. Especially when it has such obvious
consequences for you.”

She’d shrugged that time, trying to brush
off the attention a little because it made her uncomfortable, but
it was clear he’d been looking at the line of blood across the
right thigh of her jeans. That was where the wound had opened and
closed again, forming the requisite scar when she’d resurrected the
Draco clan member. What he couldn’t see was its twin “ghost scar,”
as she called them, on the inside. But she’d always wondered if
he’d known it was there anyway.

The leader had just smiled
his charming smile. “But that’s exhausting, isn’t it Faith? Don’t
you just wish you could go somewhere, be with some people, who
already know all about your burden and will understand what
you’re going through for
a change?”

“Like Cheers?” she’d asked with a
half-hearted smile.

He’d laughed. It was a nice laugh, and it
put her a little more at ease despite the situation. “Well, we do
have our bars, for what it’s worth,” he reassured her. “And yeah,
everyone there knows your name and they’ll take care of you. Or if
you want, you can stay at headquarters and yell and scream about
what’s bugging you, knowing the people you’re venting to won’t
spill the beans or blow your cover.”

The clan leader leaned in a little closer.
“We’re those people, Faith. Join us and you can come to us any
time, anywhere. We’ll always be here for you. And what’s more,
we’ll always have your back. Wouldn’t that be nice? To know that if
you slipped up and maybe, say… forgot about a camera that filmed
you while you were using your gift… someone here would have your
back and take care of it?”

She nodded.

“Okay then,” he said. “What
say you? Will you join our ranks and carry the protection of my
clan name?”

She’d swallowed hard, not wanting to piss
off the leader of a supernatural clan of anything whatsoever.
“Conall,” she began.

“Call me Con.
Please.”

She nodded, returning the smile, but she was
still nervous. “I can’t quit my jobs.” What he was asking for
sounded like a full-time job in and of itself.

“And I would never ask you
to. In fact, join us and I will only ask two things of you,
Annaleia. One, if a member of my team is killed on a mission,
please consider using your gift to make things right the way you
did for Elijah. I understand it won’t always be possible, and I
accept that. Our job is dangerous.” He’d taken her hands in his
then and placed them together with his over them. “And two – agree
to let us protect you. You are the only person I have met who has
the power you possess. You’re also the first female Withered I’ve
come across... assuming that is indeed what you are. You have a
birthmark on your temple that tells me I’m right.”

Anna frowned slightly and touched the
mark.

“It’s light, but it’s
shaped like a moon, or as some would say, a ‘scythe,’” he told her.
“Withered tend to have that mark, but so far they’ve all been male.
The males also have fangs and you obviously don’t.” He paused,
giving her a calculating look. “You’re special, Faith. Very, very
special. And you have no idea how many monsters out there would
give just about anything to get their hands on you. Sooner or
later, your secret’s gonna get out. Like it did tonight. You’re
just lucky it was the good guys who caught up to you and not the
other way around.” He’d let her go gently and straightened, more
business. “So. Do we have a deal?”

She’d thought about it for all of ten more
seconds before she finally agreed. And just like that, she was a
member of clan Draco. Fifteen of the scars decorating her skin were
the cost she had since paid. More marks, more pain.

And… she had a sentinel.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Nine – Australia, coastal
highway

“You can read her mind,
can’t you?”

Victor Maze didn’t bother looking over at
the human male beside him in the back seat of the car. He kept his
gaze trained on his target, who rode in the passenger seat of a
white Jeep Wrangler several vehicles ahead. But the human was
right. Victor was listening in on her thoughts with impunity.

“I can.”

“What is she thinking
about?”

“I believe you might not
appreciate the turn her thoughts have taken, Mr. Price. Be grateful
you are not privy to them.”

The human fell silent beside him, and Maze
sent a stronger tendril of his power out along the highway to brush
against the mind of the young Withered female. Of course, she
didn’t feel she was young. But to him? Her existence had not yet
carved out enough space on the cosmic calendar to be noticed
beneath a microscope.

Victor breathed deeply,
inhaling the scent of fresh fallen rain. She smells like a storm, he thought
with a small smile. He did so love storms. He was Entropy after
all, and storms were organized chaos in every respect of their
nature.

He closed his eyes and settled into the
theater of her thoughts.

“Is she thinking about
another man?”

Victor felt a muscle in his
jaw tick. Interesting, he thought. The physical form he’d had to take once he’d
escaped Bantariax was so much weaker than the form he had been
accustomed to before his lengthy incarceration. As an incorporeal
form, he never would have been bothered by such things.
Interruptions were just another form of chaos, after
all.

But humans were weak.

Still, he was growing stronger. A shattered
coffee mug here, a train wreck there, and little by little he was
regaining some of the influence he’d at one time enjoyed. His
constant feeding off Price’s slow burning fury and need was helping
as well. Before long, he would be strong enough to enact the rest
of his design.

He’d had a very long time to scheme, sketch,
plot, organize, and devise. He highly doubted the so-called Kings
and Queens of the Thirteen Realms, or their precious warden clans
could fathom a defense worthy of opposing him in the time they now
had allotted.

The once mighty Legendaries, the three great
dragons who had at one time ruled over and guarded humanity, were
not going to be an issue. One was dead, one had been made idle and
dull with matrimonial bliss and the business of the sovereigns. And
the last, the Great Black Bantariax… well, Maze had unwittingly
seen to his temporary demise.

The Legendary Black had been shattered in
the wake of Victor’s escape, his essence and power cast to the four
winds. Little bits and pieces of him now existed here and there,
scattered across the face of the planet. And as for humanity’s last
defense… the Traveler sages, the genii mages of time and space that
were the only thing in the multiverse as ancient as Maze himself,
well… he could only think of one that still existed.

She was strong. Katrielle was a worthy opponent. But he had plans
for the chosen love of Bantariax. He had something special in mind
for the mate of the one who had imprisoned him. In fact, the
redheaded guide of magic and men was at the very crux of
revenge.

“I take it by your silence
that she is, in fact, thinking of a man?” the human male beside him
interrupted again. His voice was soft, but there was a building
fury lacing the torn edges of his words. Normally Victor would
appreciate the evidence of humanity’s slow and careful loss of
emotional control. But right now, the man was irritating
him.

“If we already know where
she is, why don’t we just take her? Why do we not act? What are we
even doing here?”

Well, you’re here getting
jealous and impatient, and I’m in turn feeding off your delicious
inner chaos, Victor thought.
“We’re observing,” he said.

The man fell silent, but he turned to look
out the window, effectively hiding his face and what Victor guessed
was an expression of infuriation.

Victor smiled because he
knew that the most effective way to make the man suffer for his
pestering insolence was to simply answer his questions. “As a
matter of fact, she is thinking of a man, Mr. Price. Two, actually. Both are
handsome and powerful, and you would do well to pray you never
encounter either.”

Randall Price stiffened a little on the
luxury leather seat beside Victor. Victor’s soft laughter, he felt
from deep inside; if the man hadn’t wanted to know, he should not
have asked. “She just finished thinking about her warden clan
leader. I’m sure I’ve told you about them. And at the moment, she’s
remembering her first meeting with her sentinel,” he continued
freely. “A man who can be harmed by neither human nor inhuman
means, and one who will always be there for his lovely violet-eyed
charge.” He paused for effect and finally spared his companion a
cut of his gaze. “Would you like to know what he did to her the
first time they met? Alone in a public restroom?”

Price swallowed hard, and Victor thoroughly
enjoyed the wave of tasty emotion that rolled off the human and
blanketed the car’s interior. But Maze wasn’t finished with
him.

“However, I sense your
restlessness Mr. Price. You’re eager for things to progress. Since
I can’t enact my plan before I am at full strength and I only gain
that strength through certain, qualifying acts of methodical
bedlam, if you’d like I can hurry things along by sending her Jeep
careening from the clifftops. Vehicle accidents are perfect when
they occur through a driver’s attempt at engaging in a good deed.
One thing leads to another, step by ill-fated step, and almost
inevitably, the organized process results in pandemonium.” He
shrugged and gestured to the scenic view through the window.
“Besides, I’m certain the vehicle would make a breathless spectacle
highlighted against the backdrop of that early morning sun, sand,
and surf.”

Up ahead, a small animal darted in front of
the white Jeep, and the driver swerved to miss it. The sound of
screeching tires rang out loud enough that they could hear it
several cars back. The animal barely escaped the encounter, and the
top-heavy Jeep put more weight on two tires than was comfortable.
It was a close call.

But then, Maze had known it would be. He’d
orchestrated it to play out as it had, also knowing that the object
of their attention had protected herself and her friend against
mortal damage, such as the kind you would sustain in a car
accident. He’d done it purely for show, and his efforts were
rewarded when he saw that his young human companion had gone as
white as paper.

“No! No,” Price interjected
frantically, lifting a hand in placation. A beat passed, the Jeep
leveled out to drive straight again, and the young man at once got
himself back under control. But his eyes were now ceaselessly
trained on the spot of white up ahead, and his jaw was clenched
tight. “That won’t be necessary,” he ground out. “I can be
patient.”

“Ah, I see. Very well,”
Maze responded, trying not to grin. In truth, he had to admit he
was impressed with Price’s patience. So far, Maze had provided the
man with little to no evidence that he would follow through with
his promise to deliver Annaleia Faith to him. He’d only proven that
he could. And
Price’s maintained submission was a sign of desperation. People
didn’t buck the system when they were in urgent need of what the
system promised, even if that system was highly unsound and the
promise not really a promise at all. They were too afraid of losing
what little they might have.

So Maze threw the man a bone. It was time
for this party to get started anyway.

“Personally, I think you
need a bit of practice caring for something so valuable, so
precious, before you’re given the real deal with which to…
play. Faith is not like
other women, obviously. She cannot therefore be treated the way you
would treat other women. You wouldn’t want to enter into this
relationship without having properly prepared, would
you?”

Just as he’d hoped, the man frowned a
little, considering Maze’s words. In essence, they were actually
true.

“What would you suggest?”
Price asked.

“Well… they say that doing
the same thing over and over again while expecting a different
result is the definition of madness,” Maze began.

“Insanity. But yes,” Price
interjected, his gaze still locked on the Jeep, which was driving
steadily now that no one was manipulating it.

“Mmm,” allowed Maze.
“However, it’s also called practice.”

Price finally pulled his eyes from the white
vehicle to peer over at Maze.

Victor smiled. “I know you’ve been
practicing on other women, Price. And I know you’re eager. But… I
don’t think you’re quite there yet.”

Victor silently delighted in the prospect of
wreaking more havoc on the already topsy-turvy human world. The
humans were terrified, just like they always were when a “serial
killer” was on the loose. It was strange that this frightened them
so much more than say, the prospect of driving. Or smoking. Or
eating too much. The number of deaths involved with an action did
not determine how frightening it was for a mortal. There was
another layer to it altogether.

He was having fun learning about that
layer.

Even the sovereigns had become involved with
Price’s serial killings, on the off chance that there was an
inhuman player at the reins.

They had no idea.

Victor looked away from his
human charge, so to speak, and sighed. “The way in which
veterinarians learn what will keep or kill a beast is by killing
beasts one by one – until they happen upon the methodology that
manages to keep their animal alive. And in that moment, insanity
becomes practice. In fact, it becomes science.” His smile
broadened. “I know you appreciate art, Mr. Price. You may liken the
process to the same. It is violin chords played repetitively until
they are crystal clear – or canvases marked by lines of paint one
after another, until, et
voilà! You have in your possession
The Starry Night.” He
grinned. “With its moon so bright.”

Now his human companion’s pupils had
expanded. His attention was indeed fixed.

Maze leaned toward him just a little. “You
need another canvas, Mr. Price. Perfect your stroke. And then the
masterpiece shall be yours.”


Chapter Ten – Australia, coastal
highway

Anna smiled to herself.

There was that as well. The sentinel.

She recalled the first time she’d met him
and was beginning to sink into the memory – when Piper swore and
slammed on the breaks, swerving to miss a small furry brown blur
that raced toward the Jeep’s front right side. Anna gasped and
braced herself against the side and top of the Jeep, a hand pressed
firmly to each surface. But Piper deftly managed to miss the poor
beast without tilting the car too badly. The people behind them
didn’t even honk at her unexpected driving move, and it was short
seconds before she had the Jeep straightened out again.

“Damn, I’m glad you drove,”
Anna breathed.

Piper didn’t say anything, but she did spare
Anna a relieved expression before returning her attention to the
road.

They passed the highway
marker on the right that told them they were less than a couple
minutes from the car park. Anna felt a warm thrill like she always
felt when the time to actually get into the water drew near. It
just felt so… good.

Kind of the way Magnus made her feel. Her
sentinel.

Conall hadn’t warned her
about sentinels before she’d agreed to join Draco, and she had no
prior knowledge from other sources. In fact, even
after she joined, she
wasn’t let in on the secret. Anna didn’t in fact learn about
sentinels until a few months
later, and that was by
accident.

It happened when she was in one of her dark
moods. All of her ghost scars were aching; they did that sometimes.
Each time she resurrected someone, the wound that appeared on her
skin created a twin wound inside. These were invisible in every
possible sense; x-rays, MRI’s, and every other imaging method
thus-far created failed to bring them to light. Anna finally told
her clan leader about them, who brought in “imaging equipment” of a
different kind – in the form of a seer.

The seer had explained to her that she was
not the first person to experience ghost pains; humans experienced
them all the time. Amputees could still very much feel pain in the
limb they’d lost because their brains would transmit this pain,
despite the appendage being missing altogether. “If the brain tells
you it’s real, then it’s real. I think therefore I am. It’s the
nerve center. If your brain tells you that you’re sleepy, you’re
sleepy, if it tells you you’re hungry, you’re hungry. If it tells
you nothing, you’re dead.” She’d smiled when Anna had laughed.
“However, because of the magical nature of these wounds,” she said,
gesturing to the scars on Anna’s skin, “they’re even more solidly
ingrained on you.”

Anna’s laughter had died down.

“These wounds, these scars,
were created using the part of you that makes you Withered. And
that is where their twins reside. That part of you is so strong, it
defies death. I can think of little else that is so strong….
Unfortunately, that means that to treat this pain, you will need
something equally as strong. Something frankly magical.” Her smile
was back, reassuring and calm. “You’re lucky. We have something
like this, just perfected recently, and it’s helped many of our
kind.”

By “our kind,” Anna realized she was talking
about those with supernatural powers or abilities like her own.

“I will provide you with a
good supply of the medicine, however it would benefit you most if
you learned to make it yourself.”

And so she did. The seer, a woman by the
name of Lily Kane, had then tirelessly instructed Annaleia in the
creation of the potion, which they then turned to powder and
enclosed in pill capsules for easy transport. A multi-level
illusion then had to be placed over the medicine to disguise it as
vitamins or supplements should humans ever run across the pills and
test them or even ingest them. As far as any mortal were concerned,
the pills would behave no differently than Biotin or Lysine.

Anna never left home without them. But that
day, the day she met her sentinel for the first time, she’d been so
busy with all three of her jobs, she hadn’t had time to realize she
was running low on her supply. Some days were worse than others
with the ghost pain, and just as mortals with rheumatoid arthritis
or fibromyalgia could always tell when a storm was coming, shifts
in the magical fields in the realms had the same sort of effect on
her. And when they did, and the pain got to her, Anna reached for
her meds.

But it happened when she was with a new
employee from the ad agency that her boss wanted her to befriend to
help ease the newcomer into the group. They were at a department
store in the local mall when Anna did exactly that – reached for
the meds – only to find that her bottle was empty.

Mortal pain killers could sometimes take the
very worst of the edges off the pain, but they had to be strong
narcotics, and those were absolutely impossible to obtain if you
didn’t present multiple, profusely bleeding compound fractures when
requesting them. Hell, even then you’d most likely leave with
casts, crutches, and instructions to take ibuprofen.

Anna had nothing, and the attack was coming
on fast and strong.

As a throbbing wave moved through her and
she felt the blood drain from her face, she’d excused herself from
her coworker’s side to use the restroom. She thanked what miniscule
good fortune there was in the world that the room was empty and
entered the largest and last stall. There, she shut the door,
draped her purse on the inner hook, put the lid down on the toilet,
and then sank into a seated position to hold her head in her
shaking hands.

Her breathing came out
ragged, hissing between clenched teeth as she wondered how the hell
she was going to get through the afternoon. “Damn it all to hell,”
she muttered, cursing herself for not being more vigilant with her
supply. “Gods, Storyteller, someone
– for the love of all that is not absolutely
sucky, please help me,” she prayed. “Make this pain go away. Just please help me!”

And suddenly Annaleia was jumping up from
her seat on the toilet lid and screaming as she attempted to
backpedal from the heart-stoppingly beautiful man who appeared out
of nowhere in front of her in the bathroom stall.

He was fast. He raised his hands immediately
in a placating gesture and in a calm, magically soothing voice he
said, “ My name is Magnus. Your name is Annaleia. You’re a warden
for clan Draco… And I’m your sentinel.” As the words rolled slowly
and easily off his tongue, Anna felt more and more of her shocked
fear ebb away.

“I’m here to help you
because you called out for me.”

Normally sentinels only
appeared when their wardens called out to them by name and were
doing so because they were either close to death due to injury or
were caught in a moment when death loomed imminent, both of which
sentinels could feel when called. But since a warden
wouldn’t know their sentinel’s name until after they’d met, this rule was
eliminated for their initial appearance. However, they still
couldn’t show up unless they were absolutely needed, hence
sentinels were always introduced to their charges in a most surprising
manner.

Luckily there was a kind of instant bond
between a warden and his or her sentinel, and that bond could be
immediately felt by the warden. When her sentinel appeared, Anna
calmed down in record time before she let loose with a barrage of
questions.

At one point, a woman had
come into the bathroom during their conversation – but upon hearing
a female and male
voice in one of the stalls, she’d immediately left
again.

After that, Magnus exited the stall and Anna
tentatively followed after him, taking a warden’s opportunity to
size him up. He was well over six feet tall, dressed in jeans and a
plain white t-shirt that hugged broad, athletic curves, and she
doubted he had a single ounce of fat on his entire body. He sported
thick, dark brown shaggy-wavy hair that curled where it brushed his
shoulders, and his eyes were blue. She was a real sucker for eyes
like that.

Truth be told, her “sizing up” of Magnus
became more of an ogling. There was something about his appearance
that almost puzzled her. It was hard to explain, but there was an
aspect so classically perfect to his structure, it was almost
uncomfortable. It was like staring at a Michelangelo sculpture come
to life. He appeared to have been impeccably and seamlessly carved
from marble; there was no unevenness to his symmetry
whatsoever.

Magnus either didn’t notice her blatant
staring or was gentlemanly enough not to mention it. She watched
him as he placed an illusion spell over the door that she knew
would do something along the lines of… make the door disappear so
it looked like a blank wall instead.

When he finished, he turned back to
Annaleia. “I promise to answer any and all of your questions,
Annaleia. But first I must insist that you allow me to tend to
you.”

As she’d blinked up at him wondering what he
could mean, Magnus smiled in a way that made her body tingle. He
gently cupped her head in his hands, slid his fingers lovingly
through her hair, and Anna sighed in deeply felt relief as warmth
spread from his touch throughout her body, eliminating her pain as
it went.

When it was gone completely, Magnus had
released her – slowly – and did so only by running his fingers
through her hair again as he lowered his well-sculpted arms. “Now
then,” he said, his smile making its way into his voice. “Let’s
hear those questions you had for me.”

Anna knew she was blushing when she finally
found her voice again. But she did find it, and she did ask those
questions, and as promised, he did answer them.

Sentinels had apparently been created by the
Storyteller to help protect wardens in their dangerous jobs. They
were just that extra little edge in exchange for the highly
dangerous task wardens took on.

Sentinels were an enigma. No one understood
how they came into being. No one ever actually saw it happen. They
only knew that once an individual signed on to be a warden, the
sentinel was assigned to look after them. Just like that. It was as
easy as, “I’m in.” And boom. The sentinel was theirs.

Sentinels had three main
strengths and two big weaknesses. For strengths, they never took
damage dealt by supernatural means, nor did they take damage dealt
by wardens. Werewolves couldn’t claw them, vampires couldn’t bite
them, wishers couldn’t enact revenge on them, unicorns couldn’t run
them through, and wardens couldn’t pump them full of lead. This
immunity allowed sentinels to enter into the fray of many warden
battles, when and where they were needed. They could also transport
instantaneously as if they were simply popping in and out of
existence anywhere they wished. Anywhere.

Not even a sovereign’s ward could keep them
at bay. Although, Anna had heard recently that one particularly
powerful magic user, who was also Withered, had managed to pull
together just the right recipe of spells to keep one warden’s
sentinel at bay for nearly an hour when the warden had needed him
most. That wasn’t good – and the kings and queens were working hard
on solving that little problem. But it was new and it was still
relatively small when compared to a sentinel’s advantages.

Most importantly, sentinels possessed the
ability to heal. As long as their warden still lived, even a wound
that would have been mortal could be completely repaired by a
sentinel’s touch.

However, everything had a
weakness. Sentinels had two. One, just like any mortal
healer, their ability to heal was limited. They could only heal
sudden wounds, and damage taken by any unnatural means. Nature’s
particularly cruel damages, such as disease and aging, they could
not touch. Also, each time they appeared, a sentinel could heal one
person, and one person only.

Two, sentinels could only approach their
wardens if they were called by them, just as Magnus had instructed
Anna. Their initial meeting was lax on many of these rules, as
again, a warden needed to meet their sentinel. So, in general the
sentinel’s discretion was allowed that first time. If a warden’s
guardian thought a meeting was necessary, they were allowed to
follow through with it.

Now as Anna thought about her sentinel, she
wondered if he could hear her. Where did sentinels go when they
weren’t helping their wardens? It was a common question amongst
wardens, and one sentinels never answered. And if they could hear
when they were called, could they hear wardens all the time? Like
right now? Like when they were with friends? In the bathroom?
Having sex?

Anna blinked and shook her head as Piper
pulled the Jeep into the car lot and had the fortune to find the
perfect spot. “You ready for this?” she asked as she turned off the
ignition and grabbed the door handle.

But Annaleia was already out of the Jeep and
pulling her board from the back. “Last one to the water has to
clean and wax the boards for tomorrow!”

Anna smiled to herself when she heard Piper
swear behind her. The smile became an honest laugh of glee when her
feet hit the sand running, the crash of surf on the shore filled
her ears, and the sun prepared to place a few more freckles across
her nose and the apples of her cheeks.

 


 


 



Chapter Eleven – A few days later, Austin
Texas, Sixth Street

“Just go talk to them.”
Antares Mace took a swig of his beer and slowly lowered it to the
bar, gritting his teeth a little at the bitter taste. Buffalo
Billiards was a chain bar with give-or-take thirty beers on tap at
any point in time. There was one in Philadelphia, so Antares was
familiar enough with the brand to feel instantly comfortable upon
entering the Austin, Texas establishment. Still, even after all
this time, he had yet to try every beer they offered. And the beer
in his hands was one of the reasons why.

To his left, David Sharpe glanced over at
him. “I told you it was an IPA, Mace. You hate those.”

“Yep,” Antares replied
without inflection.

“And as to your
suggestion,” Dave continued. “Why would I?”

Antares didn’t miss a beat. “Because you’ve
been eyeing those girls up like the undead creep you are for the
last ten minutes.”

David Sharpe was subtle. He really could be
sneaky when he wanted. He could be covert as hell, in fact. He was
the Monsters MC clan’s information-gatherer, and as such, he knew
how to get into places most people wouldn’t dream of accessing.
That meant staying under the radar when necessary. But he’d been
staring at a group of women who’d entered the bar earlier, and
Antares was one of the few people in the world David couldn’t
fool.

Dave slowly swiveled his stool until he was
facing the same direction as Antares. He leaned over the bar on
well-muscled, crossed arms. “I don’t know what you’re talking
about,” he blatantly lied with a smile, then nodded at the
bartender for a drink. “The same as his, please.” He smirked at
Antares. “I happen to love IPA.”

“That’s because you’re
dead. You can’t tell the difference between good beer and
rot.”

The bartender, who was human and of course
didn’t hear their exchange, nodded back from where he stood across
the bar and got to work pouring him a drink from the tap.

“Which one you interested
in?” Antares asked David without looking up.

“The blonde I guess,” said
Dave. “Her eyes remind me of something. I can’t even put my finger
on it, though.”

“That’s good,” said Mace
without inflection.

David thanked the bartender for the beer,
took a drink, then asked, “Why’s that?”

“Because she wants you
too,” Mace told him simply.

“How do you know?” David
asked. “I mean… you’ve been facing the bar the entire time we’ve
been in here. Those two just came in a few minutes ago.”

But a second after he asked the question,
David held up his hand and leaned back in his stool. “Never mind.
Of course you know. You’re like Cain when it comes to casing a
joint and everyone in it.”

Mace smiled tightly, gesturing to the
bartender to get his attention. He needed something to wash the IPA
taste out of his mouth.

“That’s true,” said a third
man who was seated on the other side of Antares. “It’s almost a
kind of obsessive compulsive thing with him, like
Adrian Monk or
that Psych guy.”
He chuckled. “I bet Mace could tell us how many skirts and suits
are in here.”

Antares cut his gaze to the other man,
taking in his profile. Nathan Connor was six-foot-three inches of
sun-kissed surfer god with actual gold colored eyes. Sitting beside
Antares, the two clashed like night and day. If it weren’t for the
jacket on Connor’s back and the skull patch it bore, no one would
associate them with each other in any capacity.

To make matters stranger, Connor’s mode of
speaking sometimes acted up, as if it had become jammed somewhere
in the forties.

“You watch too much TV
Nate,” said David, addressing Connor.

“And you need to download a speech update,” added Antares. “No one
says ‘skirts’ and ‘suits’ anymore.”

Connor also said “dame” and “broad” from
time to time. Old habits died hard for some people, and he was
old-fashioned.

But Connor just shrugged his sculpted broad
shoulders and smiled a brilliant white smile, and in response,
Antares caught the rising scent of female sex hormones flood the
room.

“Trends always come back
around,” said Connor. “You watch. I’ll be the one to start this one
up again.”

“He’s probably right about
that,” said David before he took a swig of his ale. Antares could
see him in his peripheral vision. David continued to sneak peeks at
the duet of girls by the bar’s window, and they continued to notice
him as much as Antares did.

“For the love of the
Storyteller, Sharpe. Take the ladies some drinks already,” Antares
told him. “Hell, I’ll buy.”

But David wasn’t fazed by Mace’s ribbing. He
didn’t respond except to ask, “How can you tell the blonde is
interested?”

“I can smell it.” Now he
did look up, but only because suddenly he was sensing something
else too. A second scent was airborne, one all too recognizable. He
settled his black gaze on the girls, then slowly slid that gaze to
the pair of men seated alone at a table in the far corner of the
bar. “But you’d better hurry, Sharpe. The twins have eyes on them
too. And you know how those two are.”

David Sharpe straightened and followed
Mace’s line of sight. His eyes settled on the two men at the table,
both dressed in Monsters jackets, both grinning. Dave’s gaze
darkened. He signaled to the bartender. “Two unopened beers please,
ice cold. And they’re on him.”

The bartender smiled,
grabbed two fresh drinks from the cooler below the bar, and handed
them to David. “Smart,” the bartender said, whose nametag claimed
he was Luthor. “I
know those two young ladies. Neither one of them would have
accepted an open drink from a stranger.”

No woman in her right mind
would accept an open drink from a stranger, thought Antares. David nodded at Luthor, took the beers,
and made his hasty way to the girls’ table. The blonde beamed at
him as he drew near, and Antares had a very good feeling his
Withered clansman was going to get lucky that night.

He smiled to himself when the men in the far
corner visibly bristled. His eyes met theirs, one after the other,
and they suddenly grinned ear to ear at him. One of them looked
right at him and mouthed the words, “Fuck you Mace,” and Antares
chuckled softly before turning back around to face the bar.

But mid-turn, he stopped. He swallowed hard.
His hearts skipped a vital beat, all three of them.

At once, he spun back to
face the window. He’d seen
something. Something… precious.

Outside, people walked by at varying paces.
Most were drunk or hoping to be that way in short order. On a
Friday night at just after midnight, there was very little other
reason to be found on Sixth Street in Austin, especially during the
holidays. Austin was a college town by and large, and those who
remained – or came caravanning – when the students trekked home,
were here to celebrate.

This section of Sixth was known by the
locals as “Dirty Sixth” for a reason. Drinking establishments lined
both sides thick as thieves, their signs glowing neon and bright
long into the night.

Antares scanned every living being outside
that window, but what he thought he’d seen, he saw no longer. Could
he have imagined it? Was he seeing things?

It had been a flash of long rose gold hair…
and big, violet eyes.

Whether he’d imagined it or not, his senses
were instantly on alert, every iota of his attention shoved into
overdrive. His nerve endings buzzed with electricity, his hearts
now hammered discordantly, and his pupils dilated.

Antares rose from his stool, tossed a
hundred dollar bill on the bar, and headed for the exit.

“Hey! Where you going?”
called Connor.

“Never mind!” replied
Antares distractedly. He reached the door and pushed through, his
dark gaze adjusting to the light difference at once. He continued
to scan the sidewalks like a missile programmed to locate something
pink and purple and not supposed to be there.

It smelled like rain outside, freshly
fallen, which was different from the usual scent – a cocktail of
cigarette smoke, frying Mexican food, alcohol, perfume or cologne,
and vomit. The scent of rain was refreshing. But Antares came up
empty-handed on his search, even after moving quickly down the
block, crossing the street, and heading up the other side.

I imagined
it, he thought.

He stopped and ran a hand
through his jet-black hair when he felt eyes on him. He turned to
find a group of women practicing safety in numbers outside
Maggie Mae’s. A few of
them caught his gaze and smiled at him nervously. He smiled back;
it was only polite. But he really wasn’t in the mood.

He was distracted now. His mind was playing
tricks on him, and when he turned back around and closed his eyes
to pinch the bridge of his nose against an oncoming headache, the
only thing he could see was the color violet.

He wondered what had set it off….

Buffalo Billiards was in Philly too. Maybe
that had been it. He’d been thinking about Philly and why he’d
stayed there as long as he had in the first place. And then of
course, he’d felt that familiar and not-at-all-welcome pain that
made him want to do bad things and do them a lot. And so he’d
conjured her out of thin air, probably.

Desperation. That’s what had done it. It had
to be.

But why now? After all this time?

He sighed and lowered his hand, shaking his
head. Then he crossed the street again, made his way back to
Buffalo Billiards, and told the boys he was calling it a night. By
the time his head hit the pillow in his room at the Driskill Hotel,
he was praying like mad his dreams wouldn’t be haunted.

But he knew damn well his prayers would go
unanswered. They always did.


Chapter
Twelve – Austin Texas, Sixth Street

He was already taller than most of the
people on Sixth Street, and dressed impeccably. When combined with
his dark, unnatural beauty and the grace he exuded as he strode
through the crowd, Jarrod Sterling attracted a notable amount of
attention. It couldn’t be helped. Unlike other supernatural
creatures, he was unable to change his appearance. Incubi were
always beautiful, and ordinarily that beauty was tainted slightly
wicked. The beautiful kind of wicked.

Sterling couldn’t really stand crowds. He
also disliked the more simple social gestures such as handshakes,
or even, ironically, a beautiful woman’s flirtatious
hand-on-the-arm, or the seemingly innocent brush of fingers in
exchanging a glass of champagne or a phone number.

Jarrod was handsome, but also jaded. He was
an incubus who literally needed affection to survive but was
anything but affectionate himself. It was part and parcel to the
curse he’d cast upon himself long ago.

But he needed to be here in
this crowd. This was the street his vision had shown him, this was
the throng of people, and these were the same lights and
sounds. This was
where he was going to find her – if he could find her at
all.

She’d fallen off his radar more than twenty
years back, much to his stark disappointment, but not to his
surprise. She had always been brilliant. In so many ways. So of
course that brilliance had finally seen her learn how to escape the
detection of a practiced warlock, even a warlock who was also a
seer.

But something was changing
of late, some general echo of will and magic in the air, some
chaos-versus-order command that saw the restructuring of the
cosmos. Something vital was different; he couldn’t put his finger
on any single thing, but he could sense it like a vibration in the
wind or a barely-different filter placed over a photograph. And as
if to confirm this sensation of change, after half a decade of
trying and failing, he’d finally seen her again. In a bonafide
vision.

He hadn’t even been trying this time. He’d
simply closed his eyes, wondered where in the world she was, and
the crystal clear image of her location came to him like a
priceless gift from the Storyteller.

This street was where that vision had led
him. Austin, Texas – Sixth Street.

Jarrod moved through the
late night swarm with the deft dexterity of one who’d long
practiced the skill of traveling swiftly while evading human
contact. It was a generalization to say that Jarrod didn’t like
being touched. But in
general, it was true. Like most incubi,
or Nightmares, as
they were known in close supernatural circles, touch was
sustenance. It was as much a necessity for continued existence to
his kind as food was to humans.

However,
unlike most incubi, he
drew no deep pleasure from this contact. To any other Nightmare,
sex was not only food, it was chocolate. It was the finest wine. It
was delicious. It
could have been this way for Jarrod as well, but he’d sacrificed
the pleasure long ago in exchange for something that to him was far
more valuable.

While he drew no pleasure
from sex due to his sacrifice, he was able to draw something
else: magic. As an
incubus, a warlock, and a seer, Sterling was a magical
jack-of-all-trades. No other incubi in the realms were warlocks,
and no other incubus was a seer. The combination and what he did
with it allowed him to change the world.

Long ago, he’d found a spell that could
literally create within a being the ability to wield magic. In
other words, the spell was so powerful, it was capable of creating
magic users out of beings devoid of magic altogether. Turn a
regular person into a witch or warlock, in other words. A sacrifice
was required however, and it was a hefty one.

For a mortal, the pleasure of sex would
usually be a no-go on the sacrifice list. For an incubus, it was
taboo. But that was the kind of sacrifice required to create
magical ability where there was none.

For various reasons, it took Sterling a very
long time to find someone both willing and able to cast the spell
for him. But when he did, and the spell was cast upon him at last,
he got more than he bargained in the exchange. The mage who cast
the spell was powerful and sure of himself. However, he died during
its casting nonetheless.

Sterling had suspected as much would happen.
Not that he’d shared that information.

Sterling also gave up his own ability to
achieve carnal indulgence from mating. Another thing he was afraid
would happen.

But in return for these two sacrifices, he
was not only granted the abilities of a warlock, he was given a
unique power that allowed him to absorb a magical ability from any
victim he bedded – and keep it indefinitely.

That’s what he called them: Victims. He
couldn’t possibly consider them mates or partners, and certainly
not lovers. There was no love involved. He never hurt anyone during
sex; he never would. In fact, he made it quite pleasurable for
them. But in the end they were sustenance, nothing more.

Except…. Except for
Annaleia. Annaleia Faith.

A flash of red moved out of the corner of
Jarrod’s eye, and he turned to follow the movement with a keen
gaze. He found the source of his sudden attention, but was
immediately disappointed. A stranger with red hair laughed with her
friends as they entered one of the many bars along Sixth. He
watched her go, his thoughts elsewhere.

She’s here
somewhere. He could feel her now.

Jarrod turned and continued
down the street, his will bent on locating the woman who haunted
his memories. She had been a single exception to the rule that was
the numb existence he’d damned himself to. Just one night with one
particular woman… one, in his entire cursed life.

He thought of that night and that woman. He
always did. He recalled what he’d felt when he’d come in out of the
cold to enter the diner where she’d worked fifty years ago. He
remembered what he’d felt when he met her gaze. She’d had violet
eyes. He’d never seen anything like them, not on a human. But then,
that made sense.

Nightmares saw well past
the outer layers of a person’s physical appearance. Incubi were
capable of peering directly into a person’s heart. To a Nightmare,
outward appearance was a manifestation of what lay deep inside.
That night, it wasn’t the rare color of the girl’s eyes that moved
Jarrod. It was the life in them. It was the anima.

Anima was the Latin term for soul, and the basis for the word
“animal.” It was that certain something he frequently witnessed in
the very young and ironically, the very old. He heard it in the
laughter of children running madly while playing “tag,” or saw it
in their acting faces during make-believe. He caught it at times
in the still-glittering eyes of octogenarians when they recalled an
inside joke from forty years past or saw a black and white movie
they hadn’t seen in ages or decided to sneak dessert before
dinner.

But almost
never did he find the
essence of anima in anyone between the ages of ten and
seventy.

Yet, he’d found it in Annaleia.

On a night in November,
1968 a vision led Jarrod to a diner in the wintery Midwest. At the
time, he’d been making a name for himself by divining instances,
occasions, and occurrences that left important people – i.e., the
sovereigns and their loved ones or wardens and their loved ones – needing magic they
would not otherwise have. He would then supply that magic for them
himself. For a small fee, of course.

He accomplished this by bedding the people
who possessed the magic his clairvoyance told him he would need,
and borrowing it from his sexual partner through that mating.

His latest stop was the diner; someone in
that place possessed what he needed next.

Like a moth to the flame, he entered the
bright, warm space that smelled of coffee and fried food. As all
eyes fell on him, he scanned the inhabitants in search of the one
who’d brought him there.

The girl with red-gold hair and violet eyes
stared back at him. And Sterling was jarred to his core.

There in those purple depths, he saw
something very, very special. It was something old, and volatile.
He saw a soul weighted with responsibilities and the much heavier
yolk of personal loss. He witnessed a sense that the world’s
problems were her own, an empathy that screamed for justice, not
for herself, but for everyone and everything around her. He saw a
kindness so formidable, it rendered her heart in two. And he was
entranced, because none of this had managed to dim the anima within
her.

It had taken everything he
had to look away and seat himself at a nearby table.
One in a billion. That’s
what he’d been thinking when he’d robotically taken off his gloves
and set them on the table. His mind spun, his heart pounded, and he
felt different than he had in ages. It was almost uncomfortable.
Was he reading her right? Was she really so beautiful? Or was he
just thinking about what it was she could offer him?

Maybe he was giving her too much credit?
Especially given… what else he knew she possessed. He’d read more
than confounding goodness inside her. The girl with purple eyes was
not human. And it was a dark thing she did not even know she
possessed.

That’s right, she doesn’t
know, he reminded himself.
She has no idea what she’ll be capable of.
It would seem that in this case, ignorance was
bliss. Her life was not dimmed by the deathly power inside her
because she had no idea it was there. And in any case, the fact
that she was inherently kind was a miracle despite this inner darkness, making
it all the more impressive, not less so.

But that was then. She’d changed in the
years since. He wondered how much.

As he now moved gracefully
through the throngs, avoiding people left and right, he mentally
recited his long-time mantra, It was worth
it. It was all worth it, all that he’d
done, giving up his pleasure and inadvertently killing the mage
who’d finally agreed to cast his spell. It was all worth it to gain
all he’d gained.

It was worth it.

He no longer truly believed the mantra. As
the days and nights passed, Jarrod was beginning to realize that
he’d given up something so vital, it normally went unnoticed by his
kind. Like air for humans. Like breathing. It was a necessity so
pure, it was just assumed and forgotten.

He noticed it now, though. He’d taken the
sweetness out of his life and replaced it with power. And after a
while…. Well, without air, people died. It was as simple as
that.

But you’ll find her. And you’ll breathe
again.

That thought made Jarrod smile despite the
crowd pressing in on him.

The smile took his appearance from handsome
to angelic, and more attention was pulled inexorably his way. He
concentrated on remaining calm. Maybe the attention was a good
thing. Like back-up rations. Maybe if he failed in his main goal
tonight, he would find something else in this mess he could borrow
or even keep for good. Most people with powers that he could filch
enjoyed drinking and partying just like the humans they chose to
keep company with. There were quite a few supernatural creatures
cutting loose with friends there on that Austin December night.

He was there, after all, and he wasn’t alone. He sensed
vampires. And dragons. And… Luricans? Damn, he thought.

“Monsters,” he muttered as his gaze fell on a line of motorcycles
parked along the curb. A muscle in his jaw ticked. There were
thirteen of them in all, classic and pristine. “Damn,” he repeated, this time aloud.
His whispered curse was quiet, but an echo to the disappointment he
deeply felt. What horrid timing and unbelievable luck that
the one man in the
universe who might foul up Jarrod’s plans tonight would be
right there in the wrong
place, at the wrong time.

The Nightmare’s gloved
hands curled into fists in the pockets of his trench coat. He had
half a mind to give the first bike in the row a little
mental shove. If
he did, they would all go over like large, chrome dominoes. But
then someone would probably die. Probably him. Especially since the
first bike in the row belonged to the ever infamous
Cain.

Still…. Jarrod’s gaze narrowed on the bikes. The temptation was
nearly overpowering. And it wasn’t like the Monsters clan couldn’t
repair the bikes. Hell, they could do so with magic alone and spare
themselves the grime and grit of oil and wrenches. And it wasn’t as
if every one of them didn’t have a dozen bikes a piece waiting for
them in safely guarded garages across the country.

One push, one little damaging thought, and
so much of his tension would flow out of him like a taut rubber
band being relaxed before it could snap.

Don’t do it,
Sterling, his conscience warned him,
attempting to save his ass. They’ll know it
was you, it told him. Cain will know it was you. Jarrod
rolled back his shoulders as the voice in his head played the angel
to his inner devil. Besides,
it continued, if they can
fix the bikes so easily, then knocking them over is definitely not
worth dying for.

His teeth ground. His damn inner voice was
right. Antares Mace obstructing his plans was bad enough. Having to
deal with the enigmatic and straight-up deadly Cain would be far
more painful. Short-lived, granted. But painful all the same.

Jarrod took a deep breath
and pulled his attention from the bikes to turn a slow circle,
scanning the crowd with that narrowed gaze. Now he was looking
for two people
instead of one. One was pleasant – and the other not so
much.

He’d gone a hundred and eighty degrees when
he stopped mid-scan and went very still. His heart skipped a
painful beat and his lips parted with the slightest gasp.

There she was.

He had to blink a few times to make sure he
was actually seeing what he thought he was seeing. It had been
nearly five decades since he’d last laid eyes on her outside a
vision. The imagined Annaleia Faith had nothing on the real
deal.

He watched in a kind of wonder as she moved
down the sidewalk like a wet dream. Her singularly beautiful hair
was as long and wild and free as always, months if not years late
for a trim. It had always been perfect that way. But now it also
sported light sun-kissed streaks in its rose gold depths that were
matched by a golden tan and the flush of a slight sunburn across
the apples of her cheeks and the top of her upturned nose. Full,
pink lips smiled secretly as she stared absently at the ground in
front of her, no doubt lost in some private thought that made her
happy.

She was always beautiful, but she was
especially so when she was happy. It was one of the deeper regrets
of his life that he’d managed to make Annaleia smile with seldom
frequency. It was the worst part of the curse of what he was. In
the end, they always found out what it was he was really after.
Normally he didn’t care, but in her case….

Maybe I can fix that
now, he thought winsomely. Then he started
toward her at a purposeful pace, and the crowd parted for
him. Maybe there’s still time.

Was there, though? He was here on this night
and in this crowd looking for this particular woman because he was
pressed for time in the first place.

But it was always nice to hope.

He moved fast, but yet again before he made
his goal he came to a full stop and stared. For the second time
that night he cursed his god-forsaken luck.

Annaleia was deep in
thought, obviously. She hadn’t seen the motorcycles lined neatly in
a row across the street. Or perhaps she had, and it was only that
she had no idea what they symbolized – who they symbolized. She had no idea
that it meant Antares Mace was somewhere on that street. She had no
idea that he was still alive, after all, much less that he was a
black dragon.

So she wasn’t on the look-out the way Jarrod
was. She should have been, though. Because Mace was no doubt on the
lookout for her. Probably, the blasted dragon could smell her. She
smelled like rain, clean and fresh and filled with possibility in a
sea of swill and alcohol. There’d be no way Mace could miss that
scent. Even less of a chance he wouldn’t recognize it for who it
was.

And the way she was headed,
in two short steps Annaleia would pass right in front of the window to the
bar where Antares Mace sat inside nursing a beer. He would probably
see her. With Jarrod’s luck? Mace would look up at
exactly the right moment
and watch the woman he loved walk by the window after fifty goddamn
years of fruitless searching.

Fuck, Jarrod thought bitterly. He couldn’t let that happen. He
had to do something, and do it fast.

He gritted his teeth and prepared himself
for a fight just in case. Thanks to the Monsters warden clan, he
was about to spend enough magical energy that he would need to feed
for sure. Unfortunately there was just no one in that Texas town he
could imagine settling for other than the woman he’d come for in
the first place. And it so happened that due to old-boyfriend fated
circumstance, she’d just become one of the most off-limits women in
the multiverse.

 



Chapter Thirteen – Austin, Texas, Sixth
Street

“Of course! No, jeez Carmen! Look, Piper’s in her own
room sleeping anyway. Jetlag, sunburn, and too many in-flight
drinks. So we need to reschedule any fun and take twenty-four to
recover. Especially you. You need me to bring you anything? Some
ginger ale or Saltines?”

It seemed all of Annaleia’s friends were
succumbing to illness this holiday season. Holidays sucked.

There was a brief pause on the other end of
the line before Carmen returned in a voice raw from vomiting.
“You’re alone on Sixth at midnight,” she croaked softly. “I don’t
like it. You know you can’t come back a second time.” There was a
sound, like someone holding back a rising tide of something nasty
with the thin veil of a spasming epiglottis. Anna winced. “You die
again, you’re gone for good,” Carmen finished.

Carmen Seville and Piper Maddox were the
only two people in the world Annaleia had ever told about her
death, her resurrection, and the gift that came with it. And for
some reason, it made them worry about her constantly.

What was it about
having two lives
instead of just one that made the second one seem so much more
precious? It was like in a video game where you were given several
lives. People tended to blow through the first few. But the last
one was so precious, gamers never took any chances whatsoever with
it. They were even less daring than they were in real life, where
they only had one life.

For some reason,
knowing there was no
coming back a final time made all the difference.

Anna cringed as her friend made a pathetic
sound on the other end of the line. She shook her head, silently
thanking the stars that they’d all gotten separate rooms for this
trip so she could actually catch some sleep later. But at the
moment, Carmen needed her. “I’m coming up right now to help you.
Someone’s gotta hold your hair.”

But Carmen rushed to reply
before Anna could hang up. “Don’t you dare,” she croaked.
“The last thing I
want right now is company. No one needs to see me do this! Keep
away from me and leave me the hell alone, bruja.”

As Carmen panted a little on the other end,
Anna weighed her options. When she herself was stick to her
stomach, she wanted nothing to do with any other living being. God
and country and the cosmos could keep their ever-loving distance
and forget she was alive, so long as none of them barged in on her
when her head resided in the toilet and her soul in Hades.

“Okay,” she sighed. “Our
rooms are connected. If you need anything, let me know
immediately. Otherwise,
Pipe and I will see you tomorrow and we’ll all have a late lunch or
a tea kind of thing, if either of you are up to it.”

“Yeah,” said Carmen softly.
Now she sounded more tired than sick. Anna hoped she was rounding
the end of the food poisoning she’d probably gotten from an airport
meal somewhere between LA and Austin. That was the shitty thing
about meeting best friends online. They always lived far away, and
getting to meet up and spend time together was a rare
thing.

“It’s a deal,” Carmen
whispered. “Sorry your friends suck. Go hook up or something. Hell,
hook up twice for all of us.”

“No one says hook up
anymore,” Anna said. “Buenas noches y
dulces sueños.” They hung up and Anna
repocketed her phone to resume her stroll down Sixth street. She
was feeling jetlagged herself, but knew from experience that giving
in and sleeping was like slowly
peeling off a bandage instead of just ripping it
off once and for all. She would rather the raging, angry exhaustion
of a single terrible morning than the unending, quiet misery of two
weeks’ worth of zombie-state.

She hugged herself against a sudden chill
and forced her legs to keep moving. Where to, she had no idea. She
was just moving. The sun had gone down and the air was changing.
The temperature had dropped drastically over the last few hours;
she was only truly noticing it now. She huddled a little further
into her jacket. This kind of fast temperature change wasn’t rare
for Texas, but it was still irritating. It was hard to look nice
when you always had to dress in layers.

And she was suddenly pretty sure that she
hadn’t worn enough of them.

Maybe her skin retained enough heat from Oz
that she’d forgotten the bipolar nature of Texas winters. She also
seemed to have forgotten that Austin, while normally hot and humid,
was in the Northern Hemisphere. In December.

Anna sighed and considered stopping into one
of the shops along the street to buy clothing like a true tourist.
She paused in front of a storefront display window. It was all done
up in holiday lights and glowed softly against the early twilight
of winter. A dark gray hoodie on display read, “I did six sixths on
Sixth Street.” The quote was ridiculous, but the hoodie looked soft
and warm.

She thought about it a second more.

And then she laughed. “Just – no.”

As she walked, she realized there was
moisture in the air; it smelled like snow. The shifting wind
brought not only heavy clouds, but memories.

Of a Midwest Christmas. Fifty years ago.

“Snow…” she whispered to
herself, tilting her head up to peer at the dark sky
overhead. Was it
going to snow? Was that what she smelled? Snow in Austin was rare.
When she’d visited a few years back, the city had seen a little
more than an inch. That small amount had amazed and delighted most
of Austin’s population. But she could feel it building heavy around her
this time, accumulating quietly in the darkness. “Maybe it’ll be a
white Christmas,” she wondered aloud before closing her eyes. Mist
immediately formed on her eyelashes, chilled nearly to the point of
freezing.

“I can’t deny a bit of sun
complements your complexion, but I do believe it’s the cold that
has always suited you best.”

Anna froze where she was, head tilted back
and eyes closed like a child.

“You’re practically
glowing, Annaleia.”

She recognized the voice despite the number
of years separating the present from the last time she’d heard it.
When she opened her eyes, it was with the vague sense that she was
in a dream. Or that she’d been in a dream for fifty years and
hadn’t in fact ever left Philadelphia or put miles and minutes
between them.

The crowd moved around the two of them,
parting on either side of the pair as if they were stones in a
stream, caught immobile in a moment in time.

The man was tall and dark, his eyes like
dark matter. But as it had been for the majority of their strange
relationship, his smile was warm and friendly, quite different from
the expression he’d first graced her with in a diner half a century
ago. That smile took him right up the ladder from handsome to one
of the most beautiful men in the world.

But she knew that outer beauty was just his
nature, part and parcel to being an incubus.

When he tilted his head to
regard her, it felt as though she’d known him her entire life. In a
way she had. She’d known him for the sum of her second life, any way.

“I don’t believe this,” she
whispered. “You have got
to be kidding me.” She shook her head as she took
him in. He was wearing a darkly hued three-piece suit. It was
perfectly tailored to his admittedly equally perfect proportions.
Of course. “And you dressed up for me.”

“Always,” he returned with
a chuckle. “It’s good to see you, Annaleia.”

His sudden appearance
scrambled her brain, negating the possibility of
most coherent thought.
What was left was quite simple: She knew why he was there and why
he’d tracked her down. There could be only one reason. It was a
reason both very good and very bad. “Who’s dying this time?” she
asked point-blank.

Jarrod Sterling’s smile became a grin, and
Anna stifled a groan. He was a sexual creature, so even his laugh
was like foreplay. His dark eyes sparkled. “You know damn well I
would come to you, impending death or not. Any time. Night or
day.”

That was probably true. Male sex demon and
what not.

“However…” he continued,
taking a single step toward her that rang out in her head like a
battle drum, “I do know you’d have nothing to do with me if a life
wasn’t on the line,” he finished, and his smile turned slightly
sad.

That was also probably true.

Anna felt her fingers
twitch. She desperately tried to weigh her options but he was so
close and she was so tired, and this all seemed surreal. She
couldn’t think straight. Then again, that could have been his
doing; a spell of some sort. She wouldn’t put it past him. “So?”
she repeated, her voice lowered but demanding. “Who is it? Who’s
fated to die this time? And how the hell did you find me,
Sterling?”

Jarrod sighed heavily, and Anna had the
sense that there was a lot unspoken packed into that sigh. “Can we
go somewhere and talk, Faith?” His voice was soft, his words blunt.
He glanced around at the crowd that seemed oblivious to their
presence. “I understand the need to keep this public, and I’m more
than willing to retire to a public venue. However,” he said as he
looked back at her and splayed his hands open in a show of good
faith. “The truth is I’m exhausted and I would very much like to
sit down and rest.”

She narrowed her gaze at him, studying him
carefully. That wasn’t the answer she’d been expecting. He did look
a little pale. And she was betting he could tell she was worn out
as well. He was playing to her current state of physical and mental
being. Like a smart man would.

“Allow me to buy you
dinner?” he offered gallantly. “Any place you choose.”

Anna chewed on her lip and contemplated
carefully. Finally she nodded. “Fine. I’m tired too. And, I could
eat.” Then she closed most of the distance between them herself,
and Jarrod rolled back his shoulders, straightening a little as she
approached. It was a posture meant to lend him height and grace, as
if he needed any extra of either. But she supposed he was just used
to it.

“But before I go anywhere
with you, I need two straight-forward answers.” She held up her
fingers. “Just two of them. No negotiating on these,
Sterling. One, who
did your vision show you was going to die? And two – once again – how did you find
me?”

The incubus-warlock’s
willingness or unwillingness to cut through the bullshit right here
and now and be forthright with her would completely outline how
Annaleia dealt with him going forward. For starters, it would
determine where she took him for “dinner.” If he was honest and she
felt she could trust him, she would take him to a favorite
restaurant of hers where the food was genuinely good and relatively
inexpensive. If he wasn’t – well, she knew of a few places in
Austin where wardens liked to congregate. And few warden clans dealt more swiftly
or effectively with trouble-making supernaturals than did
Texas wardens.

Sterling regarded her a long while in
silence. His dark, hypnotic eyes searched hers for something
unnamed, or perhaps unnamable. She couldn’t help but be reminded of
everything they had shared over the years.

At last, the warlock took a
breath and said, “I can’t tell you who is going to die. I honestly
can’t because I’m not certain. The vision was unclear. But I
can tell you that the
death will be wrong… and that it will be someone I care for
deeply.” He waited a beat, and Anna processed his words, wondering
whether she would be able to tell if he were lying. “As to how I
found you,” he said as he came forward, closing the final gap
between them once and for all. “I never really lost you, Annaleia.”
His words whispered to her now; there was no distance left for them
to traverse before they entered her soul. “I’m good at what I do.”
He shook his head and cupped her face gently with his hand. She let
him; he was warm and it felt good. “I let you go, little heart. But I’ve
possessed the ability to find you all along.”

 



Chapter Fourteen – Still Austin, still
Texas, still Sixth Street

Antares had been right. His prayers had gone
unanswered. Sleep had mostly eluded him, and what little he’d
actually attained was littered with nightmares. After the better
part of an hour, Ares had called it quits, grabbed his black
leather jacket, and headed back downstairs for yet another beer.
Like werewolves, dragons were decidedly difficult to inebriate, but
he’d never been a quitter.

“You know… a description of
the target might be good,” Cain told him out of the blue. “Tends to
help when you’re hunting someone. So, who exactly are we looking
for?”

Antares stopped mid-beer raise, stiffening
at Cain’s words. If Cain had already figured out that Ares was
looking for someone, then he probably also knew who he was looking
for. And also, Ares had never asked for Cain’s help – or company,
for that matter. The son-of-a-bitch warden leader was just asking
about it in order to prove he was aware of the situation. And to be
a pain in the ass.

When he hadn’t had any luck getting his
fair-haired past out of his head, he’d downed those few more beers,
switched them out for shots, gone back to beer, and then headed
back out onto the Austin street in the middle of the night. He’d
been in awe of the crowd that hadn’t thinned out one iota over the
last few hours. All his years of existence, and this was his first
time on this particular street at this particular time of year. Was
that normal for Austin during Christmas? He genuinely didn’t know.
Three a.m., and they were still partying like it was the end of the
world.

And of course the Monsters MC leader was
there too.

Somewhere between Ares
leaning against his bike and scanning the crowd, Cain had
apparently snuck right up behind him. Cain could sneak up on the
devil. Hell, most people thought he was the devil.

Antares slowly lowered his beer, opened his
eyes, and looked over his left shoulder. A few feet away, Cain
leisurely leaned on the saddle of his own motorcycle, his thick
arms crossed over his chest, his boots crossed at the ankle. He
watched Antares with very blue, very keen eyes.

Ares glanced from Cain to the motorcycles.
All thirteen of the chrome beasts were lined up along the street
here, and the sight was attention-grabbing not only because the
bikes were gorgeous, but because of what the symbols on their gas
tanks proclaimed them to be. However, other than Ares, Cain was the
only Monsters member outside with the admittedly priceless
vehicles. Everyone else in the warden clan was either asleep
because they were genuinely tired, at the bar getting drunk because
they couldn’t sleep, pretending to get drunk because they actually
couldn’t, or off somewhere getting laid because they could.

“We?” Ares repeated flatly,
returning his gaze to Cain. “We’re
not looking for anyone.”

Cain shrugged his broad shoulders and smiled
a predator’s white smile, crossing his arms over the expanse of his
chest. “Suit yourself, Mace. But I’ve got nothing better to
do.”

Antares knew
that sure as hell wasn’t
true. Cain was an enigma of a man. He may have appeared to be the
leader of a motorcycle club, but in deeply influential circles
within both the mortal and immortal worlds, Cain was known as one
of the most powerful men in existence. Power came with TTD
lists.

“You aren’t out here
because you can’t sleep, are you?” Mace asked him.

“Nope,” Cain simply
replied.

“And you really do have a
thousand things to do right now, don’t you?”

“Yep.”

“And you know who it is I’m
looking for.” The last one wasn’t a question. And it also wasn’t
necessary.

“I might,” Cain answered
anyway. “But I want to hear you say it. Who are we hunting, Mace?”
he asked softly before taking a drink of some beer that Antares
knew for sure had absolutely zero inebriating effect on the
man.

Antares went still at the
question. The thought of Cain hunting anyone at all gave the black
dragon a chill, but the thought of him hunting this particular
person was downright unsettling. “We’re searching for… a ghost,” he finally
said. That’s what it felt like, anyway.

Cain watched him in silence
a second before he looked away again to peruse the people milling
on the street. “Ghosts,” he repeated softly. He seemed to
contemplate things as he peered down the block. Everyone he looked
at no doubt felt Cain’s eyes on them. It would feel like a touch of
something both cold and hot like dry ice, but heavy like the sudden
condensed and collapsing mass of a neutron star becoming a black
hole, and it would be there for a mere split moment before it at
once lifted away – poof. And life was a little different.

That was what it felt like to be noticed by
Cain.

“Well, I’m no ghost
whisperer,” Cain said, turning back to pin Ares once more with his
blue search lights. “But it’s been my experience that ghosts are a
hell of a lot less solid than the girl you’re…” he smiled rakishly,
“searching for.”

Ares tore his gaze away and paid attention
to his drink. “Who said it was a girl?” But Cain was slower in
answering this time, and that made Antares look back up.

The clan leader was still studying him with
that acute perception that made his stark eyes look so sharp that
diamonds would slice themselves up before him just to save
themselves the pain of a long, drawn-out death. Suddenly the MC
leader straightened on the bike he’d been leaning on, unfolding his
well-built arms to place first the empty beer bottle, and then his
palms on the seat and tank of his bike on either side of him.
Antares steeled himself because he knew the game was up.

“I’ll be damned,” Cain said
with a shake of his head. “She is
here. You saw Faith, didn’t you?”

Anyone else in the world
– anyone else –
and Ares could have said something like, “What – after fifty
years?” or “Seriously? You’re mental.” or just “Yeah, right.” And
he could brush it off.

But because it
wasn’t anyone else, he
just let out a deep sigh and nodded. “But I’m probably off my
rocker,” he admitted, trying to shrug off the confession as if it
wasn’t plaguing him the way it really was. “I keep thinking I’m
seeing her out of the corner of my eye… smelling her,
even.”

“White
Rain,” Cain supplied.

Ares gave a soft snort, shaking his head. “I
told you that fifty years ago, Cain.”

Cain grinned. “I’ve got a good memory for
detailed descriptions of beautiful women with really clean
hair.”

Now Antares laughed outright.

After a minute Cain said, “So. Tell me.”

Ares didn’t respond right
away. Cain obviously wanted more information – when Ares saw her,
where Ares saw her, where
she went, and so forth. But he didn’t know what to tell his leader.
The truth was, something felt different this time. Despite the
natural laws that dictated Leia would be either old or dead and
either way wouldn’t be on Sixth Street at that time of night, he
wouldn’t have been surprised to turn around and find her standing
in the middle of the road, looking exactly as she had half a
century ago. And probably wearing some mouth-watering
bohemian-filmy white dress and a pair of what people called
“granny” boots even though they were more like
fucking-hot-steampunk librarian boots.

“I don’t know what you want
me to say,” he finally admitted, running his thumb along the lip of
his beer bottle. “It doesn’t make sense. But… I thought I saw her
through a window earlier. And I feel
her here, Cain. I can feel her
tonight.”

“Then you’ve already told
me everything I need to know.”

Just like that, Ares felt
the swell of Cain’s power wash over him as it shock-waved outward
in a circle, encompassing the parked bikes, the nearby crowd, the
street, the buildings lining either side, and the alleys and
construction beyond. Ares knew the magic would continue to expand,
its path ever-widening as it scoured the area with inescapable
precision. It was one of the many things Cain had always been able
to do that escaped Mace’s comprehension. The ancient vampire’s
magic was wordless and had no need for components. He just willed
it to happen and it did. In this case, he was using
seeking magic.

Nothing escaped Cain’s “dragnet,” as Ares
and the boys called it. Ares hadn’t asked Cain to cast anything; he
hadn’t even considered it because the black dragon was ancient as
well, and he’d carved up every inch of that street looking for
Annaleia before he’d given up earlier that night. He’d assumed that
if he couldn’t find her, she wasn’t there to be found.

But now when he turned to
look behind him, it was like he could actually see Cain’s magic rippling outward
like waves on a disturbed pond. And he found his spirit surfing it
with nearly desperate curiosity. He was grateful Cain hadn’t asked
permission, because he couldn’t help but hope. And he wanted to
damn well know one
way or another.

Cain made a sound of interest under his
breath that had Antares spinning back around. The clan leader had
cocked his head to the side, his piercing gaze narrowed at
something in the distance that Ares couldn’t see. The blond man’s
focused expression had become intent and fixed, his attention
clearly piqued. This sharpened countenance cast his already
handsome features into the realm of fallen archangel. Antares at
once felt sorry for any future love interest of Cain’s. Or really
anyone who might find herself on the receiving end of that
particular look.

“Spit it out, Cain.”
Ares said. His own power unfurled just beneath
the surface.

But Cain swiveled his gaze to the black
dragon and smirked. “You have competition, Mace.” He gave a slight
nod, indicating the stretch of Sixth to their right. Antares
gathered it was the direction in which he should head, but for what
exactly?

Competition? For…
Annaleia? Is that what he
meant? What the hell did that mean? Was she still alive? Was she
here, but fifty years older now and somehow in trouble? Or did that
mean…. Did Cain actually mean the impossible? Did it mean the black
dragon’s gut instinct had been right, and he’d not only sensed but
seen her there on Sixth Street, a young woman as beautiful as she’d
been five decades ago?

Stranger things had happened. He would know.
And fifty years ago, she had vanished so suddenly, so thoroughly,
Ares had always been convinced that something supernatural was
responsible.

The dragon in him was well awake now,
sniffing the air with dark interest. He searched Cain’s face for
any further clues, but the tall blond asshole with the timeless
blue eyes was not forthcoming. The warden leader was fond of
shoving little birds from the nest, so to speak.

“You hate me, don’t you?”
Mace asked.

Cain chuckled. “Like Sunday morning. Now get
the fuck out of here.”

“Right,” Ares
muttered. Bastard, he thought before turning away from his leader to head into
the crowd with grim purpose.


Chapter Fifteen – Twilight Zone (and Texas
of course)

The distance the street
placed between Ares and the restaurant was patently necessary. It
was necessary for the large restaurant window glass to be there
too. It was vital that the inches
be there, the yards and meters, separating the
wrath of his inner dragon – from the scene he’d been watching for
the last thirty minutes. If not for that indispensable length, the
man that was sitting across the booth from Annaleia Faith inside
that restaurant would most assuredly be dead by now. Ares would
have seen to it without giving it much of a second
thought.

But killing him was not
what Antares wanted to do, not yet. Not right away. Not quickly,
anyway. Before he committed murder, Ares wanted answers. He wanted
answers to questions like, “What the hell do you think you’re doing eating
dinner with this woman?” And also, “Who the fuck do you think you
are?” And finally, “How the hell
do you get to be with her when I haven’t been
able to find her for fifty
years?”

Never mind the answers he
wanted from Annaleia herself. Such as… “Why?”

Why had she left him? How
had she done it? No. How in the nine hells had she managed to make herself
disappear to the very last trace from the face of
any planet in
any realm?

His gaze narrowed
dangerously on the man sitting across from Annaleia at the table in
the restaurant on the other side of that all-important glass. He
was betting that whatever the answers to his questions,
that very man had nearly
everything to do with them. He wasn’t human; that much was obvious,
yet Antares had never before seen him. Not only was he a stranger
to sight, he possessed no discernible scent. Cain had of course
sensed something of the man, but that was Cain. To Antares the stranger was a
blank slate.

This close, all Ares could determine for
certain was that the man radiated some kind of power. That power
was shrouded almost entirely in obscurity. His species, his
skillset, and his intentions toward Annaleia were all a
mystery.

Ares stiffened, his teeth growing sharp when
the man leaned over the table toward Annaleia, his body language
indicating that his intentions toward Annaleia were really no
mystery at all.

Ares stifled a growl and forced a deep
breath. The odd set of contradictions surrounding the stranger all
but guaranteed that the man was at the core of Annaleia’s
disappearance five decades earlier. And quite possibly her
reappearance now.

Ares had never felt so
torn. He wanted to study the man, figure him out, note every
weakness and tell that would guarantee the man’s eminent demise once Antares
got him alone. But the truth was, Annaleia had the core of his
attention, the heart of it. She was there, real and solid, and he’d been
right about seeing her earlier; she was the same woman she’d been
when she’d disappeared fifty years ago. She carried the same grace,
radiated the same inner-lit beauty, had the same impossible
amethyst eyes, and surprise, surprise, she was the same age. Give
or take a few years maybe. Now she was in her early twenties
perhaps, certainly no older.

All in all, Ares wanted a lot of things from
the couple conversing on the other side of the glass that cold
December night. On one hand was the woman he had been searching
for, the single most important blip on his eternal radar, the only
woman his irrational, idiotic self had ever fallen entirely in love
with. On the other hand was a brand new interloper that Antares
quite simply wanted to flay alive.

And it was for that very reason that he kept
his distance. To keep them both safe.

In the meantime, he quietly watched. And
while he did, he repeatedly boiled back his fury and waited. They
had to leave the restaurant eventually.


Chapter Sixteen – Sixth Street. You
guessed it.

Annaleia was alone again, in so far as one
could be alone in a crowd. She was impressed it still hadn’t
thinned out. For the second time that night, she pounded the
pavement of Austin’s tourist trap street, and it appeared to be in
the black.

Her interaction with the
warlock incubus she hadn’t seen in fifty years had been brief, for
a dinner, and to the point. They did talk some… Anna realized she
had missed that. Sterling was an adept conversationalist. He filled
her in on some of the things she had a real interest in, such as
the fact that a sentinel ward wasn’t the only thing the
Withered Warlock, Michael
Clemens had perfected. He’d also devised a way to literally
turn a being from one
type of creature into something else. He’d originally planned to
use this magic on a human in order to make her Withered. But
apparently it could be used on anyone and to any means.

Anything could now become anything.

This was something to take
note of, not only because it opened supernatural doors for mortals
that had been closed to them in the past, but more importantly
because it meant that a supernatural
creature could also be turned into a mortal.

Vampire to human. Werewolf
to human. Nomad to
human? She highly doubted that last one. But the others, she could
certainly imagine. Not that a vampire or werewolf would make the
task an easy one.

But it was what
Sterling hadn’t shared that Anna could glean just by knowing the incubus as
personally as she did. She knew just by looking at him that he’d
perfected the spell, simplified it, and probably found a way to
transfer it to a transportable object. That was the kind of thing
Jarrod Sterling did.

It would still require
activation, and Anna could imagine that the activation would be
different depending on what species or form the recipient was and
wished to become. Or didn’t
wish to become. Either way.

If Sterling had managed to do this, he now
possessed something quite volatile in his arsenal. A secret weapon
of sorts.

He’d certainly had her
attention at dinner. However, in the end Anna couldn’t truly enjoy
the reunion with Sterling. He may have bought her a meal and even
insisted she eat it, but he really only wanted one thing from her.
He always wanted
one thing from her. In his case, it wasn’t just typical male
desire, it was fundamental to his species.

He wanted to have sex with her.

She wished she could chalk it up to
extraordinary beauty or charisma on her part, but no. Sterling
wanted to sleep with her because when he did, he would absorb a
dose of her magic. Apparently, he desperately needed it right
now.

Anna’s otherworldly potential was something
Jarrod Sterling had been able to see even before she’d gained it.
In a way, he even helped usher it in.

Sterling was an incubus, a
male sex demon. Amongst their own kind they were referred to as
Nightmares, for a number of reasons. Incubi were not evil by
nature, and they did not engage in sex for fun, but for sustenance.
Well… she was sure it was fun sometimes. Eating chocolate was fun
for humans, after all. But mostly, it was necessary for survival.
The sex, not the chocolate. Okay, both.

But Sterling was also a warlock. It wasn’t
rare for an incubus to have secondary talents, after all “being
human” was not a mortal person’s sole occupation, at least not
normally by choice. Most people at least had hobbies. But being a
warlock was rare for anyone. She’d wager it was probably as rare as
winning an Oscar or earning a Pulitzer. It was even more rare for
Nightmares because incubi tended to not want to associate their
species, which already bore a scandalous reputation, with something
as historically ignoble as dark magic.

Sterling’s warlock status in addition to his
species was enough to garner him notoriety. But there was one more
thing. In addition, Sterling was a seer. Visions came to him of
their own accord, when and how they chose, but he made the best use
of them when they did. It had made him a very wealthy man, and Anna
had to admit he’d saved countless lives.

An evil man would not have done that.

So, that honestly might
have been enough for her to sleep with him. He was supernaturally
attractive and good in bed, and when he took her power from her he
used it to save someone. But… well….

When all was done and said,
she couldn’t help but feel a little used by Jarrod. She knew he
desperately didn’t want her to feel that way and tried his
damnedest to keep her doing so. He stayed with her afterward or
asked her to stay with him, and he took care of her. He cooked for
her, took her out, spoiled her. Once, she’d found out
surreptitiously that he’d even purchased the company she worked for
so she wouldn’t have to go into work the next day. Or any day if
she didn’t want to.

It was like that with some of these
non-mortal guys; they were magic and they were ancient, so they had
money to throw around. And incubi knew how to impress women.
Sterling had asked her to go globe trotting with him. He’d even
asked her if she would consider staying with him for longer than a
few days. Say, for instance, a few decades.

She had declined. All of
it. The offers were unexpected and they had thrown her; he was good
at doing that to her, but in the end, she still just felt that it
was all about the sex. Trading sex to anyone for anything was the oldest
profession in the book, and it quite simply made her feel cheap.
Granted, housewives across the globe did it on a regular basis, and
deep down Annaleia felt they all knew it. But that didn’t make it
okay… did it? Not for the women anyway, right? Damn it, there was
so much more to Anna than just her magical power! She wanted
Sterling to notice that! She wanted everyone to!

It was like people focusing on her scars and
nothing else. It was only skin deep.

Annaleia halted her progress down the street
and ran a hand through her long hair. When she did, she caught the
scent of rain. It was something she should have been accustomed to
by now, after all these years. Ever since her transformation, she
literally smelled like rain.

For her it was a poignant
twist of fate. “Raindrop” was what he’d called her.

Not Sterling.

Ares.

Antares Mace, her high
school best friend and first secret love had nicknamed her
“Raindrop” because of the shampoo she had always used,
White Rain. The cheap and
admittedly harsh cleanser had not smelled anything like rain,
instead giving off the chronic, decidedly clean scent of
extra-clarifying soap. But given the bohemian nature of the times,
she’d found she liked the nickname, and it stuck.

Her scent was different now. She no longer
wafted discount shampoo. Instead, she carried the scent of freshly
fallen rain: wet earth and clean air.

She continued walking.

When Sterling caught the scent after her
initial transformation, he’d told her she was lucky. Apparently the
males of her kind often smelled like death or decay after their
transitions and had to use spells to cover it. He’d then told her
that she was the only female “Withered” he’d ever met, and in fact
the only one he’d ever heard of, so it was possible all females
smelled like rain. And then he’d laughed and said, “It would
figure. In an ironically unfair fashion, women manage to be the
fairer sex even in death.”

“I see it as women finally
winning in something,” she’d countered, “Mister
I-pee-standing-up.”

Anna was grateful she didn’t smell like a
corpse, but she was willing to bet Sterling was even more grateful,
especially since he’d then slept with her.

And that was what this was all about once
again. That was why Sterling was here in Austin, Texas just before
Christmas. He wanted to take her to bed. If he did, he would absorb
her power. It was temporary; he could only use the borrowed ability
once. But it was always all he needed.

When Annaleia died in 1967, she came back
from the dead as what’s known as a Withered, but unlike any other
Withered to date, she’d brought something back with her, the
ability to raise the dead. It was an invaluable and terrifying
power. Every time she brought someone back, a new wound opened up
somewhere on her body, then instantly healed into another scar. As
a result, she was covered in them, inside and out.

But that honestly wasn’t the terrifying
part. It was having to decide who would come back and who wouldn’t.
It was a responsibility that sometimes felt more like a curse.

Tonight when he’d propositioned her, Anna
hadn’t given Jarrod an answer. The only thing she’d managed was to
suggest to him that he might not like the number of scars she had
now. She hated to admit it, but there was a part of her that
actually cared. Maybe he wouldn’t find her attractive any
longer.

But as if he’d known her thoughts and fears,
he’d given her a smile that made his eyes grow warm. “Why not let
me be the judge of that, little heart?”

Incubi can see your
soul, she reminded herself now. Maybe
Sterling didn’t care about the scars at all and instead saw the
lives she’d saved in earning them? Maybe he was even amused at the
fact that she did care.

In any case, she hadn’t been willing to go
through with it. Not yet, anyway. So he’d told her he would remain
in Austin until she decided, and they had parted ways for the
night.

The scent of damp caught Anna’s attention
again, and this time when she stopped, she looked up at the dark
above. There were no stars, and the air was heavy. Quiet was
beginning to crawl out onto Sixth street, fingers of sneaky silence
that absorbed life and stilled its echoes. It was definitely going
to snow.

Again, she thought of Antares – and that
snow storm fifty years ago.

She continued walking again. But with each
step she took, her smile slipped a little more.

The strange thing was… this
time when she conjured up the memory of that night with Ares, she
could remember everything like it was last night except… his face.
She remembered the way he touched her, as if he’d been practicing
for a thousand years. As if he knew her body like he’d created it
himself. She remembered the way he smelled, like leather – damn she
loved that smell – and aftershave and him. She could feel the incredible
heat of him, the incredible size
of him, the incredible strength of him. And she could see
the curve of his broad as hell shoulder, his trim and tight waist,
that V that slipped under his the belt of his pants when he pulled
his shirt over his head.

Fuck.

Her head was filled with
him – and yet, she just couldn’t quite picture his beautiful
face. Not the way she
normally could. It was less distinct this time, as if she were
trying to focus on him in a dream. She not only saw the fuzziness
in her head, she felt it. Like a wall she couldn’t breach.

Had that ever happened before? She didn’t
think so. Maybe she was more tired than she was letting on when
she’d been talking with Carmen.

Or maybe it’s finally been too long.

She was lost in a sudden disturbing
sensation of loss when she was suddenly enveloped. A scream rose in
her throat, only to be smothered abruptly by the strength of the
hand over her mouth. In the wake of her aborted cry, Annaleia
bucked in her captor’s sudden, fast grip. His arms had trapped her
own to her sides, making them useless. Her mind and body went into
overdrive as the enemy moved with impossible speed and stealth,
taking her into the nearest alley.

His timing was perfect. She’d been
distracted, this part of the street was suddenly deserted – when
had that happened? – and he seemed to anticipate every defensive
move she could think of, rendering it useless before she could
execute it.

With her mouth covered, she couldn’t even
attempt a transport spell, which was one of the first things every
warden clan taught its new recruits. Her knees came up to drop her
into a dead weight, but it was as if she weighed absolutely nothing
in his grasp. She retaliated by slamming her boots into the
pavement and using the leverage to simultaneously slam the back of
her head into the front of his. But he’d prepared for it, moving
his head to the side and lifting her off her feet again, destroying
her leverage.

As he far too easily
wrangled her into the farthest recesses of the alley,
well-sequestered within the deepest shadows afforded by that
pre-storm winter night, Anna realized several things at once. Her
captor was not human. He was larger-than-life, too strong, too
graceful, and he had that scent to him that hinted of not only
leather and motor oil, but darkness
and magic. Mortals possessed no such
scent.

The second thing she realized was that she
was truly alone with him. Both her friends were sick, and her
trapped arms could not even reach the cell phone she’d slipped back
into her pocket.

And last but not least, this was real. It
was really happening to her. She was a bona fide victim in a
potentially terrifying situation.

Painful things always happened to her around
Christmas time.

 



Chapter Seventeen – Austin Texas, Random
street alley

Antares held her against the wall, his body
flush with hers. He could feel every shaking breath she took
radiate through his entire form, and it was messing with his head.
But his grip remained tight; this one wasn’t getting away from him.
Not again.

His right hand was wrapped like a vice
around her slim wrists, pinning them behind her back. It allowed
him to simultaneously wrap that same arm around her waist, offering
him more control over her struggles. His other hand, he kept over
her mouth.

He’d known she would thrash her head beneath
his grip. Not wanting her to scrape her scalp on the bricks, he’d
chosen this portion of the wall to hold her against. There was
cement behind her here; sixty or seventy years ago, it had been
poured, smoothed out and painted as a sign on the side of what was
probably a factory. Remnants of the paint still promised a happy
life to those who imbibed a certain soda that had at one time
contained cocaine.

Ares took the brunt of her labors in stride
and waited them out. She may have been something more than human,
but she was not a dragon. He knew she would tire eventually, so as
she glared her amethyst shard daggers at him, he merely maintained
his hold and watched her. He watched her with everything he had,
noting every passing emotion on her beautiful face. His dragon eyes
could see her so clearly in the darkness. He wondered if she could
see him as well.

He watched and waited, noting the moment her
toiling willfulness began to ebb, not that he would confuse it with
surrender. He knew she was probably just thinking that much harder
and sparing her energy for something less futile. She also stopped
trying to scream and focused on breathing. And at that first lull
in her struggles, Ares leaned in.

Annaleia made a small,
desperate sound behind his hand when he lowered his lips to her
throat and slowly inhaled. He could just imagine the things
she was imagining he
might do to her.

And he wanted to.
Hell, he wanted
to.

Everything about her was intoxicating to
him, from the way her gemstone eyes sparked in the dim light to the
way her body felt against his, strong and ripped but ultimately
yielding and so very familiar. If his dragon hadn’t been
strengthening him against her in that moment, he’d have lost his
nerve.

She would have made him
weak, just like she had all those years ago. And what would have
been his final undoing was the way she smelled right now. Anna had
always smelled amazing, clean and new, different from everything
around her. Promise and fresh starts. But as he inhaled and drew
her into his lungs now, her scent was… it was like
rain.

It wasn’t a perfumed
reproduction of the phenomenon. There was no chemical in this,
there had been no layering. This was actual fresh-fallen
precipitation upon the earth. It was literally his favorite scent.
But it was also the nail in the coffin, because it was
absolutely not human. No mortal had managed to bottle the smell of rain, not
like this. And it wasn’t the scent she’d possessed fifty years
ago.

What are you, Leia?
Ares was so wrapped up in overwhelming,
overriding emotions, he wasn’t even sure of himself any longer. He
was uncertain what to do or say first. He was filled with too many
questions, and his damn chest actually hurt.

What happened to you?

His mind tossed the
question around like echoes in an enclosed space. It was muffled
and disjointed amidst the whirlwind storm buffeting his insides.
This was all real. Annaleia was real. She was here. After fifty long years, this
was happening. She was tangible and alive and breathing, and
impossibly she looked no older than twenty.

She bucked against him with
a particularly hard shrug, and he gritted his teeth; she’d caught
him off-guard and she’d managed to raise her knee enough to
get close. He
repositioned himself against her and continued to wait her
out.

She was strong enough that he could tell
she’d been trained in a number of defensive arts. He had also
recognized some of the words she was trying desperately to say
beneath his fingers as transportation magic. And she smelled like a
thunder storm.

None of this made any goddamn sense. She was
trembling beneath him, obviously terrified enough to chance pissing
him off. And that didn’t make any sense either. Why was she so
afraid? He’d given her plenty of time to get a good look at him.
But if she recognized him, she didn’t show it. All she was showing
him was alarm and hostility.

The trouble was, like any typical alpha male
in the throes of sudden and fierce emotional shock, her panic only
made Ares hold her tighter. Part of this reaction was animal
instinct; predators pursued what ran from them. But if he was being
honest, the rest was a hard knee-jerk reaction to his own surprise.
He wasn’t at all familiar with the feelings he was experiencing. He
hadn’t felt them in half a century.

He was hurt. He was in
love. He was in lust. He was relieved. And – congratulations Annaleia – he was
pissed off.

He couldn’t believe she didn’t recognize
him. He was supposed to have been her best friend! Her protector
and confidante! He was the lucky son of a bitch she’d given her
virginity to! How could she not know him the way he immediately
knew her?

And more importantly, if
she was here now, alive and well, then what reason could she
possibly have had for leaving him all those years ago? No less
the way she left
him? After sharing something he’d thought was precious, she’d
disappeared so suddenly, without warning, and so… absolutely. He’d
been devastated.

And why, for fuck’s sake, was she shaking so damn
hard? How could she be so terrified of him? Or was it that she was
angry? Hell, if anyone had a right to be angry, it was him! Still,
never in a million years would he have hurt her, and she
should know that,
damn it! She should know that in her heart, in her bleeding
soul. Wasn’t that why
she’d made love to him all those nights ago during a winter
snowstorm on Christmas Eve?

Annaleia Faith seemed to enjoy bringing him
pain at Christmas time.

How can you not trust me? Why don’t you know
me, Leia?

Because,
asshole. His answering inner voice was
sardonic where it rang out from the shadowy recesses of his
currently flipped-out mind. She thought you
were human all those years ago, remember? She expects you to have
one or more of your booted feet in the grave by now.

Okay… that was true.

You also chose a look a few years older; you
appear as a fully grown man now, not a teenage boy.

That was true too. After she’d disappeared,
he’d adopted a slightly older visage to ride with his warden clan.
He now looked around thirty to thirty-five. He’d had the same face
ever since.

And she’s obviously mad with fear, probably
blind with it too. Because you just jumped her in the middle of the
dark night and hauled her up against an alley wall and she has no
idea what you plan to do to her.

With that thought, Ares inwardly startled,
taken back by what would have been obvious to him if not for his
fury. He lessened his grip on his captive, guilt and regret now
joining the emotional factions warring inside him. “Not a word,” he
warned in his most serious tone, and then he even took his hand off
her mouth. His breath caught at the sound of her own shaky
inhalations.

He remembered those. But back then they’d
been shaky for another reason.

If Annaleia noticed this sudden softer shift
in him, she didn’t show it. Her body continued to radiate
trepidation like a moral ethics philosopher on a runaway trolley
car.

Ares swore under his breath and pulled
slightly back, angling his upper body to get a better look at her
when he noticed the smooth white line that ran against the grain
through the taut flesh over Annaleia’s collar bone. A funny,
unpleasant feeling un-swirled slowly in his gut. The line was
clearly a scar, just peeking from beneath the edge of her
clothing.

“If I release you, you’ll
fight me won’t you?” he asked softly, the breath of a question
brushing against her cheek.

She peered steadfastly ahead, either
focusing for all she was worth on trying not to hyperventilate, or
quietly scheming her escape while he attempted to read her. Given
what he remembered about her – which was everything – he was
betting high stakes on the latter.

When she didn’t answer, his jaw set and his
fangs began to lengthen behind his lips. He exerted control, shoved
his teeth back where they belonged, and told the dragon in him to
simmer down. It didn’t listen for shit, but at least his teeth
obeyed.

“I have no intention of
harming you,” he told her simply, though only a complete idiot
would believe this coming from a man who had her pressed against
the wall of an alley in the middle of the night. Still, he meant
it. Sort of. He wouldn’t have minded maybe… biting her a little. Or
kissing her hard. For a long time.

Ares felt his entire body flex painfully.
All three of his dragon hearts thrummed in their echoing chambers.
His chest ached. Now kissing her was all he could think about.

He swore again, this time with a dash more
vehemence, and Annaleia at last looked up. He froze when her violet
eyes met his searchingly. For what she was searching, he didn’t
know. But in that very moment, he realized the woman in his arms
was actually stronger than he was. He may have held her against the
wall, but she could hold onto him without even touching him.

Without warning, Annaleia began to mutter
the very fast words of a recall spell.

Antares let the shock roll over him, then
instinct kicked in and take over. He hissed a single ancient
draconic word of his own and slammed his free hand into the wall by
her head. The tremendous impact caused rubble to explode free from
the bricks and sent them flying. It was only his own control over
the debris that kept any of it from striking Annaleia or
himself.

His act had the desired effect. Leia gasped
and ducked her head, putting an end to her recall chant. The
transport spell was broken before it could take hold.

The word Antares had spoken ignited
primordial power. It was a negation spell, one that temporarily
nixed another’s magic, as long as the target wasn’t more powerful
than Ares. Few were, so he’d never had to worry about it in that
sense. However, he still almost never used it. It was meant to be
cast on magical items in order to render them inert for travel. But
a number of warlocks and other dark mages had tweaked it long ago
to make it safe for the living, even though it was expressly
forbidden at the time.

Ares was one of those mages, and now that’s
exactly what he did. It was sure to cause a blip on someone’s
radar, but there was just too big a part of him that didn’t give a
fuck. This was too important, and it was all-consuming.

It took more effort than he
liked for his magic to wrap tight around his captive. She
was strong.
Whatever she’d become since she’d left him was powerful enough to
instinctively fight the darkness of his spell. But when he won the
brief magic struggle anyway and fell silent, Ares left his arm
where it was braced against the wall and formulated his words
carefully.

“Believe it or not, I won’t
hold that attempt against you. In fact, I’m going to release your
wrists. But when I do, I want you to put your hands at your sides,
palms pressed to the wall behind you.”

Leia’s gaze narrowed. He had just easily
thwarted her and now he was giving her orders. Fury was naturally
her own knee-jerk reaction, that and outright defiance. But he’d
expected that. In fact, he was pretty sure he’d given the order
just to piss her off.

His dragon was taking hold. He was losing
ground with it. It had what it wanted in its grasp and was yanking
at the leash.

“Like hell,” Leia
whispered.

If he hadn’t been angling his body perfectly
across hers, he knew she would have struck out at him again, no
doubt where it would hurt a man the most.

But the look in her eyes
was doing something to him, lighting something up. And he’d always
been drawn to fire. He smiled. In the dark recesses of his dark,
dark mind, the barely-leashed dragon unfurled its wings, catching
the scent of a raised challenge. With inherent dragon speed,
Antares released her wrists with his right hand only to then wrap
that same hand around her neck and squeeze. Not hard, but
enough.

He had speed on her in spades, a revelation
she finally admitted now with her own very wide eyes. Her newly
freed hands instinctively wrapped around his wrist. But pry and
pull as they might, his grip around her throat didn’t let up, and
his body was utterly immovable against hers.

He kept his hold tight enough to threaten
and once more leaned in, the perfect display of dark, towering
calm. Beside her ear he whispered, “Hands against the wall,
Annaleia.”

She went very still at the sound of her
name.

New distress blossomed in her expression.
Saying her name had the effect he’d desired, adding another layer
to her discombobulation. She would now wonder how he knew it.

Come on, Raindrop. Of course I know your
name.

But she still hesitated. He imagined she was
torn between playing it smart and obeying him so she would survive,
and fighting him instead because he was an asshole. And that pretty
much summed Leia up right there. Smart and stubborn.

To be fair, it was
undoubtedly hard for her to think. Hell, it was hard for
him to think.

“Do it,” he growled helpfully, baring his teeth. This time he laced
his command with compulsory magic. He was running out of
patience.

There was a building heat behind his
sparkling black eyes. It wouldn’t be long before they started to
glow like the cosmos and his fangs pushed their way out once and
for all. He needed to hurry.

Luckily, Annaleia succumbed
to the magic and let go of his arm very slowly. Ares smirked; he knew
she was going slow just to flout him. At least that hadn’t changed.

“Against the wall.
Now.” More impatient
magic he was surprised he had to use.

Anna pressed her palms to the wall on either
side of her quaking body.

Once she’d done what he wanted, he let up on
his grip. She immediately demanded, “I know you’re not human. What
are you?”

Ares narrowed his gaze.

“And how the
hell do you know my
name?” she added.

He couldn’t deny being
impressed. And disappointed. He
was the one in the position to ask questions, yet
she was forging ahead anyway. Her tenacity was something he’d
always admired. But right now, it was getting in his
way.

Ares ignored her questions. Instead, he took
his free hand off the wall to begin unzipping her jacket. That scar
had intrigued him, especially when he caught the edge of a second
scar when she shifted under his weight. The markings felt like an
omen to him. He needed to see them. He needed to understand more
about what had happened since she’d vanished.

Leia closed her eyes when the jacket
unzipped, revealing a V-neck tee-shirt underneath, and an expanse
of beautifully tanned skin – crisscrossed with numerous scars.
There were half a dozen he could see. Each was approximately an
inch in length and thin, but bright against the gold tone of her
tan. Ares stared at those scars – until the streetlight at the end
of the alley reflected off the tear slipping down her cheek.

His breath caught and he looked up into her
eyes instead.

She was crying. Noiselessly
and bravely. But he’d made her cry.

Fifty years ago, if anyone
dared to make Annaleia Faith cry, Antares Mace would beat the hell
out of them and send them packing. No
one wanted to hurt his bright-eyed girl
enough to bring her to tears, not with him around.

Yet here he was, doing exactly that.

Shit, I have to end
this. He prepared to release her, but when
she sensed the change in him, her eyes flew open again. Just like
that, her rebellious streak was back and behind the wheel. Her
irises shot through with willful lightning. “Well?” she hissed through slightly
crooked, white clenched teeth. “What the hell are you waiting for,
asshole? Or have you decided to make me do this part
too?”

A fresh, hot release of adrenaline poured
its way into Ares’ bloodstream like magma stallions charging from
the gate. His reaction was not favorable.

He smiled a nasty smile, returning the hand
he’d removed from her throat. He felt her stiffen under his touch.
“That isn’t a half bad idea,” he said. His grip on her throat
tightened in warning. “Do the honors, princess. Lift your shirt for
me, and don’t bother going slow this time. I’m in no mood for a
strip tease.”

Her eyes threw amethyst shards at him, but
the corners of her mouth turned up as if she knew something he
didn’t. In a fit of pique so very like the girl he knew, she
grabbed the top of her shirt with both hands, gripped it tight, and
ripped it open with everything she had.

Ares stared at her for a moment, his eyes
glued to hers.

In truth, he would
have loved a strip
tease from Annaleia Faith. He’d dreamed of it literally countless
times. He’d had sex with faceless women and jacked off alone to
those wicked dreams so often, he was more practiced at pleasure
than incubi. The entire Nightmare race had nothing on him and the
things he’d taught himself to do to a woman’s body while he’d
imagined Annaleia unclothed before him.

But she was confusing the hell out of him
right now. He had no idea what to make of her actions, of the glint
in her eyes, or of that twisted little smile. He leaned back just
enough, no longer caring if his own surprise showed, and finally
let his eyes move away from hers to trail down her body.

The first thing he noticed was that this
time she was unfortunately wearing a bra.

The second thing he noticed caused that
unpleasant feeling in the pit of his stomach to expand, engulfing
him.

Holy hell, he thought, bewildered. That is a
lot of scars.

 



Chapter Eighteen – Same City. Same
Alley.

The second it happened,
Ares realized that this was what Annaleia had been waiting for, probably even
hoping for. Her sudden
inexplicable smile and strange, violent act had stalled him. It
would have done so no matter who he’d been or what he’d wanted from
her.

And then he saw the scars
and they stalled him – and he realized that was what she’d wanted too. She’d
known they would trip him up. And they did.

But not for the reasons she assumed.

In the blur of red-line adrenaline that
washed over him, Antares rolled the thoughts through his mind one
after another.

There were dozens of scars. Leia probably
thought they repulsed him, scattered the way they were across her
otherwise faultless form. Maybe she assumed her attacker had been
bent on some seedy deed in a cold alley and that witnessing the
scars would make him change his mind, lose his appetite, and
rethink that plan. She’d hoped the scars would cool his blood, at
the very least, and push him away.

In actuality, nothing of the sort had
occurred to him. Not even close. His blood ran hotter than ever
through his smoking veins. But either way, the resulting effect was
the same; he’d become instantly distracted, and that absolutely
caused him a vital momentary lapse of focus. Leia of course took
advantage of it.

Ares’ hold on her throat had gone slack, and
in that brief moment her head pulled back and shot forward again,
her forehead aimed for his nose. She made the mark this time, and
the sound of a dull explosion erupted in his head, followed shortly
by a blinding pain that warped around its edges to throb its way
through his brain and down his neck.

His head snapped up, he took a single step
back, and Leia shoved away from the wall to follow him. At the same
time, she shot forward for a second strike. He’d been right about
her training. She was practiced, moving far too fast to be anything
but an expert in self defense as she pummeled the heels of both
palms into his sternum one after another in quick, hard, and
honestly quite painful succession.

If he’d been human, the triple attack would
have absolutely taken the fight out of him and doubled him over.
She would have broken his unbreakable nose, probably fractured a
rib or two, and knocked the wind from his lungs entirely. That
would have been that, and he would have been done.

But as she’d surmised, he wasn’t human. His
nose was fine. His ribs were unbroken. And the only woman he had
ever foolishly fallen in love with wasn’t getting away that
easily.

Annaleia side-stepped him
after her second attack, and with the momentum it afforded, she
began sprinting down the alley. She was fleet, a halo of rapidly
disappearing strawberry-gold hair beneath the glow of spitting snow
and street lights. But a growl rose ominous and long from the
depths of the beast within Antares, a sound that rumbled through
the alley like a demonic sub-woofer, and Annaleia faltered, her
steps slowing just
enough.

Antares moved – a flash of
innate short-distance dragon magic that bent space and time around
him – and reappeared at the end of the alley, directly in Leia’s
path. She cried out in surprise, her boots skidding slightly on the
dampening ground. All three of his hearts beat hard, but his magic
heart pounded,
pumping the fuel through his system for whatever he may need to
prevent his prey from escaping.

“We’re not finished,” Ares
growled, no longer caring if his eyes glowed or his teeth showed.
He stalked slowly, menacingly, and Leia backpedaled, one hand
shoved into her jacket pocket, probably to get her phone. “How did
you get those scars?” he demanded, his cosmic eyes glued to
hers. “Who did that to you?”
His voice was becoming progressively less
human.

His body felt tight, as if it were trying
very hard to hold something in that no longer wanted to be kept
inside.

“What the hell are you….”
Annaleia muttered, her own voice shaking. She took another step
back and he followed her. She looked like her mind was moving a
million miles a minute, her eyes skating between his hulking form
and the end of the alley behind him and the walls on either side of
them. They were too high to scale, for a human anyway. But he
wasn’t the only one who wasn’t what they seemed.

“I’m asking the questions, Annaleia Faith. Answer me!
Who hurt you?”

Leia slowed in retreating,
and her focus steadied on his eyes. Something in her snapped, and
once again, she demanded, “How the fuck do you know my name?”

“I know a lot about you,”
he told her. “At one time? I thought I knew everything.”

Leia’s brow furrowed, and for a brief moment
the fear in her expression shared its space with uncertainty. She
was clearly confused. But so was he. How could she not know who he
was, even now?

“How did you get the scars,
Faith?” He chanced another step toward her, but her fear was solid,
and she widened the space between them in a hurry.

“None of your fucking
business,” she told him between clenched teeth. “Why is everyone so
obsessed with these goddamned scars?” she asked to no one in
particular as she again looked around frantically.

And that was when he
noticed the phone in her right hand. She had been going for it, just as he’d
thought. He hadn’t noticed she’d pulled it out and begun using it
because its protective case was matte black and she’d cleverly had
the screen dimmed and pointed away from him. But for a split second
in her scrambling, it tilted toward him in her palm. The low light
winked at him and disappeared again.

Either her volume was turned completely off
and she was in the process of calling someone, or she had already
done so. If so, they knew enough to keep quiet on their end. He
could probably assume they were already tracing her location and on
their way.

He smiled, and when he did he felt his fangs
pronounced and very, very visible. “That’s my girl. Clever as
always. But it won’t do you any good, sweetheart. We’ll be long
gone before anyone gets here.” And then he laughed. “And the cops
wouldn’t know what to do with me anyway.”

“Cops for
humans wouldn’t,” she
told him in her same seething tone, “but I never bother calling
them. You’re some kind of monster,” she breathed. “And monsters get
to contend with wardens.” Her voice was shaking a little less now as she
concentrated on formulating words – and buying time. “Do you have
any idea what kind of wardens patrol the state of
Texas?”

Ares was almost amused at her words and how
on the money they all were. Some kind of monster indeed. In every
sense of the word. And wardens? That was funny as hell too. Did he
get extra points for being both?

But actually… she had a
point. There were wardens in Texas, and they were indeed noteworthy. And if
they happened on this scene, they might not realize fast enough
that he was one of the good guys. He wasn’t acting like one, after
all.

The last thing he wanted to do right now was
tangle with a group of them, especially with his own clan a few
blocks away. Strike that, the last thing he wanted to do right now
was tangle with Cain. But Texas wardens came in at a close second.
And Cain would be directly and immediately involved anyway if
another clan of wardens attacked Ares.

What he did want to do was go somewhere safe
and private with Annaleia.

And get some answers.

So as she backed up a little further, rather
than follow her deeper into the alley, Antares straightened and
took a deep breath. Then another. Gradually, the dragon in him
receded, and he felt his fangs slide back into his gums.

“Why won’t you remember me,
Leia? Why don’t you recognize me?”

Leia stopped again, and the furrowed brow
was back. She blinked.

“She can’t recognize you,
dragon.”

Antares spun, fangs
instantly extended and eyes glowing like supernovas. But he
recognized the feel of the interloper before the man even stepped
into the light. It was an absence
of feeling, of magic and energy, a void so strong
it could only be a shield protecting something powerful. It was the
same shield he’d come up against back at the restaurant where
Annaleia had dined with another man.

That same man came forward, still dressed
impeccably in his three-piece suit and leather-soled shoes, still
as tall and dashing as ever, and still absolutely uninvited.

“You –” Ares seethed, but the man cut him off.

“The name is Sterling,” the
man introduced himself with the air of someone entirely at ease
despite the danger of the situation.

Antares’ red-hot mind
placed the name at once. Now everything made sense. Annaleia’s
disappearance, his inability to locate her, even the fact that she
didn’t recognize him now. “Jarrod
Sterling,” Ares hissed, the interloper’s identity
only spurring his already simmering fury into a full-blown blaze.
“The elusive bastard they call the ‘Nightmare Warlock.’”

Jarrod Sterling the Nightmare Warlock smiled
and came further into the light. He imitated a bow. “In the
flesh.”

 



Chapter Nineteen – Alley. Texas. You know
the drill.

Anna could not have described the mix of
relief and baffling disappointment she felt at Sterling’s
appearance. It definitely made her feel safer, there was that. She
knew that if he was there, she would at least not have to call
Magnus because Sterling was sure to keep her relatively safe. He
was very powerful.

Her sentinel would not have been able to
answer her call to help unless she were mortally wounded or falling
to her death or something of that nature anyway. After a warden’s
initial meeting with their sentinel, the rules were much more
strict. A sentinel’s assistance from then on required imminent
demise. Life or death. With Sterling present, she probably wouldn’t
be facing death any time soon.

But the sentinel thing was
the only thing
Annaleia knew for certain just then. She had so many questions and
was so confused, she could barely make sense of her thoughts or
emotions any longer.

Anna’s assailant turned nearly all of his
focus on Sterling, and she took the chance to pull the edges of her
jacket closed over her torn shirt. Sterling’s appearance would have
afforded her new openings for escape except that her attacker had
yet to un-block the exit of the alley. It also didn’t help that she
found herself almost completely enthralled by what was transpiring
between the two men.

“You did this to her,” her attacker accused. Now that he had
turned so that he was in profile and facing the streetlight, Anna
was afforded a good, thorough look at him.

Crap... he’s actually
beautiful.

It was an absurd thought. But in all
fairness, it was true. She would have had to possess wits as sharp
as wooden spoons to fail to notice. There was a magnetic allure to
the whole of him that made his beauty wild and surreal. Her gaze
trailed over his features; he was towering, broad-shouldered, and
narrow-waisted. Shining blue-black hair touched the collar of his
black leather jacket, his profile revealed a strong chin and
cheekbones, and when he turned just a little in the low light, his
eyes swirled with some kind of cosmic darkness that shimmered with
stars…. And he had fangs.

She swallowed hard when she
saw those again. Even if they were
admittedly attractive on him in a stark, twisted
way, they were still teeth and they were sharp teeth, and she was a warden.
She knew damn well from experience the damage teeth like that could
cause.

But he’d told her wasn’t going to harm her.
And color her the most bizarre mish-mash of asinine colors in the
world, she actually believed him. Sort of. Kind of.

Maybe.

Why does he have
fangs? she wondered.

To Anna, he didn’t feel like a vampire.
She’d dealt with a number of their kind over the years. This guy
was distinctly different. For one thing, he wasn’t so pale and
hungry that his bloodlust was palpable. And for another, his eyes
didn’t glow red like the eyes of vampires. They didn’t turn into
traffic lights, one dimension of scarlet that chilled you to the
bone. These eyes were multi-dimensional and vast, as if he held
constellations within them.

“If you’re accusing me
of helping her,
then I admit it freely,” Sterling suddenly said, yanking Anna’s
attention from the man she had been not-so-subtly studying to her
would-be savior. “I helped her disappear when she needed to,”
Sterling clarified. “And yes, a part of that requires that she
forget certain things as needed. But you have to know, dragon,
everything I’ve done to her, I’ve done for her own
good.”

Dragon, Anna thought. That’s right. He
called him a dragon before too. But he’s
like no dragon I’ve ever met.

And then the crux of what Sterling had just
said actually hit Annaleia.

Wait. My own good? What is he talking about?
What the hell is going on?

Her body was still
trembling, though not as much. Now she was honestly more confused
than frightened. If Sterling was here, he’d probably been smart
enough to call in reinforcements even if she hadn’t been able to
finish her own call. Which meant some manner of warden clan was no
doubt close behind. That made her feel ambivalent in a way she
would never admit to a fellow warden, but it also took the pressure
off her a lot.

Still, that didn’t mean she shouldn’t take
every opportunity for escape that was afforded her. A transport
spell was impossible still. She could feel his grounding magic
draped heavily over the entire area. But she could still run.

Anna gritted her teeth, contemplated for
half a second more, and bolted into a full-throttle run aimed
directly at her attacker’s broad back. At the same time, she raised
her left elbow and braced it with her right palm against her left
knuckles, giving her a make-shift “point” to drive into his kidneys
from behind. But an infinitesimally split moment before she would
have made impact, the dragon’s head turned slightly as if to give
her an irritated narrow-eyed glance.

And then he was
side-stepping as she rushed past him. Her world came to a jarring
halt when he wrapped his left arm firmly around her waist and
yanked her off her feet to draw her back none-too-gently against
his chest. It happened so fast, the wind was bludgeoned from her
lungs. Stars entered her vision. Now we
both have them, she thought deliriously.
She moaned softly from the sudden discomfort but was offered no
quarter. Instead, her arms were trapped against her and he
squeezed, clearly wrathful.

His lips at her ear were a
confusing dichotomy of enthralling and terrible. “You aren’t going
anywhere, Leia. Not without me – not ever again. So just do us both
a favor and stop fighting
me.”

Through the haze of Anna’s strangely
stirring anger and avidity, she heard Sterling say, “Go easy on
her, Mace. Remember she has no idea that you’re you.”

A drum beat thrummed through Annaleia,
slightly nauseating, like a subwoofer turned up way too loud.

Mace.

Mace.

Mace.

“Stow it, Sterling,” the
human dragon growled, a warning breathed across her earlobe. She
smelled leather. Aftershave. Motor oil… him.

The dragon’s grip tightened, and Annaleia
squeaked from the pressure. At once her captor’s head turned back
to her and his grip let up enough for her to breathe.

Mace.

The name turned itself over in Anna’s head.
Over and over. But it made no sense.

The problem wasn’t that she
was unfamiliar with the name or its owner. She knew the name all
too well. And she’d just been thinking about its owner. The problem
was that she shouldn’t be hearing it right now. Sterling shouldn’t
have used the name. Not that
name, not here in this alley, not all these years
later, and not to address the man who was holding her.

She tried to look up and
over her shoulder, but before she could, the dragon maneuvered her
arms behind her back, forcing her to face forward again. Expertly,
he twisted them up at an angle, bringing both arms together. She
heard the jangling of metal. Cuffs, she realized.

“Don’t you
dare…” she whispered through clenched
teeth. But he definitely dared, and she felt a little smaller when
the metal clicked shut, cold and hard against her
wrists.

“You’re going to bind her,
Mace? What the hell do you think she is? She’s not the bounty in a
warden job. Think about this – Wait…” Sterling paused, and Anna
realized the edges of her jacket had come open now that she could
no longer hold them closed.

She heard Sterling take a
step toward them. “Why the hell
is her shirt torn?” he demanded. Now his voice
was raised, his accent deeper, and Anna felt the stirrings of
powerful magic. “What did you do to her, Mace?”

There was a rumble of a warning growl from
behind her that resonated so deeply, the ground beneath her boots
trembled. Anna tried to see what was happening, but in her latest
tousle with the dragon, her wild hair had decided to obscure her
view, and she had no usable hands with which to brush it out of the
way because whatever he’d used on her wrists was meant for warden
bounties; it was charmed with anti-magic properties.

“I would never hurt her,”
the dragon snarled. “Now lift the memory spell, asshole.” Much more
quietly, he added, “Or give me one more
excuse to fry you.”

Annaleia had an image then, one of a massive
dragon waking up, getting to its feet, and shaking out its mammoth
black wings. Stardust cascaded off the dragon as it did so, and
spiral galaxies tilted in the endless night sky. In her head, the
dragon ran a long tongue over very sharp teeth that gleamed in the
light of many moons. She could almost hear the beast thinking. All
it needed was a reason. Just one reason to rip Jarrod apart.

For the first time since she’d met Sterling,
she actually feared for the powerful Nightmare’s life. Jarrod had
never hurt her. In fact, when she took a second to consider it,
Sterling had never really been anything to Anna but a friend. Yes,
he was a dark friend and he was dangerous and he had a checkered
past, but he was a friend nonetheless. With benefits.

But Sterling must not have shared Anna’s
fears because his only response to Ares was to address Annaleia
instead. “Has he hurt you, Annaleia?”

“What did I just fucking
tell you, Sterling?” the dragon hissed. A shiver ran down Anna’s
spine. The dragon had spoken directly beside her ear, and the
sensation of it was not impersonal. It was far too much the
opposite. Something primal awoke within her, something dark and
delicious, something that made her feel guilty and
crazy.

“Jarrod, no!” she hastily
told Sterling, ignoring her sudden sensual longing for her captor.
Because it was nuts.

And she genuinely feared
that the two men would begin exchanging blasts of some terrible
magic any second now and she would get caught in the crossfire.
“I’m unharmed!” she reassured him. And after all, she
actually was unharmed, but for her racing heart and destroyed blouse.
Technically the torn shirt was her own damn fault.

But her captor apparently lost what remained
of his patience because he growled again and stepped back,
affording him just enough space to act. As before, he moved so fast
she lost her breath trying to follow the movement. He shifted his
hold on her to the grip of one impossibly strong hand, and Anna had
little air in her lungs with which to scream a warning when he
raised his other hand outward in the telltale position of a magical
attack.

Time seemed to slow down, the way Annaleia
had noticed it always did when disaster struck. Her theory was that
Time was just bored. It slowed these moments down the way Hollywood
so often slowed ninja fights or the bizarre confrontations of men
in black trench coats in dream-like dimensions. The world began to
roll forward at “Matrix” speed for no other reason than – Time
simply wanted to enjoy them more.

As she watched, mute and trapped in that
pocketed stretch of events, her captor’s body braced as if for
impact. The front of his black leather motorcycle jacket pulled
open to reveal the sculpted lines beneath his black tee-shirt. At
the same time, she caught a fleeting glance at some of the patches
sewn onto the front of the jacket. Just as fleetingly, she thought
one or more of them looked familiar.

Still trapped in a syrup-motion world, she
caught the provokingly familiar wave of leather and motor oil scent
mixed with dark, cosmic power. The smell of magic spiked, becoming
heady just before the dragon’s extended hand began to glow. Dark
energy amassed in his open palm. It appeared as if entire galaxies
did indeed obey his command because they swirled to life in his
hand, and the void of space between those galaxies was shedding an
impossible radiance.

In the space outside the bubble of her
reality, the sound of V-twin engines tore through the night. Anna
noticed vague but fast movement in the shadows of her peripheral
vision. The dark energy in the dragon’s hand expanded like the Big
Bang.

The light flashed too bright, and all
supernatural hell broke loose.


Chapter Twenty – Austin, Limbo, and
Santorini, Greece

(Sounds like a slightly twisted law firm.
But that’s redundant.)

Ares had been waiting before attacking
Sterling for a good reason. He wanted and needed viable
justification to destroy the non-human. Ares was a warden, and like
everyone else wardens had rules. Laws, really. Not following them
meant a hell of a lot more than jail time. It meant dealing with
your warden clan leader, and then a sovereign. In the end, when a
warden went rogue badly enough to kill one of his own, he then had
a choice: Disappear, which was nigh impossible due to warden
trackers and seers; or die. But really, right now? Ares could go
either way.

You took her from me. That’s reason
enough.

The darkness surging to
life in the Monster warden’s outstretched hand was pure black
dragon magic, visceral and extreme in nature. His patience was
officially burned-through for Sterling, and his kind had never been
known for their patience to begin with. Now he would see the
Nightmare Warlock take a
much closer likeness to his name, for a black dragon’s magic could
be molded to do whatever the dragon wanted it to do – with enough
practice. And right now, the dragon wanted to melt Sterling’s
fucking face off and leave him in a puddle on the ground like the
worthless slop he was.

Mace.

Antares readily knew the weighty authority
of the voice that spoke firmly in his mind. Hence when his magic
suddenly fizzled in his hand and evaporated away, there he knew the
explanation. He wasn’t surprised it happened. Just
disappointed.

Not here,
the deep, potent voice told
him. Not now. The
warlock called in help, and this is not our ground.

The formidable words were telepathically
spoken by someone strong enough to snuff out an ancient black
dragon’s magic and enter his mind without invitation. Only one man
could do either of these things, much less easily. Antares no
longer bothered to question how Cain was able to do what he did; it
would have been a waste of time, and Cain wouldn’t have told him
jack anyway.

Antares watched as whatever magic Sterling
had been prepared to cast also fizzled, and the warlock lowered his
own arm to glance warily around. The shadows were moving; people
were emerging. Antares caught the scent of warden, pissed off and
wary. But he also caught the scent of werewolf, vampire… Apex,
Lurican… a few Dires, a pair of particularly notorious Gemini
dragon human forms….

Now he knew
both warden clans were
surrounding them; the one that protected Austin, and the one that
would kill to protect Mace. By default, they would do the same to
protect Annaleia because they would immediately recognize that he
was claiming her then and there as his mate, and as such one of
their own.

I’ll deal with Sterling and
Gray, Cain told
him.

By “Gray,” Cain referred to Graham Campbell,
whom everyone that knew him simply called “Gray.” He preferred it
anyway. Gray was the warden clan leader in charge of the Rigel
clan, which guarded this region of the country, including the
entirety of the state of Texas. Gray often passed himself off as
the second-in-command in front of the sovereigns and other clans
because he didn’t trust them. He wasn’t quick to trust anyone at
all in fact, but for some reason he trusted Cain. Every warden who
met Cain trusted him. Ares figured they all assumed Cain would have
their backs when the chips were down. And they’d be right.

Go and secure your girl, Mace.

Ares went very still when Gray Campbell
stepped around the corner to appear at the end of the alley in the
dim of the lamplight. He went by “Gray” not only because of his
name but because he actually sported full head of gray hair, and
not many wardens lived long enough for that.

Gray’s tall figure was
haloed by the lamp post behind him, obscuring his features in
shadow. A beat later, Cain stepped appeared in front of Ares,
separating him and Anna from Sterling, Gray, and the others.
The Monsters clan
leader glanced over his broad shoulder at Ares. Their eyes
met.

I’ll check in with you later.

It was a dismissal and a final command.
Irrespective of Ares wanting to stay and get this figured out
himself – and maybe just rip off Sterling’s arm for good measure –
he was now under direct orders to do otherwise. Besides, Cain was
right. This was not the place, and now was not the time.

Ares didn’t bother responding with an
affirmative. Instead, he wrapped his arms more tightly around
Annaleia’s already struggling form and muttered the words of a
powerful spell.

“Don’t let him transport!”
someone shouted. “She’s one of ours!” At once, the Rigel clan’s
magic users moved in. One in particular had already finished his
incantation, and Ares immediately felt a grounding spell whip around him like
invisible metal coiling ropes.

But it was too late. If Cain wanted Ares
gone, he was damn well leaving; that was just a fact. As if to
prove as much, the grounding ropes that had coiled invisibly around
him frayed and tore everywhere at once, shredded by a million
unseen claws. The spell disintegrated to dust, freeing him up just
as his own transportation magic took hold and the world began to
waver.

The last thing he saw in the alley before
the spell filled his vision with the swirling colors of a transport
tunnel was Cain glancing back one final time, his blue-burning gaze
glowing hot as a thousand suns.

Annaleia shrieked her
outrage at being abducted against her will, and Mace’s mind
spun. One of ours…. What had the warden meant by that? It echoed in his mind,
further fodder for an already bountiful conversation he would damn
well have with Annaleia.

In his arms, her struggles became desperate.
If he let her go, she would probably run right through the
transport wall, most likely to her death. She was no doubt aware
that in normal, black-hearted human circumstances, her chances of
survival diminished significantly once she allowed her captor to
take her to a second location. But these weren’t normal
circumstances and he was not a black-hearted human.

He was a black-hearted dragon.

The moment his boots made contact with
marble, Ares released his hold on Annaleia and stepped back, almost
needing the space between them as much as she did at that moment.
At the same time, he waved his hand and the cuffs he’d slapped on
her disintegrated.

Leia wobbled a touch and lurched away from
him just like he knew she would, but before he could give in to the
need to reach out and steady her, she did it herself. She was fast,
regaining her footing in record time. A second later, she went very
still and warily looked around.

He took another step back, giving her the
space and time he knew she required.

“Where…” she began, but her
voice trailed off. There was far too much she wanted to know, and
she wanted to know it all at once. He knew that feeling
too.

Slowly and unsteadily Leia circled the room
with her enormous amethyst eyes, absorbing as much as she could of
their surroundings. When she finally faced him again, her gaze
locked on his, where he trapped it with his will. He might have to
give her space, but he couldn’t go on without possessing at least
some aspect of her.

As if to thwart him further, she took
another step back.

Two steps
forward, he thought wryly.

There was now a good distance between them,
around six feet or so. It was suddenly too much for his tastes. But
he would wait. He could do this. She wasn’t going anywhere. He may
have removed the cuffs, but the building was warded.

And she didn’t want to leave. Not really.
She thought she could hide that fact from him. She was so damn
wrong.

Ares watched her not only with the eyes of a
dragon, but a warden. They observed meticulously and with a
perceptive vigilance that caught every breath, noted every tiny
movement, catalogued every small and fleeting expression. In this
way he gauged her, strategizing her thoughts and desires before she
would even experience them.

He knew she wasn’t as
afraid as she had been. He knew she had felt something when he’d
drawn her close to him in the alley. He knew her memory of him
was there, just
beneath the surface. She couldn’t escape it any more than she could
him.

When she finally licked her lips – a move
that caught his own breath in his lungs for a split second – and
cleared her throat, he already knew what she was finally going to
ask. The way she stared at him in disbelief gave it away.

Leia began to talk, but it came out tight
and strangled. She closed her lips, cleared her throat a second
time, and for good measure retreated another step. Ares was pretty
proud of himself for letting her do it. Every added inch between
them now set his nerves on a new, freshly sharpened edge.

“Hhh- I mean… he called
you….” She licked her lips again. Ares ran a stiff hand through his
hair. When he did, he noticed her pupils expand. Oh, she knew him
all right. She remembered what he had done to her that night, and
she was feeling that memory on a subconscious level.

It did all sorts of painful things to Ares.
But he stayed right where he was like a good psychotic dragon and
waited for her to put the pieces together.

“He called you Mace,” she
finally whispered.

“He did.” He kept his voice
low, his tone even. He kept his eyes on hers. Now that he knew it
wasn’t her fault she’d forgotten him, now that he had confirmation
that Sterling had steered her through her disappearance, Antares
felt less angry desperation – and more desperation of an entirely
different kind.

“Well… are you?” she asked.
He knew what she meant, but he wanted to hear her say
it.

“Am I what?” He knew his
eyes were sparkling, especially under the light of his chandeliers.
This was one of his many homes. This particular house was a modern
villa in Greece. He was a dragon; as with all of his homes, there
were a lot of shiny things in here.

Some of the chandelier’s light shimmered off
Leia’s rose-gold tresses and made her sun-tanned features look gilt
in gold. She was a soft-lit gem, and he did so love treasure.

“Are you him?” She croaked
a little, and then touched her throat and at once blurted, “Are you
Antares Mace?”

He slowly smiled. “In the flesh,” he
responded, mimicking Sterling’s response from earlier.

For a few seconds, he thoroughly enjoyed the
wash of emotion that crossed her beautiful sun-freckled features.
But when she swooned a little, his pleasure was replaced with
concern. “You should sit down, Raindrop.”

But she looked away from him then, her hand
slid from her throat to her chest, and she doubled over, bracing
her other hand against her upper thigh as if she’d just run a race
and needed to catch her breath. With tight shut eyes she said,
“Don’t tell me what to do, Ares.”


Chapter Twenty-one – Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania

The digital clock Detective James had placed
on his dashboard flashed half past one in the otherwise dark car
interior as he shut the engine down and sat back in the well-worn
groove of the driver’s seat. He took a deep breath. Then he took
another and opened his door, unfolding his long body to step into
the dark chaos of another aftermath.

As people in their varying official
capacities milled around him and a few nodded in his direction in
recognition, James gave his car door a good push with his hip. He
listened for the tell-tale crank of age-warped metal catching in
the latch before he turned away from the classic vehicle and
scanned the area with keen brown eyes. Automatically, he pulled a
small notebook and pen from his trench coat’s inner left pocket and
began to scribble quickly on a fresh page, jotting down a series of
license plate numbers and vehicle makes and models in clean,
orderly columns. When he’d finished, he refolded the notebook and
replaced it along with the pen in his pocket.

Red and blue flashes reflected on the wet
ground in front of him, painting the scene in familiar colors. He
stayed where he was by his car door and drew in a slow breath,
inhaling the layered notes of the damp street and alley and
everything in them. The gasoline of the cars, body odor of cops
who’d been on duty too long, the freshly laundered uniforms of
those who’d just arrived, and a very faint perfume. He recognized
the perfume; it was his partner’s.

He found it pleasant. It
was a fresh scent, with notes of green tea, ginger, grapefruit and
neroli. Time Enough was what it was called. It smelled clean. But unfortunately
it did nothing to disguise the metallic tang of the pavement with
its rainbow slime potholes, red brick mold, and lots and lots of
blood.

James knew he was following in the hallmark
footsteps of a thousand Hollywood stereotypes when he pulled a
fresh rectangular cellophane pack from his other trench pocket and
shook out a new white cylinder. He pinched the cigarette between
his lips, put the pack away, and followed the ceremony up with a
lighter. Because he’d already taken in what smells he could
decipher, he exhaled easily and let the smoke from his first puff
fill the space between him and the crime scene before him. It was
his last make-shift shield, the final barrier he afforded himself
before he started toward the yellow tape surrounding the
building.

He knew his partner was already on the scene
and inside assessing the situation. The CSO team was already there
too, waiting outside the building for the okay to head in. James
took his time approaching, making sure he didn’t miss any details,
any possible clues he would otherwise be sorry for overlooking
later.

When the department’s rookie stumbled out of
the building’s front door and directly turned left to round toward
the alley, James knew his intuition was right about what was
waiting for him inside. His hunch was confirmed when his own
partner came out a few seconds later. She was pale, despite her
years of experience. But her brown eyes met his hard, and she shook
her head at him just once before turning to speak with the
forensics team.

James stopped in his tracks and looked up at
the edifice in front of him. It was a condemned apartment building
built in the seventies, during architecture’s brutalism era.
According to records, it had been abandoned for two and a half
years. At this stage in the game, it played temporary shelter to
squatters and transients, but there was no sign of either around
the building at the moment; they’d fled when they’d heard the
sirens. The single homeless woman remaining was the one who’d found
the body. The apparently middle-aged woman now waited nervously on
the other side of the police car barrier, a rolled-up tarp bound
with string next to her worn sneakers. It probably contained
everything she owned in this world.

He was impressed with the woman’s tenacity;
apparently she’d remained behind on the scene on the off chance
that the police had any further questions. Not many people would do
that these days, especially considering she most likely had drugs
on her person. Not that he cared about the drugs, of course. No one
on the squad really did. They each knew first-hand that life was
hard enough without them, and for some more than others.

At the entrance to the alley, a second
uniformed officer approached the rookie who was still bent at the
waist, one arm propped against the wall to hold him up as he tried
not to retch. The second officer absentmindedly pushed her braid
back over her shoulder and crouched until she was level with him.
She said something to him and he nodded. She placed a gentle hand
on his back and James could see his breathing change, slowing
down.

James pondered this
exchange, shaking his head a little in wonder. They’d both been on
the force the same amount of time. The female officer had been
inside the building; she’d witnessed the crime scene just like the
other guy. And James could see her back was a little too straight,
her features drawn and pinched tight. She wasn’t unaffected. The
death and the blood were as much a problem to her as they were to
him. But James also knew she wouldn’t let it show if her life
depended on it. That was the thing about being a woman in
any work force, let alone
the police. You were expected to be, not as strong as the guys, but
stronger. There were no two ways about it; it was that much harder
to be taken seriously as a female anything. And cops were expected to
be extra tough.

My ass, James thought to himself, recalling the first time he
himself had stumbled off a particularly grisly scene just to lose
his unfortunately large Mexican lunch on the greenery of a highway
median. In one sick, sad way, he’d been lucky – it had been a car
wreck and not a murder that mangled the bodies he’d had to count.
It had been an accident, so at least he hadn’t been forced to
contend with the idea that someone had willfully made that
mess.

These poor bastards in the alley didn’t have
that luxury. This was a homicide scene; a murder had taken place.
And the person inside had been purposefully subdued, broken,
ruined, and finally ended by something evil. It was hard knowledge
to swallow. As the rookie was clearly demonstrating.

James sighed, crushing out his cigarette
before he lifted a stretch of the yellow tape and ducked under. His
partner immediately glanced over, her experienced radar activated
to his presence. He nodded at her and she returned to her
conversation then held up a finger. “Just one more minute,
guys.”

Then she turned back to him. “Sorry Henry. I
know you’re on sick leave.” She shrugged and offered him a wayward
smile. “So don’t breathe on me.”

Detective Hendrix James
went by “Henry” to his partner. And only his partner. He liked the way it
sounded when she said it.

He smiled in return and took a step back to
placate her. There was a new flu going around that was particularly
bad this year. He’d taken the opportunity of a human excuse to use
sick leave and get shit done for Katrielle and the sovereigns.
Human flus were convenient that way. He had to admit this one was
worse than years past though. He had a feeling he knew who was
behind that.

His partner tucked a lock of shining brown
hair that had escaped her pony tail back behind her ear and
gestured to the building. “I wouldn’t have called you in. It’s just
that you need to take a look at this one. I’m pretty sure it’s the
same guy responsible for the killings in Reading and Trenton, and
this is going to turn into a federal circus any second now.”

James happened to know of a
few more murders, and one attempted murder, all discovered by the
wardens. The sovereigns were now attributing them all to the same
killer, but the attacks had been kept under wraps because of their
association with Victor Maze. Just like the plane crashes, train
wrecks, riots, forest fires, bad flu strain, and a dozen other
unpleasant atrocities afflicting the human world with increased
volatility, the serial killings were puppeted by the god of chaos.
A supernatural influence, even for natural
disasters, still called for supernatural
intervention.

She was right, though. Even in the mortal
realm, this had spread across borders and was now a federal affair.
It would make things messier and call for more cleaners.

“Alright,” James said. He
hadn’t even seen the body yet and his mind was spinning.

He motioned for his partner to lead the way,
and she nodded, re-entering the building in front of him. As they
drew closer to the apartment where the body had been found, the
smell of blood grew stronger. He knew which door it was before they
reached it; the rusted iron reek permeated the walls. It was tinged
with fear.

The woman’s blood, probably
everyone could smell to some degree, despite the fact that it had
stopped flowing hours ago. To an animal like him, it smelled like a
river. However, being able to differentiate the flood of
fear that was dumped into
the victim’s bloodstream just prior to her death was an ability
unique to James.

Because he was the only werewolf on duty
that night.

After so many years of approaching scenes
like this, James probably should have grown accustomed to the
stench by now.

“Fair warning,” his partner
said as they stepped inside and she gave the nod to the other two
officers in the room. They left and she stopped a few feet in,
turning to James. “Like the others…” she started, gesturing for
James to go on ahead. “She was young.”

James felt something unpleasant coil inside,
like the curling fingers of a fist before a fight. His blood felt
tepid in his veins. He nodded, keeping the emotion from his face,
and left his partner there to follow the smell and the mess through
the living room, into the hallway, and finally to the crime
scene.

His partner had been right.
Enough of the body had been removed from its plastic casing by the
body’s finder that James could see this murder showed signs of the
same M.O. The victim had been a young human female, no older than
twenty-five. The marks made on her body, most likely by a razor or
scalpel, were plentiful. They were also located in the same places
as they’d been on other victims, including the victims found by
wardens. The same labyrinth of pain had been etched into her.
Not close to the
same – exactly the
same. The precision within the chaos went beyond the
unnatural.

The victim had been wrapped in a shower
curtain and left in the bathtub. Nothing else in the decrepit
apartment had been touched; the killer had come here for disposal
purposes alone. The dust and debris on the floor were barely
disturbed and there was no blood anywhere but inside the plastic,
where the amount was minimal. She’d clearly bled to death, but by
the time she’d been disposed-of, she’d already stopped
bleeding.

The woman who’d found the body had been the
one to disturb the corpse. She’d claimed she wanted to be certain
the woman was not in the process of suffocating. Then she’d called
the cops.

James straightened from where he’d been
leaning over the body, his keen eyes observing every minute detail
of the victim’s remains. He sighed and turned away from it,
scanning the small, filthy bathroom with the same thoroughness.
Then he left the apartment complex and rejoined his partner, who
handed him a piece of paper trapped inside a sealed plastic
bag.

“This was found taped to
the plastic she’d been wrapped in.”

James took the note while his partner
switched on her flashlight and aimed it at the paper to afford him
a better look. He didn’t need it, but she didn’t know that. He
glanced up at her profile, admiring it for the thousandth time. One
of these days… he was going to have to tell her everything.

Or show her.

When she looked up at him expectantly, James
blinked, cleared his throat, and read the note:

“Her blood is
red,

but her eyes are not purple.

This will not do,

nothing rhymes with purple.”

James lowered the note and took a deep
breath. “Our vic’s eyes are blue, right?”

His partner nodded.

“Then he’s referring to
someone else here,” James said.

“Which means he’s gotten
close enough to whoever it is to see the color of her eyes,” his
partner reasoned.

“Someone he knows?” James
thought out loud.

The note meant two things. It meant the
killer had someone specific in mind when he was mutilating these
women. And it gave them something to go on in finding her. It was a
lead, and a good one. If they could find the woman first, they
would have leverage against this bastard.

James recalled the photograph “VanGogh” had
shown him. He remembered thinking the girl’s eyes were a strange
color, but the photo had been in such poor shape, he couldn’t tell
what that color was. Purple would fit the bill, even though purple
eyes were supposed to be technically impossible.

Impossible… for a human,
anyway. Was the serial killer’s target
actually a non-human? James knew of quite a few non-human species
that could have purple eyes. And rainbow eyes. And yellow glowing
eyes.

Like his. Well, sometimes.

“Excuse me for just a sec,
I need to make a call,” he said.

His partner nodded, taking the letter to a
wheeled cart with sealable compartments for evidence. There, she
met with other crime scene teams and James made his way back to his
car. He made sure he was alone before retrieving his phone and
tapping a number.

He had to make the call
quick; his partner was busy directing the investigation team and
coroner’s office, but she’d be at his side within short minutes.
They’d been a team for the better part of a decade, and there were
few things he wasn’t forthcoming with her about. Sovereign
business, warden business – and the supernatural in general – counted among
those few things.

“This is James,” he said
when the usual person picked up. “I need to speak with the
Nomad.”

“Please hold,” came the
response. They knew who he was and who he worked for.

It was short seconds before a feminine voice
with a soft, pleasant lilt was on the other end of the line.
“Detective,” she greeted.

He wasted no time. “I think there’s more
going on here than we thought, Kat. This isn’t just Maze forcing
someone to kill randomly. These bodies are all marked up the same.
And I’m pretty sure now I know why.”

James glanced up, making sure he still had
time to divulge necessary information. His partner was still
engaged with someone in conversation.

James opened his car door and tucked inside,
settling into the seat’s leather so he still had a clear view of
the building’s front door. “A body just turned up in my own back
yard, probably dead for twenty hours or so by the looks of her.
Same marks as the others, only this one came with a handy note
courtesy of the killer.”

The forensic team exited
the building across the lot pushing what James had always referred
to as a “corpse cart.” A semi-fresh body was laid out in
half-zipped black plastic on top of it, and before they finished
zipping it completely shut, James found his gaze lost in the silent
face of the murder victim. “He’s after someone specific,” he said
into his phone. “He refers to her as having purple eyes. But that’s
not all. You recall that meeting I mentioned with the guy going by
the name ‘VanGogh?’ The guy creeped the hell out of me. I know
there was something or someone there with him in that warehouse. He
showed me a photo of a woman who had strange colored eyes. I
couldn’t tell what color from the picture, but it would make sense
if they were some shade of purple. The photo had been well-used…. I
don’t even want to imagine how
it had been used,” he muttered, more to himself
than into the phone.

“But the important thing
is,” he continued, “it’s possible they’re the same girl and our
killer is indeed this guy VanGogh. It’s also possible the woman
he’s after is actually one of us. Fae maybe or shifter – something.
And if she is one of us, it’s more probable that Victor Maze is
targeting her too, if for no other reason than to make things
harder for you.”

There was another pause, this one longer
than the first.

James was about to ask Kat if she was still
there when she asked, “What color was the girl’s hair?”

“Which girl?”

“The one in the
photograph.”

“It looked like light brown
or blonde with red highlights. She had lots of it.”

There was a very faint exhalation on the
other end of the line now, one that sounded remarkably like
relief.

Shit, thought James. That’s right.
Evangeline has purple eyes. Evangeline was
the dragon queen, and Katrielle’s daughter. But Eva had black hair
like her father, Bantariax.

“Thank you for keeping me
in the loop, detective,” said Katrielle. “I’ll be in touch
shortly.”

 



Chapter Twenty-two – Santorini, Greece

He’s a dragon.

Annaleia’s mind whisper-screamed at her,
almost as if it were afraid of being overheard. Anna squeezed her
eyes shut tight and tried to gather her wits. She was bent at the
waist so the world wouldn’t spin, and the added blood to her head
helped a little. The only problem was that she could hear it
roaring through her ear drums.

This is him,
her mind added, barely audible over the rush of
blood in her ears. This is Ares. Real and
alive and not old and gray and… he’s a dragon.

The questions she had for him were far too
plentiful. How did one put a list like that in any kind of order?
She couldn’t. So by the time she’d caught her breath enough to ask
anything, she settled on, “If you’re Antares, why can’t I recognize
you?”

She still didn’t open her eyes or look up,
but she didn’t need to. The man who claimed to be Ares answered her
from across the room, where he was watching her intently. She could
feel his gaze on her like a solid grip.

“Because Jarrod Sterling
fucked with your gray matter,” he told her, his tone low and
hard.

Very slowly, Anna chanced a look up from her
bent position, keeping her arms braced against her knees for
continued balance and support. She still didn’t recognize the man
standing a few feet away, but he’d called her Raindrop.

No one ever called her that. That, alone,
was Ares.

She had to admit that Ares and the stranger
also bore the same height, same build, same dark, dark hair and
galactic eyes. They shared the same bone structure, charismatic
pull, and even the same… cruel edges.

But for the life of her, she couldn’t match
the face before her with the face from her past. They were like
similarly charged ends of a battery. They refused to meet.

And apparently it was Sterling’s fault.

“Why would he do
that?”

“Probably because he knew I
would search for you and the bastard wanted to keep you all to
himself.”

Annaleia tried so hard to process that, to
think of Jarrod Sterling being that kind of person. The problem
was, it wasn’t all that difficult for her to imagine Sterling being
that kind of person. He was an incubus and a warlock. There were a
lot of shadows there.

“Ares” dug his hands into
the front pockets of his jeans and regarded her with keen eyes.
“So…” he began with circumspect. “Fifty years.”

She didn’t say anything. She was squinting
her eyes, trying desperately to see through whatever Sterling had
done.

But Ares went on. “Five decades ago, you
disappeared on me, Raindrop” he said. She eyed him from behind a
lock of too-long bangs that she hadn’t trimmed in a while. It was
shot-through with streaks of gold from the Australia sun. Seeing it
made all of this seem even more unreal.

When she managed to see around it, she saw
that Ares was peering at her left temple where her birthmark
rested. Something secret flickered in his eyes.

Or something
not-so-secret, she thought. If he really
was a dragon, then he’d heard of the Withered by now. And if he was
Ares, then maybe he was finally figuring everything out where she
was concerned.

He extracted a hand from his pocket and
rubbed the stubble on his chin, but every muscle in his body was
taut with checked power. It was patently obvious that he was
feeling a good deal of emotion and controlling it well. Especially
if he was a dragon. They weren’t known for negotiation.

But the tiny display was mouth-watering for
Annaleia. An act as inauspicious as rubbing his chin forced his
toned body to ripple. It was ridiculous how perfect this guy
was.

She wondered which kind of dragon he would
be.

A black
dragon, she thought. Obviously. Antares could only ever be a black dragon.

He took a quick breath, drawing her from her
inner thoughts. “Let me see if I can take a stab at what went down
after you…” His hand paused on his chin, ever-so-slightly clenched.
“Left me that morning,” he continued coldly, his eyes still glued
to the moon-shaped mark on her temple. He lowered his hand and
shoved it back into his jeans pocket, which tugged the waistband of
the jeans down just long enough for Anna to see that V of muscle on
his lower torso.

She swore internally and hated herself for
the fierce attraction she suddenly felt. She was behaving like a
lunatic.

The human dragon finally turned away from
her and paced a few feet, putting more safe distance between
them.

With his back to her and his tone softer and
enigmatic he said, “You were in an accident, weren’t you? One that
should have left you dead but didn’t. Not permanently, anyway.”

She almost confirmed that
for him with a “Yes,” but decided to remain quiet and listen
instead. Let him talk. That was sometimes how you learned the most.

He went on. “But you had a heads up that the
accident was coming. And I’m wagering it was Sterling who gave it
to you.” He paused, his substantial back muscles tensed. “So you
died, but the magic in you brought you back. My guess is Sterling
knew all of this would happen, and he offered his help in exchange
for… something only you could give him.” There was an acidic edge
to his voice now, like a knife’s blade dipped in poison. Smooth,
but deadly. “Of course you caved. After all, it’s only sex.”

She waited for him to turn
and pin her with some kind of cosmically powerful gaze, but he
didn’t. Oddly enough, when he had his back to her, he
absolutely looked like
the Antares she remembered, and now that she could concentrate on
it, he had the same voice. It had always sounded to her like
beautiful savagery dressed in fine tailoring.

“Sterling kept his end of
the bargain; he’d be a fool not to. And it must have been something
seriously vital he leveraged. But he would have done anything –
bled out a hundred times – to wager that deal with you,
Raindrop. Trust me.”

Anna found she was trembling again. But now
for a different reason.

He lowered his head, every muscle along the
back of his body flexed taut. “Then you kept your end. And you
slept with him.”

Anna winced. What he
didn’t say was so
pregnant with rage, it felt like her ears were bleeding.

“And then for whatever
reason he had you believing, you decided you needed to disappear.
Which of course he promised to help you do. The Nightmare Warlock
cast up a whole lot of magic and you vanished.” He grew quiet again
before his words took on a razor’s edge. “For fifty fucking
years.”

Anna flinched and straightened as if she’d
been struck.

He turned his head toward her, just enough
to glance back at her over his broad shoulder. She froze again.

“He fed you all kinds of
lines, didn’t he? About needing to cover your tracks and stay
hidden. Especially from the likes of me.” Now he turned around
fully, and pinned her with the entire weight of his gaze. “And you
believed every word.”

Yes. It was true. All of it.

Anna had no idea where she
got the courage to reply. “He… did tell me I needed to
hide.” And yeah, it was mostly from
you. She tried to look away, to stare at
the floor. It felt like he were reading her, ripping open her
internal book of pages and scouring each and every word.

She could feel magic all around her. She
wasn’t stupid; she knew that if he was a dragon and this was his
home, she stood no chance of defeating him in any capacity. Not in
battle, not in escape, not even in a struggle of wills. Not
here.

A dragon’s abode, no matter what or where it
was, became a part of his “den,” and as such, it expanded his
power. A dragon’s den was not only warded from the outside world,
it was bespelled within. If he’d wanted to, he could have knocked
her out with a single word. Sent her flying into the wall with
another. And there were other things he could do too… sexual
things. Pleasurable things. Things she couldn’t help but think of
in the wake of her bizarre attraction to him.

She’d known a dragon or two
in her life. The fact was, if he was one, then really he was being
considerate. Generous, even. Dragons were not known for their
social graces, especially not black dragons. And she just
knew that he was a black
dragon.

Still, she couldn’t pull
her eyes away from his when she wanted to. He held her in his sway,
very literally. Damn, she thought helplessly. Being caught in the gravitational
pull of that gaze was doing crazy things to her.
Give me a break!

Anna suddenly felt a little dizzy. Her
captor’s expression became enigmatic, his eyes flashed beneath the
chandelier lights, and then he was turning away from her again.

Anna rubbed her flushed
face with a cold hand, and then dropped her hand to stare at the
white marble beneath their boots. She licked her lips and closed
her eyes. “But… it wasn’t just Antares that Sterling warned me away
from,” she said softly, wanting to give him something, anything, in
exchange for his mercy. She wanted to show him she could be
reasonable. Appease the dragon. “He showed me a whole new world.
One with… unimaginable things, deadly things. Lots of them. And he
made it clear that some of them would do deadly things in order to get
their hands on… well, on me. Because of my gift.”

Her captor was silent for a stretch before
he said, “He was right about that.”

Annaleia swallowed hard and said, “I know.”
Then she grew brave and asked, “Are you really a dragon?” She kept
her head down in case he decided to prove it by transforming. She
might take it in stride if he did, but she couldn’t be certain, not
just then. She wasn’t quite up to par.

“I am.” She heard his boots
cross the floor. Then she heard the gentle clinking of glass and
ice cubes. “Leia… why don’t you come here and have a
seat?”

She looked up again to find him standing
behind one of the sofas in the room, and in each hand he held a
drink. One of the drinks, she recognized. “Rosemary-gin,” she
whispered, suddenly feeling light-headed again.

“If I remember right, it’s
your favorite… At least it was once.” The look on his face told her
he absolutely knew for a fact that he remembered right. Which was
more evidence he was telling the truth about being
Antares.

No one else in the world knew she liked
rosemary-ginger cocktails. In fact, she’d never seen anyone else in
the world drink one, much less make one. But Ares used to make them
for her all the time. He was the one who’d introduced her to
them.

Annaleia gazed at the glass for a long time
before she closed her eyes, exhaled, and slowly stood. She pinched
the bridge of her nose in the hopes of staving off the swimming
stars. “How do I break whatever spell this is that Sterling put me
under… so I can see you? Or recognize what I see?”

But when she opened her eyes again, his
expression had gone from one of quiet frustration and thin patience
to one of vague amusement. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told
you.”

Anna blinked.
“Seriously? That’s what I wouldn’t believe in all this?”

Now he laughed. It was a pleasant sound.
Very much so. He shook his head. “Come have a seat, Leia. I promise
we’ll get to it.”

No one else called her Leia either. She’d
always gone by Annaleia or Anna. Only Ares had called her Leia.
Definitely only Ares called her Raindrop.

She took a deep breath and let it out in a
shaky sigh. “I was taught never to take an open drink offered to me
by a stranger,” she said, looking from him to the drink in his
hand.

“I know,” he told her. “I’m
the one who taught you.”

Fuck, she finally thought. Yes. Yes, he
was.

“It’s clean,” he said as he
moved around the sofas and took a seat at one, placing the drinks
on the coffee table between them. “But of course you may feel free
to help yourself to anything in the bar.” He leaned back, draping
his sculpted arms over the back of the couch, and nodded at the bar
across the room. It was a tall, pristine glass and marble structure
that looked like it had been built into the architecture of the
home. The cherub angel and dragon carvings along its edges smoothly
transitioned into the stone of the wall behind it. The entire piece
appeared exceedingly expensive, as did the rest of the
villa.

“There’s a new sweater for
you there,” he indicated, nodding at a white knitted garment that
had somehow appeared on the cushions of the loveseat closest to
her. It was carefully folded and looked as soft as distressed
cashmere. “And I have beer,” he added with a killer smile. “It’s
unopened. In the fridge.” He nodded a little lower, indicating the
stainless steel ice box behind the bar.

Anna nodded absently but stayed where she
was, hugging her frame and trying to figure out what to do. Strange
that she wasn’t more frightened. Then again, there’d be no reason
to feel frightened with Antares. Dragon or no dragon.

He watched her silently, his eyes glinting
over the rim of his own glass, as she deliberated her choices.
Finally she pulled out her cell phone and looked down at the bars.
There were none of course.

She got an amused little smile from him for
her efforts.

In the end, she returned her phone to her
pocket, grabbed the folded sweater off the end of the sofa, and
asked, “Where can I go to change?”

His smile became a grin and a chuckle,
because he knew damn well she was using it as an excuse to leave
his sight. But what could he do? He wanted to be a good host,
didn’t he?

He was still grinning when he said, “Down
that hall and to the right.”

Anna turned on her heel and followed his
directions. At least it would give her time to think.

 



Chapter Twenty-three – Santorini,
Greece

There were three doors on the right side of
the wide, marble hallway, and one open archway. Anna had no idea
which one was the “right” that Ares had suggested would be a good
place to change. For that matter, she wasn’t sure what the man
considered a good place to change, either.

The open archway was
the first exit to
the right. It led not to a bedroom, but an inner courtyard that was
enclosed like a conservatory. In fact, that’s what it appeared to
be. Anna stood at the entrance to it and tried to take it all in,
but it was rather enormous. Oddly enough, it didn’t radiate trapped
heat the way greenhouses normally did, yet everything planted
inside seemed to be thriving. A walkway had been paved through the
conservatory, laid with yellow bricks, of all things. And true to
the movie they referenced, the bricks wound their way in a spiral
toward the center of the room, until they disappeared behind plants
Anna couldn’t see through.

This isn’t
it, she told herself firmly. She was going
to get distracted, and now wasn’t the time.

The second opening to the right was a door
much further down the hall. It was a bathroom. Sure, it was large
enough to play yard games in, but it was definitely a bathroom. A
huge, marble, gold-gilt, spotless, crystal-chandelier-lit, hot tub
imbued, twelve-person-shower having bathroom.

For crying out
loud, she thought. She was starting to
feel scared again, and as Anna closed the door to the bathroom
behind her and rapidly discarded what remained of her torn tee to
replace it with the extra soft sweater that fit perfectly, she
realized why she
was feeling scared. While she’d been here in this villa, she’d
slowly started to actually believe that the man out there was
Antares Mace, her long-lost best friend. He behaved the same,
sounded the same, smelled the same, felt the same. And in so far
that she could see him through that damn spell Sterling had put on
her, he even looked the same. He called her by the names Ares used
for her. He hadn’t hurt her. He seemed to care about her
comfort.

She glanced down at the sweater, running her
hands over it as she thought this.

But then – there was
this. She looked up at
the bathroom with is palpable wealth. She thought of the
conservatory and the fact that the ocean had been visible just
beyond the glass. Whoever this man was, he had so much money he was
outpacing Anna by the billions, and she wasn’t poor.

But she had been. Once upon a time.

And if that man out there was really Ares,
then… the Ares she knew back then hadn’t been the man she thought
she’d known at all.

Because either her Ares wasn’t a dragon and
wasn’t ancient and therefore hadn’t had ages to amass all this
fortune because he was actually dead right now and the man in the
villa was an impostor. Or, her Ares had been a dragon all along,
and when she’d been barely scraping by and killing herself to keep
herself and her mother afloat, Ares had been wealthy beyond measure
and had never offered to help her.

Not that she would have accepted it if he
had. But he could have at least tried, right? What did that say
about him that he didn’t at least try? Was he not actually her
friend? Did he not care as much as he claimed to?

Maybe he knew you’d say
no, she thought to
herself. And then you would wonder where he
suddenly got the money. You would ask questions – you know you
would, Anna. And then the jig would be up.

He would have had to come clean about being
a dragon. Maybe that was what stopped him.

Anna put her hands on the marble sink and
closed her eyes, concentrating on breathing. Then she turned on the
water, washed her face, and dried it on the softest pure white
towel she had ever used. “What is this, baby angel wing or
something?” she muttered. She wouldn’t have been surprised at this
juncture.

She sighed and studied her reflection in the
gold-gilt mirror. It wasn’t reassuring.

She made a frustrated sound and ran her
hands through her hair to finger-comb it, then helped herself to
some of the guest lotion, which of course came from a marble and
gold container. It smelled wonderful. It smelled clean.

“Like… White Rain,” she whispered,
bewildered. It was so very long ago, and yet she felt transported
back through time. Scents were some of the strongest memories in
the human brain – and this one was strong enough to last a
lifetime.

Emotions stirred Anna’s insides. She stared
at the marble dispenser as if it were a demon sent to torment her.
Did it mean what she wanted to believe it meant? Did it mean that
the man in the villa was Ares and that he’d missed her so much and
known her so well, he’d reconstructed a scent decades gone so he
could smell it whenever he wanted?

Or was it a tactic of cunning deceit,
artfully added to the subterfuge that was this enormously elaborate
play to make her believe something false?

I think you answered your
own question, Anna, she told
herself. It really would be elaborate
subterfuge, wouldn’t it? And to what end?

Annaleia replaced her hands on the counter,
closed her eyes, and breathed again. She got three more deep ones
in her before she gently pushed off the counter and opened the door
to step out into the hall. Once there, she stood still and
listened.

You know dragons can hear
you breathe, right? Her mind wasn’t going
easy on her today. They can hear a person’s
heartbeat a block away, Anna.

Shut up.

As far as
she was concerned
however, she couldn’t hear anything at all. No noise coming from
the living room. No sounds coming from anywhere in the villa, in
fact.

She chewed on her bottom lip and weighed her
options. On impulse, she turned right and rather than return to the
living room, she continued further down the hall.

The third opening to the right from the main
room was another closed door. She tried the handle half-expecting
it to be locked, but it wasn’t. When she opened the door inward,
motion-detecting lights switched on, revealing something that sent
electric zaps of happiness throughout Anna’s body.

“Holy….” Her voice trailed off in absolute wonder before
returning, cracked with barely-contained glee. “The boy has a candy
store… in his closet….”

The room was probably about the size of her
own current living room. That wasn’t to say it was enormous, but by
no means was it small. And the only thing in it was layer upon
layer of shelves. Four walls of them, all carved of wood, painted
pristine white, and all of them virtually overflowing with
candy.

It was the most beautiful thing Anna had
ever seen in her entire life. From one side of the room to the
other, Anna’s eyes roved over neatly organized rainbows of every
kind of sweet treat ever created. Surely, it must have been. There
were brands here that she knew had been out of production for
decades, but they looked brand new. She noticed three of her
favorite candies right off the bat. There were chocolates in every
size, shape, and color of box or foil wrapping, bars of dark and
light and white and nut-filled and toffee-filled and
nut-butter-filled, chocolates in shapes of animals and fruits and
chocolates filled with every kind of alcohol man had ever brewed or
pulled from the vine. And that was only the chocolates.

Shelf after shelf of fruit flavored hard
candies, chewies, tart candies, jawbreakers, gum-filled candies,
lollipops, licorices, taffies, jelly beans, pastilles, and candies
that started as one type of sweet and turned into another – all
measured in the thousands.

There seemed to be a million different kinds
of candy in that room.

It was a while before Annaleia realized that
she’d not only entered the room fully but was slowly turning in
place in an attempt to take it all in. How had he managed this? How
did it all fit? It seemed impossible – but the room stretched to
strange dimensions and rose so high she was sure she’d have to
climb to reach most of the shelves. And yet everything seemed right
there within reach, too. It was definitely magic.

And it was definitely dragon.

“I’ve never wanted to be a
dragon so badly in my life,” she muttered to herself.

This is more
proof, she realized. That man out there really is a dragon.

Which means… he really could be Ares.

 



Chapter Twenty-four – Santorini,
Greece

Ares could feel them out there, all stirred
up, all trying to get in. Well, not all of them could be trying to
get in. Because if Cain had tried to get in, the Monsters clan
leader would be sitting on Mace’s couch right now with his boots
propped up on the coffee table as he sucked back Ares’ stronger
liquor. And he wasn’t. Which meant he hadn’t tried.

So things couldn’t have been that bad
yet.

Yet.

That made Ares feel a little bit better
about the reinforcements he added to the wards over and around the
villa. He walked the line of his property, staying just on the
inside, and peered out over Santorini’s Vylchadia beach. This
particular beach had some of the tallest cliffs. It also had its
fair share of tourists, and Ares would have had a ruined view if
not for the fact that his home here in Santorini connected to his
home in the Dragon Realm, allowing the beach to extend protected
and unpopulated through a number of ancient magics. All of his
homes were connected to the Dragon Realm. That way he could enter
any of them, anywhere in the realms, from his anchor den.

Here in this realm, he’d chosen Santorini as
one of his homes because he loved the water, and this water was
warm. Most dragons loved water. Red dragons being the
exception.

This island was further out from the
mainland than others, offering another measure of solitude. And
Ares loved the view from these cliffs. He loved taking flight from
them as well. And if in time the island became too busy for his
tastes, he would simply move his abode to another.

Behind him, in the confines of his home, he
felt Annaleia moving around. She was like an extension of him, a
puzzle piece that had broken free from him and was barely tethered.
He wanted to yank the tether hard and draw her back to complete
him, and it had only been an hour since he’d held her again. Fifty
years, and not a single second had dulled the memory of her warmth
against his body, nor had it dulled the ache he immediately felt
upon letting her go.

He could hear her breaths
as she moved from room to room in his house, hear her words, hear
and feel her
heartbeats. It was the strangest thing… but it was almost as if her
heart beat in time with one of his.

He knew when she was afraid – no doubt at
seeing his wealth. He’d been worried about that and it seemed for
good reason. He knew when she was angry – perhaps at him because of
that wealth, or because she was recognizing that this was all real
and he’d lied to her for the entirety of their friendship, or maybe
she was angry about her situation in general. She’d never liked
feeling out of control or helpless.

He could sense when she was resigned, most
likely weary. Exhausted. She’d been traveling and then she was
attacked. And now she was alone and the house was calm and her
adrenaline was leaving her drained.

And finally, he knew when
she was hit with a simultaneous blast of shock and elation.
Those last two coming
when she’d happened upon his private candy stores. He heard her
muttered words about wishing to be a dragon. He grinned, shaking
his head. That brought back memories, actually.

It was not the first time she’d said
something like that, ironically. She’d said something similar once
when they were in school together. After she had been injured doing
something dangerous and he’d asked her not to do it again, she’d
told him she wasn’t a quitter; she was a dragon.

Actually, the conversation had been longer
than that, and he was almost positive she’d said “goddamn dragon”
and not just “dragon.” But one was the other.

He chuckled now, thinking
about it. Little one, he thought. You should be careful
what you wish for. Because if it were
possible? He was pretty sure he would have done it fifty years ago.
And he was sure as hell that he would do it now.

His smile stayed put as he heard her move
further into the room. She’d always liked sweets. He could just
imagine her swiping her favorite snacks right now. And why not? It
was the very least he owed her.

At long last, her footfalls wandered softly
back down the hallway toward the living room, and he turned to see
her through the glass wall that separated the great room from the
private cliff-side steps where he stood.

She looked around for a
second, and when she didn’t find him, her head lifted. She turned
to the glass. He gave her a little two-fingered wave. Her head
tilted inquisitively. And then she took a massive bite from the candy bar in
her right hand, practically ripping it in half. His eyes widened,
and he laughed softly when a caramel strand dripped from the side
of the bar to land on her lip and chin. But his laughter caught in
his throat when her little pink tongue darted out to lick the
sweetness off her bottom lip. Her finger swiped at the caramel on
her chin… and then she stuck her finger in her mouth and
sucked.

Her cheeks hollowed for
just a fraction of a second, and Ares had to turn away, cross his
arms over his chest, and adjust his footing on the stairs.
Son of a bitch, he
thought recklessly. He cast his gaze far out to sea and
concentrated on the white crests atop the waves. He thought of the
ocean, the clouds in the sky, the sun on his profile warming his
skin. Anything but her mouth.

“I found your treasure,”
came a tentatively smiling voice behind him.

He turned, careful to keep
his body well under control. Annaleia had stopped a few yards away,
still unsure of how close she should get to him.
You’re my treasure, he
thought. “I can see that,” he said with a winsome smile.

“Thank you for the
sweater,” she told him. Her heart rate had increased as she’d come
toward him. But whether it was out of fear or something else, he
couldn’t yet be certain. Maybe it’s just
the sugar, he told himself as if he needed
a reminder to keep his excitement in check.

“You’re welcome,” he
said. To everything and anything.
Always.

“What are you doing out
here?” she asked then, before taking another bite of the
bar.

He looked away and pretended to pay
attention to what he was talking about. “Reinforcing a few wards.”
He shrugged. “It’s always a good idea to ride the fences from time
to time.” He glanced back at her over his shoulder. “Make sure your
property is clearly marked.”

Annaleia’s eyes met his. He held them hard
for a moment, wanting her to understand.

He knew she did when her pupils expanded and
her heart hammered a few times. She tore her gaze away with
impressive willpower – she was unwittingly defying a dragon in his
own home. And then the little minx licked her damn pink lips again,
looked out at the ocean as he had been, and said, “I see. And I’m
to surmise that you think I’m your property.”

Ares watched her in silence
for a moment, wondering how exactly to put the words,
You are mine, without
sounding completely caveman. When he couldn’t think of a way, he
took a slow, deep breath. “That isn’t the question you really want
to ask me, Annaleia.” Oh
nice, he chastised himself.
Diversionary tactics. You’re a coward,
Mace.

He imagined giving himself the finger.

And to Annaleia, he said, “Now’s your
chance, Leia.” He regarded her with a tilt of his head. “And you
might not get another one.” He opened his arms. “So fire away.”

Annaleia replaced the tongue she was using
on her lip with her teeth. She worried it until it was even more
plump than before, and when Ares felt he might break, she finally
asked, “Well, I want to know why you never told me. That you’re a
dragon,” she told him frankly. He watched as she shoved the
remainder of the candy bar into her mouth and chewed hard as if it
gave her courage to continue. “But I can’t even ask you that until
I know for sure it’s you. Or that you’re him.” She closed her eyes
and swore softly, turning away from him for a moment.

He was such a good dragon for not reaching
out and grabbing her.

She took two steps, stopped, and turned
back.

His fist uncurled.

“So you told me I wouldn’t
believe you about how this stupid spell is broken.” She took a deep
breath and let it out fast. “Well, try me.” She put her hands on
her hips and finally gained enough courage to look back up into his
eyes.

Violet storms waited,
lightning of impatience and desperation coursing through their
depths as much as it raked through his blood. Very well, he thought. He felt
himself start to smile in anticipation of her reaction. “You break
it with a kiss.”

But rather than flush or blush or become
flustered, his little raindrop dragon full of sugar fuel cocked her
head to the side and said, “Oh really? Well then I’m thinking you
should have kissed Sterling while you were still back in the
alley.” She gestured wildly to the wards that no one could see but
him and continued speaking quickly, her words strung together in
one long run-on sentence. “I mean, he’s the one who cast the spell
so I can probably rightfully surmise that he’s the one you have to
kiss, but you’ve gone and reinforced all these damn wards now, so
it’s going to be more than a little difficult to get the warlock
back here so you can plant one on him, isn’t it?”

She shook her head in
disappointment, real or pretend – he honestly couldn’t tell at this
point, she was such a live wire. “Well done, Mace,” she said in a
voice that mirrored her disappointed expression. “That was quick
thinking.” And then she whirled around to march right back into the
house, her long rose-gold highlights flying out behind her with
beautiful flurry. As she left, her muttered, private words reached
him too. “… thinks he can screw with me,
and at a time like this… stupid kiss-breaking spell of all things…
how old does he think I am?”

Ares stared after her. And
stared. And he kept staring, even after she’d hastily made a beeline for the
hallway and disappeared.

And then he blinked, and as his emotional
reaction tried to decide whether it was amused, disgusted,
seriously impressed or a healthy dose of all three, he remembered
that the candy closet was down that hallway. And she was probably
already back inside it by now.

Ares swore softly and broke into a run after
her.

 



Chapter Twenty-five – Private Warden
Meeting, Transport Located

“I’m really not kidding
even a little bit,” growled Conall Tiarnahn. “I want my warden
brought back here safe and sound, and I want her brought
back now.”

“She’s unharmed, damn it,”
Jacob Crow told him in a placating but serious tone. Cain could see
he was trying to remain stoic and calm, but for very good reason,
he felt strongly about this particular issue. “We
know she’s one of yours.
Okay? We get that. That’s not at debate here. But you can’t put her
in chains, can you?”

Cain almost smiled at that for all sorts of
reasons. But it was a clever choice of words if Crow was trying to
make the Draco clan leader recognize the improper possessiveness of
his behavior.

“You have to give the girl
some space right now,” Crow continued. “She’s got some things to
take care of.”

“No, your
clansman has some things
to take care of, but it’s just too fucking bad if he thinks he
needs to take care of them with a member of my goddamn
team!”

He was close to losing it. But so was
Crow.

The two open portals on either end of the
meeting room, which was literally held in a random location unknown
to everyone there, were held open by circumstantial magic. They
would remain open for the duration of the meeting, providing quick
escape should any of them be called for an emergency job. It
happened a lot, and more frequently of late. Cain reckoned that was
Maze’s doing.

But right now Cain was glad for the portals
in general; they reminded the two men at the center of the room
that this was a friendly gathering – no one was on the losing side
and everyone had a way out.

He watched his second-in-command run a hand
through his black hair, fisting it slightly in frustration. He was
more agitated than the situation should give him cause to be, in
fact. Cain wondered whether the man could sense Cain’s mood or was
simply worried for the same reasons Cain was.

Time was pressing in on
them. The crowd back in Austin was restless, anxious. Something big
had gone down after they’d left, and Cain’s presence was being
requested by powerful people. Requested was perhaps too gentle a
term for it.

He really wanted to let the two men in front
of him sort this out. Crow had a vested interest in how other
wardens and their leaders handled this kind of situation. His own
mate came from another clan, one with a leader who was rightfully
protective of his team. Talk was tense between the two and tempers
were tethered on short, very taut strings. So Jacob Crow had every
cause to help inter-clan relationships run a little more
smoothly.

He had to admit it was
noteworthy that two of his men found themselves in this predicament
timed so closely together. But given the history of powerful
supernaturals in the Storyteller’s multiverse and the manner in
which they seemed to find love – and trouble – he couldn’t exactly
claim to be surprised. He just needed to be prepared.

And right now, he needed to step in.

It was time to be diplomatic. For all
intents and purposes, a member of one clan had been abducted by a
member of another. Even dating other wardens was frowned upon, and
for the most part that was for good reason. It went without saying
that kidnapping them was just a touch worse. Cain was surprised no
one had yet come to blows. It said something for warden training,
and for Conall’s discipline.

“Conall,” Cain said softly,
immediately drawing the man’s attention. Cain uncrossed his arms
and calmly pushed off from where he had been leaning against the
strangely shifting but solid wall of the meeting room. “Antares is
crossing all sorts of lines, and that’s just a fact.” He shrugged
easily, keeping his tone very, very even. “You aren’t aware of the
situation between him and Faith of course, but that isn’t your
fault, and it isn’t an excuse anyway. Plus judging from the amount
of fury rolling off you, I’m betting you couldn’t really care less
about his reasons. He broke the rules plain and simple.”

Conall didn’t have to confirm that, so he
didn’t. But he did straighten a little, and his fists unclenched.
He was listening. Probably because Cain had made it clear he was
listening too.

Empathy. It always fucking worked.

Cain wondered how many times he was going to
have to conduct this conversation with either one of his own men or
a warden they’d pissed off. It seemed like only yesterday he’d done
this with Gabriel Santiago.

“So I’ll tell you what,
Con. He’ll be sanctioned,” said Cain. “And barring disaster, you’ll
have Faith back by tomorrow night. But until then, you back off and
let them work through this shit.”

Cain was sure that wasn’t good enough for
Conall. To his reasoning after all, that would give Mace twelve
whole hours with which to do whatever he wanted with Annaleia
Faith. But Cain was also sure Conall had no other choice in the
matter. This was a take it or leave it deal.

Cain didn’t have time for anything else.

“Do we have an agreement?”
he prompted.

Conall gave him a wise nod. “Very well.”

“And the sanction,” Cain
said. “State it now.”

So Conall did. “He works for me for two
months.”

Cain blinked. Now, that actually surprised
him. He studied Conall more closely, and considered brushing his
mind for his surface thoughts. But in the end, he realized he
probably didn’t need to. Conall Tiarnahn was a warden. Cain knew
that he was a smart man and a good man. Having Antares work for him
would cover a whole lot of bases at once.

It allowed Conall to get to know the man who
was so interested in Faith, make sure he had her best interests in
mind. She must have meant quite a lot to Conall, which meant she
was important to the clan.

Cain was tempted to read his mind again as
he wondered why. But it was bad form. Plus, the man had wards over
his mind, like all wardens did. If he happened to notice Cain
easily slipping past them, it wouldn’t be good.

Having Ares work for Conall would also allow
Antares to be close to Faith, which would keep him from acting out
again and absconding with one of clan Draco’s wardens. And last but
not least, it meant Annaleia would remain under Conall’s watch,
right where he wanted her until this was all sorted out.

Cain couldn’t blame a man for taking care of
his team. True, Mace had only absconded with Faith because Cain had
intervened and given him the direct order to do so. But Mace
probably wouldn’t nitpick. This was an acceptable compromise.

“Done,” Cain said with a
nod. They clasped each other’s hands in a warden’s grip and then
Cain, Crow, and three other Monsters members stepped into their
portal, exiting the meeting room and leaving the Draco clan to exit
through their own.

As they moved through the portal, Cain
addressed his second. “You okay?”

Crow glanced at him, but it was clear he was
distracted. “Angel’s in Austin. We’d agreed to meet up tonight.
She’s resourceful, so of course she found the alley where Mace lost
his shit. And now she’s with Graham Campbell.”

Cain nodded and bit back a
smile. He knew all of that already. He’d been capable of sensing
each mind at the kidnapping site. But having Crow say it out loud
explained why he’d been so agitated. Jacob Crow didn’t want his
mate, Angel, around another clan leader, not after the shit he’d
had to deal with when it came to Angel’s own clan leader, Gabriel
Santiago. Crow didn’t want Angel around any clan leader, but maybe especially
the Texas clan leader, Graham Campbell.

Graham Campbell, or “Gray,” was as tough as
they came. He’d lost his son to a supernatural attack, and the
event had turned him toward the warden life he’d led for the last
few decades. Now he was hard. But because he’d been raised right,
he was ever the gentleman – and women could sense that kind of
thing. How he would behave toward Crow’s mate was a toss up. Angel
was stunning and smart. But she was also a vampire. One mark for,
one mark against as far as Gray was concerned.

The fact that Crow’s tension could be
chalked up to jealousy was amusing to Cain. Angel really got under
the man’s skin. Cain wondered if that would ever fade.

Time did funny things to people who lived
forever.

The lights and colors at the end of the
portal’s tunnel shifted and solidified, opening to a familiar
scene. Cain and his men stepped out of the portal, allowing it to
shut behind them. Cain approached the red-haired woman who seemed
out of place amongst the group of hardened or seasoned fighters and
spell casters. Amusingly, she was more powerful than most of them
put together.

“Cain,” greeted Katrielle.
He nodded at her, and she handed him a note that had been rolled
and tied with a red string. “This appeared by object transport just
after you left tonight. The transport spell was
untraceable.”

Cain took the note and felt his expression
go grim. He knew he’d smelled blood when he’d exited the portal.
The string wasn’t originally red. It had simply been soaked. The
fact that it was still tied meant the others hadn’t wanted to screw
with the string in case Cain recognized the scent – and they also
just simply hadn’t wanted to touch it in general. Kat had probably
read the note through more magical means.

But now Cain snapped the string and let it
drop, partly out of impatience and partly because he felt
disgusted. He didn’t recognize the owner of the blood based on its
scent, but he recognized the fear lacing it. It was heavy with
adrenaline. He unrolled the paper and read the messily scrawled
letters, also written in blood.

Then he lowered the note.

It didn’t look like Mace was going to get
the time he wanted with his girl after all.

“We could handle this on
our own and deal with the casualties,” said Kat, “as it’s unwise to
negotiate in hostage situations. Even humans seem to understand
that.”

“But they’re Faith’s
friends,” he said. “I get it. She deserves to make the call on this
one.” Cain dropped the note, and it erupted into flame, burning
away to ash before it hit the ground. He glanced down at the
ash.

The tiniest, most miniscule portion of his
power had escaped from him.

Before he could apologize, Katrielle smiled
in understanding. “No one minds,” she assured him.

“I’ll get Faith,” he said.
“We’ll meet up at the Austin safe house in fifteen.” He looked up
at the people standing around him until Graham Campbell met his
gaze. The man nodded in understanding and Cain nodded
back.

Without having to speak a word, Cain
vanished in a transport he’d perfected long, long ago.

 



Chapter Twenty-six – Santorini, Greece

He walked in to find Annaleia reaching for
two different things, one several shelves above her, and one
several shelves below. The shelves would normally adjust to allow
an individual to reach whatever it was they wanted – but leave it
to her to put them in the one predicament where they couldn’t meet
her demands.

“For the love of – just
grab them individually,” Ares told her, joining her in the
enchanted closet.

“I wanted to see if it
could still give me both items,” she told him, grinning up at him
through a curtain of hair. Her grin was delicious. It was impish,
wild, and highly carb-loaded.

He shook his head and strode toward her,
reaching for the arm that was raised toward the taller shelf, but
she stood up abruptly and tried to pull away just when his fingers
closed around her wrist. When she yanked, the cuff of her sweater
sleeve slid down, exposing most of her forearm.

Antares went still, and his grip tightened.
His eyes zeroed in on the scars.

Annaleia had gone still as well, frozen in
his grip. When he pulled his gaze from her scars to her eyes, he
found her looking away. Her smile was gone.

His guts clenched, and one of his hearts
beat a slow, mournful beat.

“Leia, how did you get
these scars? What happened?” He waited a second, then out of
desperation, he did something he would have done when they were in
school together. He glanced at the shelf she had been reaching for.
“If you tell me right now, I’ll get the almond M&M’s down for
you.”

Annaleia blinked. Her chin lifted a touch.
As he watched, the corner of her mouth that he could see very
slowly curled into the slightest smile. He found his grip on her
arm letting up, as if he could meet her half way.

And he could. He would always be able to
with her.

She took a deep breath and let it out in a
sigh as she gently pulled her hand away and turned to face him.
“Fine,” she said. “But just so you know Ares, talking to you right
now is like talking to someone on a porn meet-up site who doesn’t
want anyone to see their face.”

All he really caught from that was “porn
site.” He tried not to smile when he asked, “How would you know
this, exactly?”

She shrugged. “I have a fantastic
imagination.”

But then it hit him. She’d
called him Ares. She believed him! Now he couldn’t help the smile
that claimed his face. It felt like something had been sitting on
his chest before, and now it had lifted away and he could finally
– finally –
breathe. After fifty years of suffocation.

But she wasn’t smiling. Instead, she looked
resigned.

She turned away from him, wrapped her arms
around her chest, and paced the length of the candy closet. Ares
found himself held rapt in her emotion, in her every movement.
“Leia… what happened that night?”

Annaleia stopped and looked up at him. She
sank to the floor and sat cross-legged. “Hand me the
M&M’s.”

Without taking his eyes from her, he reached
up behind him, grabbed the bag, and gently tossed it to her as he
joined her. She caught it, also without looking, and tore the end
off one side.

Ares sat down across from her and crossed
his legs the same way.

“What you guessed earlier
was mostly right” she said. She shook out an M&M and rolled it
between her fingers absently. “Jarrod Sterling came to the diner
one night when you weren’t there. It was November of that year. He
told me that I had something he needed, and in exchange he would
give me something I needed as well.”

Her voice took on a hollow quality, one
filled with memories and the past.

“He was telling the truth
on both counts. But more so on mine.” She looked up at Ares,
meeting his gaze. “He told me that there would be an accident. The
accident would kill me. But it would also kill my mother – and my
unborn brother, Joshua. It was going to happen in the early hours
of Christmas morning.”

Holy hell.

“I’m telling you, I have
the worst luck during the holidays,” she said, shoving the candy
into her mouth and then pouring half the bag into her mouth right
after it. She chewed hard, swallowed, and Ares knew she’d be
thirsty. He was in his own home; his spells were simplified here,
verbal and somatic components no longer strictly
necessary.

Annaleia glanced down when
the drink appeared on the floor beside her right thigh. It was a
Mountain Dew, in a bottle, which was wrapped in a thick koozie, and
stored at 32.05 degrees Fahrenheit. Droplets of slush slid slowly
down the sides of the bottle. It was cold.

It was her favorite
non-alcoholic drink. She would always joke about wanting it at
32.05 degrees, just a hint
above freezing.

“Damn,” she whispered,
reaching down and grasping the bottle by the koozie. She seemed
lost for a moment, her expression unreadable. Then she said softly,
“You remembered that too.”

Ares didn’t know what to
say. The absolute truth was, he did remember everything about Annaleia. Especially
right then and there. It was as if she’d never left, she’d never
vanished. As far as he and time were concerned, they could simply
be hiding out in his closet, not wanting to study for tomorrow’s
economics exam.

Leia put the bottle to her lips and took a
long pull. But after she swallowed, she winced. Then she laughed.
“It’s a lot sweeter than I remember it being.”

Ares chuckled too. As he
spoke, he surreptitiously switched the drink out for another one
with a twitch of magic. “You know, I’ve noticed that about humans.
You don’t look much older than you did fifty years ago, but as far
as your taste buds are concerned, you’ve been around for
seventy-plus years. And for humans in general, as time passes they
enjoy sweet liquids less and less, but their taste for sweet foods remains the same.”

She nodded. “Yeah… I’ve
honestly wondered if that’s because the human body can’t digest
sugar the same when it’s older, nor the saturated fat that’s
sometimes attached to it. Maybe that’s why we actively begin
disliking sweet drinks. It’s way
too easy to down a lot of liquid in a very short
period of time, so it’s more important for the body to make us
dislike it right off the bat.” She shrugged. “Before we can drink
too much. But with sweet food, we don’t have that same
reaction because it takes us longer to eat it, so our body has a
chance to adjust and send us other
warnings against eating more. Like… acid
indigestion and gas.” She smiled.

“Leia? Has your body
ever in your
entire existence sent you
a warning of any kind whatsoever against eating more candy?” he
asked with only a little sarcasm. “Ever?”

She grew very serious. “No,” she said
point-blank. “It has not.” Then she dumped the remainder of the bag
of M&M’s into her mouth and crumpled the wrapper. He willed it
to simply vanish, and it did. She grinned again, revealing a smile
filled with the multi-hued mess of chocolate and various colors of
candy shell.

He couldn’t help but laugh.

As he did, Annaleia looked down at her drink
again and he was rewarded with another expression of pleasant
surprise. “Damn, Ares. You’ve got some nifty tricks.”

They could be yours
too, he thought. Stay with me.

He blinked as the thought moved like the
sober police through his head and Annaleia upended the bottle and
downed several swallows of the not-quite-as-sweet caffeinated
beverage. His little dragon wanna-be was going to be bouncing off
the walls any second now.

“Anyway…” she continued.
“Sterling told me that he could help me save them both. He told me
how he was a seer – I bet you didn’t know that about
him.”

Ares frowned.
A seer, huh? That would
actually explain a lot – like how in the nine hells the bastard had
managed to track Annaleia down. The first time and the second time. “No, I
didn’t.”

“Well, he is. Incubus,
warlock, seer. He’s a whole hat trick of magic. That night he told
me about everything, the supes, the realms... and he made sure to
show me proof here and there. I think he could tell I’d be a hard
sell otherwise. I learned about the world and everything that was
really in it. Like vampires, wardens, fae… dragons.” She looked at him
meaningfully, then looked away, licking her lips
nervously.

Ares cleared his throat.

“Then he told me that my
brother would stay alive long enough that if I could save my
mother, I would be saving him. So I asked him how the hell I was
supposed to do that if I was dead too.”

Ares leaned forward
and very softly
brushed his fingers across the light moon-shaped birthmark on her
temple. He heard her breath catch when he did. “And he told you
about Withered.”

She stared up at him as he lowered his hand.
When she nodded, he saw more questions in her eyes. She was
wondering why Ares hadn’t told her first. She was wondering whether
he had known all along. The truth was, he hadn’t had a clue.
Withered weren’t discovered by the general supernatural population
until years later.

She took another drink from her bottle and
cleared her throat. Her voice was soft. She was slipping into the
past again. Her gaze was on the floor between them, but he knew she
was seeing things from long ago. Unpleasant things. “Then he told
me that I didn’t have to be afraid. Things were going to change,
but he would be there to help me through the process, and in return
I only had to give him one thing.”

Antares didn’t want to hear this part. He
didn’t want to go there. Not now. Probably not ever, but definitely
not right now. He lowered his head and closed his eyes, pinching
the bridge of his nose as sudden hard tension reached the point
that his head was actually hurting. That almost never happened.

It was just that… he really didn’t want to
know. Because he already fucking knew.

Here he was with the woman
he’d fallen in love with, the woman who’d caused him to die inside
a little, sitting in front of him two feet away, real and breathing
and driving him as nuts as she always had – and this? This was the one goddamn thing he
didn’t think he could do right now. Talk about how another man
wanted to have sex with – and got
to have sex with – his girl.

“You’re wrong, you know,”
she told him.

Ares looked up, meeting sharply cut
amethyst, perceptive as ever.

“He didn’t just want to
sleep with me. He needed
to sleep with me – to save a life. The life of a
child, no less. A warden’s child, Ares.” Her tone was clear and
crisp, her voice as hard as that amethyst, and as serious as the
shards it had become. “He doesn’t just subsist on sex, Ares. He
takes the power offered to him through that act, an ability he
perfected long ago, and he turns around and uses that power to save
lives.”

 



Chapter Twenty-seven – Santorini, Greece,
Candy Closet

“The same day I was fated
to die, a warden’s family in another state was going to be
attacked.” She sighed. “He wanted to warn them of course. Over the
years I knew him, I watched him do this time and again. But too
many times, either no one believed him or his vision came to
fruition anyway or, worst of all, it came to pass
because he warned them.
After a while, he learned that fate was called fate for a reason.
He stopped trying to warn people about what was going to happen and
just tried to fix what went down once it did.”

She took a final drink from her bottle,
emptying the last of its contents. Antares waved it away as well.
“Anything else to drink?” he offered.

“Water?” she asked. “And
maybe a toothbrush?”

He grinned. Again, he could have done all of
this without speaking or moving, for the most part, but sometimes
it was nice to put on a little show. He raised his hand, finger
pointed upward, and made a circular motion with it. Anna’s eyes
went wide. She straightened. He watched her run her tongue over the
front of her teeth, and he had to fist his hand and press it into
the cold, hard marble underneath him.

“You cleaned my teeth!” she
exclaimed when she was done checking them out.

“It’s a beginner’s trick,”
he told her. “I’m surprised you haven’t learned it yourself.” It
was one of the basic survival-in-the-field spells the clan heads
normally taught their wardens.

“Oh, I do know it! But I didn’t think I’d be
able to cast any magic in your house.”

He blinked again. Come to
think of it, she was right. She probably couldn’t have.
Damn. She was ahead of
him again.

“Thanks for the cleaning,”
she said as she grinned with her newly cleaned, white and adorably
crooked teeth and twisted the top off the bottled water he’d also
set beside her leg. “According to Sterling’s vision, the warden’s
family would be attacked around ten to twelve hours after my car
accident. Give or take. It was a tight fit, but that gave us just
enough time for… well, for me to die and come back from the dead,
and for Sterling and I to clean up the mess that would inevitably
form because of what I’d become.”

She took a long drink of
water before continuing. “I can’t tell you much about the death
itself. I can’t even… I can’t even begin to describe it. It was
absolute, mind-boggling nothing. Like a giant white-out,
peaceful, spectrum-filled but blank... It’s impossible to put into
words except that I can tell you I had no fear, no pain, no
nothing. I don’t even know if I was fully aware. And then… there
was suddenly the real world again, the noise, the cold, and
Sterling.”

She unfolded her legs and leaned back on her
elbows, re-crossing her legs at the ankles. “He had to get to work
immediately when the accident went down. He must have been there
watching the whole thing because like I said, he was there when I
woke up. He made sure no one interfered when I came back, and he
pretty much stayed with me every step of the way from then on. I
think… he almost worked himself to death that day casting magic. He
used charms and memory spells to get us into the ambulance where my
mom’s body was rushed. He had to maintain control of the EMT’s and
the driver while I brought her back. And then he had to plant false
memories in everyone’s heads.”

Antares watched her
gradually become more restless as the sugar took over her small
form. As he did, he mulled over everything she was telling him. The
image of the accident was disturbingly clear in his head. He could
taste the cold and wet, smell the blood, hear the radio
communication and voices of hurried emergency workers. He could see
the flashing lights – and feel
the covert magic being used.

“We were only half done,
too. Sterling still had a life of his own to save, a promise to
keep. By now, I knew what he did for a living. He’d admitted point
blank that he normally traded his garnered spells for money. But
this time, he was doing it for free. This time the person who
needed it didn’t even know he was coming. And for some reason….”
She shook her head helplessly, but the look on her face was heart
felt and genuine. “I knew he wasn’t lying to me. In all the years
I’ve known him in fact, he has never once lied to me.”

She grew quiet, sat up, re-crossed her legs
“Indian style,” and ran her hands over her face before she leaned
in on her elbows and stared at the floor again. “We slept together.
And I know you don’t want to hear it, but you need to know that he
was gentle and reverent. It was like I was giving him the most
precious thing in the world. He almost made me feel guilty.” She
laughed, and despite the fact that a part of Ares really wanted to
locate a few random assholes and dangle them off a cliff just to
hear them scream… her laughter made the rest of him feel as lucky
and reverent as the son of a bitch who’d slept with her.

“When my power transferred
to him, I literally felt
it go to him, but it was like when you smile at
someone and they smile back. Neither of you are left without a
smile for having given one away; it’s a shared thing that doesn’t
dwindle. When Sterling gained my power, it didn’t leave me drained,
which I had honestly feared but which he’d assured me wouldn’t
happen. He was right. Instead, it was like I was
sharing rather than
giving. It’s hard to describe but… it’s like when we give someone
CPR. The air we give to them doesn’t leave us without the ability
to breathe. There’s still plenty of air for the taking. We’re
simply making sure that some of it goes to a specific place that it
would not have otherwise gone because the lungs we direct it to
were not breathing. We’re not giving away air, we’re
making lungs breathe. I
wasn’t giving my power to Sterling. I was endowing upon him the
power to resurrect. Does… that make any sense?”

It did. She was still pretty good at those
analogies of hers. And this was good information to have. It would
be great to possess a little supe intel that for once David Sharpe
hadn’t gotten to first. “It does,” he said simply and even managed
a reassuring smile. He wanted her to continue. He needed to know
about those scars.

Ares didn’t take his eyes off her. He
wouldn’t have if he could anyway because she needed to know she was
being heard. This wasn’t easy for her to talk about. He knew that.
And besides, his attention was absolutely rapt despite the sexual
undercurrent of the subject matter that poked at his already
covetous dragon.

“But just to make sure,
when we were done, I asked him, ‘What happens if I suddenly need my
ability again tonight?’ and he smiled and told me that no matter
the situation, it would go to whoever used it first. The only
person who could possibly be at a detriment was him.” She
straightened, then leaned back on her elbows again. He hid a smile.
The sugar was messing with her.

“It was interesting for me
to learn how his ability worked. He was like Rogue from the X-Men.
He could gain an ability temporarily and it didn’t hurt the other
person at all. In fact, he
was at a disadvantage. If I used a resurrection
first, it would disappear from his arsenal. But if he used it
first, I would still have my powers. It was a win-win for me. It
was a toss-up and a play of faith for him.”

Like hell, thought Ares. He got to sleep with
you.

But he didn’t say that, of course.

Now she grew more still, despite the sugar.
Her face paled a little and she sat up once more, this time
scooting back to lean against the shelves behind her. He used a
touch of magic to make them softer, cushioning the bones of her
spine and shoulders with bags of gummy animals and soft
licorice.

“If I’d thought my accident
was bad, Ares, it had nothing on the devastation we found that
night.” She swallowed so hard he heard it. “Sterling let me go with
him because I asked. And for some reason, he seemed to want to
placate me, I guess. But damn…” She closed her eyes and shook her
head. “I got a very fast and bloody introduction to wardens that
night. It jarred me to my core. The job that went so sideways was
in the Pacific Northwest.”

“That’s Sirius clan
territory.” He’d joined the Monsters MC a year later, and the
Monsters followed different rules about a lot of things, including
territory. But he knew that though each clan’s members changed on a
regular basis, the area they governed remained more or less
unchanged. It had been this way for a long time.

“Yes,” she said softly.
“But that night, nearly the entire clan was
slaughtered.”

Ares blinked. “Wait….” His
mind pushed through years of warden jobs and tragedies, messes and
clean-ups and incidences and… eventually he could see a
fire. Fire. So
much fire lighting up the night as one funeral pyre after another
were lit up in honor of the dead. The mass of dead were swaddled in
linens and laid to rest on piles of wood, then set ablaze. As smoke
joined the heavens and tears joined the earth, warden souls were
being seen away.

He hadn’t been a warden. And he’d been
nowhere near the west coast. But through Annaleia’s eyes, he saw
what she saw. She was in his home and her memory of the event was
painfully perfect, allowing him to see it too.

And he knew what she was referring to. That
night, the bloodshed had gone down in warden history. They’d
learned lessons that night about preparation, weapons, wards and
shields. About what humans could and could not do. And most of all…
they’d learned about the Apex. It was a baptism by fire.

Never send a human to do a monster’s
job.

 



Chapter Twenty-eight – Santorini,
Greece

“You’re talking about the
Seacliff Slaughter. Twenty-four wardens, three survivors.
Twenty-one bodies set on fire that night.”

Annaleia blinked up at him in a kind of
wonder. “How did you know that?”

“I’ve heard of the
killings,” he told her. “What warden hasn’t? I wasn’t a warden at
the time, so I wasn’t there at the funeral. But you were. And right
now, I can see what you saw.” He gestured to the room around them,
and the house beyond. “My place, remember?”

She frowned a little, but nodded. “Well, I’m
not really talking about the slaughter, though that’s where we went
first because Sterling was actually having a hard time finding the
person he’d meant to help. She was a warden, so of course she’d
placed shields all over herself. And he didn’t find her amongst the
dead by the sea. It was assumed that the three who survived only
did so because by the time most of the clan was dead, they had
decided to exercise the better part of valor and live to fight
another day.”

But that wasn’t true, was it
little one? he wondered.

She shrugged. “But of course, that posed a
problem if they weren’t at the battle site any longer because of
all those wards and shields. Eventually Sterling decided to cast a
spell to look for the Apex instead.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because in his vision, the
Apex was killing the woman’s family.”

Christ. He’d had to ask.

“Sterling found him, but by
the time he did, the monster was on the other side of town.
Sterling was running on low when he called up a portal to get us
there as quickly as possible. I asked him if there was anything
else I could possibly do. I’ll never forget what he said then. He
looked at me with ghosts in his eyes and said, ‘Annaleia, I’m so
sorry you have to see this and do this. But as selfish as it makes
me, I’m grateful you asked to come with me. I’m going to tell you
right now – we are not going to be able to save everyone. But with
you here, maybe we can at least save two of them.’ And with those
words, it hit me. It hit me what I could do, the gravity of it, how
valuable it was, and how horrible – how
fucking nightmarishly horrible – it was
that I was now going to have to fucking choose who to use it on!” She sobbed
suddenly, putting her face in her hand.

And just like that, she was falling
apart.

Ares was stunned. He had absolutely no idea
what to do. For the second time in as many minutes, he felt as if
he were pushing through a muddled mind to reach for something.

Finally, he found
it. Take her in your arms, you daft
asshole! And suddenly he was moving with
dragon speed to slide across the marble floor behind her,
simultaneously turning her around so he could pull her back against
his chest. He wrapped his arms over hers and used both grips to
hold her tight and rock gently back and forth.

He didn’t say anything at
all. She didn’t want words anyway. Her sobs were quiet, deep, dry
like they’d come from a well she could no longer pull anything but
pain out of. She just wanted someone to know and understand
and feel – or at
least pretend they did.

And she wasn’t done telling
her story anyway. “Sterling… he knew I would only have enough
strength for one more resurrection after saving my mom. And I
didn’t even realize that the entire time, the whole damn day, he’d
been handing me all this candy. All this chocolate and shit.
Telling me I had to eat it. When we reached the warden’s house, I
realized why. He was fueling
me because he knew I would ask to come along. And
he knew I would try to pitch in. And he knew I would need strength
to do it.”

She went still in his arms, held motionless
not only by his strength, but by the awful strength of what she was
once more seeing in her mind’s eye. “When we got to the house, it
was quiet. But even I could smell the blood. Sterling turned on the
lights… and we found the bodies. The warden was gone. It was clear
she’d been taken. Or maybe she’d finally just given up. Not cared
any more. I wouldn’t have. Not after that.” She was racked by
another sob, one that ripped pain right out from the deepest depths
of her and ruthlessly made her feel it. “Three kids. And their
father. Two of the kids were small, maybe four or five. The third
was a little older, maybe ten. Two preschoolers and their big
brother. The father had been ripped to shreds. That was the blood
we smelled. But the kids… they’d been killed without a mark. It was
like the Apex had simply willed them to die. To stop
breathing.”

He probably
had, Ares thought. Apex were
vampire-werewolves. They were werewolves that had later become
vampires. Or in some rare cases, the other way around. They were
immensely powerful and often times, just plain insane. That
insanity made them horribly dangerous. Apex often had amplified
vampire abilities, such as the ability to not only read a person’s
thoughts but control their mind. These mental suggestions and
commands, no matter how base and fundamental, would be followed to
the letter.

“I remember Sterling felt
all of their pulses or whatever warlocks do that’s the equivalent,
and then looked at me. He said, ‘Annaleia, we have to do this now.
Please help me save two of the children. Please.’ But… I couldn’t, Ares. I
couldn’t decide between them! Jesus, who the fuck am I that I think I can
just pick who is
going to live and who is going to die?!”

She bucked a little in Ares
grip with those final words, the pain of her fury becoming too
physical to ignore. But he held on tighter, and he lowered his lips
to her ear. “I know, Leia. I know…. It’s wrong. It’s so goddamn
wrong that you are forced to do this. I’m so sorry, Raindrop.” He
shushed her softly, rocked her, and held tight. So tight.

Until finally, her crying eased up enough
for her to speak again. “Oh God…” She made an agonized sound, as if
it were literally eating away at her chest. “I think he saw that I
couldn’t do it. I was too weak to even make the first step of
deciding. Because all of a sudden he was just standing in front of
me, his hands around my arms, his eyes spearing through me like
shards of ice. He said, ‘Annaleia, come and help this boy right
now.’” But of course as he led me to the kid, I just had to ask.
“Why him? Why not the others?”

“And the poor man, he
looked so helpless. He just said, ‘I sense no physical maladies, no
genetic defects or illnesses in him; he has the best chance for
survival between the three. If you bring him back, he’ll most
likely live a good, full life.’ And then he looked at me helplessly
and asked, ‘Okay?’”

She laughed harshly.

“Thinking back on it now, I
realize how asinine it sounded. How little sense it made. People
with disorders and disabilities and genetic whatever become amazing change-makers
all the damn time.
In fact, I don’t think anyone normal
ever did a damn thing to make the world a better
place. But he was trying to make the decision for me and trying to
justify it to me – anything to make me feel better and get me
kneeling beside the damn body so I could save the kid’s life.”
Annaleia fell silent for a little while. He let her be silent, just
holding her.

She was so real, so warm, so small in his
arms. For fifty years, he would have given anything and everything
he possessed just to have this moment right now, despite the pain,
despite the circumstance. That was a lot for a dragon to give up.
He didn’t take this moment for granted.

“So I did,” she finally
said. “I knelt beside the boy’s body. It was the older boy, the one
who looked around nine or ten. I closed my eyes and focused on
placing every last ounce of strength or life or energy or whatever
you want to call it into my hands and then into him. Just like I
had for my mom.”

She took a deep, shaky breath, and let it
out in a shudder. “We left that house that night with two children.
Behind us in the house of death were a little boy and his
slaughtered father. We took the children to the head of another
warden clan and told them they were the sole survivors of a job
that had gone pear shaped and that their warden mother was still
missing. The clan leader told us they would handle it from there,
and perhaps wisely – they asked no questions.”

Annaleia pulled at her arms, gently tugging
to free them from Ares’ grip. He let her go, and she wiped at her
eyes and face. He summoned a cube of facial tissue, and she smiled
gratefully, pulling one from its depths to loudly blow her nose. “I
found out later on that the new Sirius clan leader went after the
Apex who’d killed all those wardens. I heard she found him and
killed him. Then she rebuilt the Sirius clan from the ground up.
And then she adopted the kids – and taught them to defend
themselves.”

He’d heard that too, though he didn’t know
who the woman had been at the time. She would be retired now. Or
most likely dead.

Ares glanced down at Annaleia, noticing the
smallest hint of the edge of one scar peeking out from beneath the
collar of her sweater. She still hadn’t told him about the
scars.

But just as he was thinking as much,
Annaleia glanced down at her left arm, where the cuff of her
sweater hit the back of her hand. She pushed it up a little ways,
revealing two parallel scars side by side that looked a little like
the number eleven. “These are the two scars I earned that day,” she
told him. “This one,” she ran her hand over the first one,
“appeared on my body when I resurrected my mom. It just opened up –
and damn, that was surprising. But then it closed again. Just like
that. Leaving a scar.” She moved her fingertip to the second one.
“This was the one I got resurrecting the warden’s little boy.” She
lowered her hand, taking hold of her sleeve to slowly take it up
her entire arm. Revealing more than a dozen other scars just like
them. “Every time I use my power to bring someone back, another
wound opens up on my body, and that wound becomes a scar. One life,
one scar. Over and over again.”

Ares stared down at those
marks, utterly at a loss for words. So many times…. So many people
she had saved. There must have been nearly a hundred scattered over
the skin on her body. And not one of them had prevented her from
getting the next one. Not a hint of hesitation. No plans to stop.
Annaleia was a one-woman army, fearless, reckless.
Do not go gentle into that good
night. Dylan Thomas’s epic line should
have been her banner, the flag of promise she rode in under as she
looked death in the face – and kicked him in the balls.

She was a dragon in almost every sense of
the word.

Slowly, very slowly, Ares leaned into her,
wrapping the fingers of his left hand around her exposed arm and
feeling the smoothness of each line beneath his fingertips. She
didn’t pull away, but he could tell she was uncertain. What did he
think of them? Did they disgust him? He could feel her reticence
like a poison.

In the end, there was only
one thing he could possibly say. And he could only say it in a
whisper beside her ear. “Annaleia Faith… you are by far the
bravest, most beautiful, and most absolutely fucking
amazing woman this
unworthy world and this even less worthy man have ever known. It
isn’t right that I get to call you my friend. But I’m going to do
it anyway. Because I can’t give that up. I can’t give you up.
You’re the air I breathe, Leia.” He slowly released her wrist, and
with her back to his chest and her body caged by the strong length
of his legs, Antares reached around and circled her throat with his
fingers.

She swallowed nervously beneath his hold,
but he felt her body flush and caught the scent of new, different
heat stirring within her. He used his thumb beneath her chin to
tilt her head back until she was looking up into his eyes.

Her pupils were blown
despite the light above them; their darkness had eaten up nearly
all of the purple of her irises. Antares smiled, only a little, and
then he held her tighter – and lowered his lips over hers in
a long-awaited
kiss.


Chapter Twenty-nine – Unknown Location

Randall sighed heavily and
pulled the ruined bandages from his prisoner’s leg. “You need to
stop moving. Every time you start fighting like this, your heart
beats too fast and you bleed too much.” He tsked her, tossed the bandages in the
nearby receptacle, and grabbed a new roll of gauze. In actuality,
he had plenty of gauze and he didn’t really mind that she was
bleeding. But he was willing to bet she did. “Before long, you’re
going to start feeling sick. You don’t want that on top of
everything else, do you? You’ll be in the same boat as your friend
here.”

He glanced up at the other prisoner, who was
tied in an identical chair, her legs to the chair legs, her hands
cuffed behind her back, her body duct taped to the chair back, but
who had tears streaming down her cheeks and a piece of duct tape
dangling by one corner of her mouth.

He’d removed it most of the
way for her so that she could continue to throw up as needed,
however he left it there as well as a reminder that if she acted up
– he could just tape her right back up again. That would get messy real
fast.

There was a bucket beside
her chair. The poor thing had food poisoning. In all fairness, he’d
offered her a good dose of Ondansetron for the nausea; the medicine
worked miracles for nausea, even food poisoning-induced. But she’d
refused “anything but your stupid-ass head on a mother fucking
platter, tu hijo loco de
puta!” so he’d given up and just let her
vomit.

She was lucky in a way. Her compromised
immune system guaranteed they use her friend for the blood they
needed to send their message. No other form of proof said, “We have
your friends and we’re not lying” better than a little bit of
blood.

“You know… she’s too smart
to….” The one named Carmen paused in what she was trying to say,
and what could he do but politely wait for her to finish? She was
putting in such a brave amount of effort, and he really did feel
for her. To some extent.

“Too smart to meet with
you.” Carmen swallowed hard. “Anna will know it’s a
trap.”

Randall pushed his glasses up his nose and
nodded. “Yes, we’re assuming she’ll know as much. However, your
best friend has dedicated her entire existence to helping others.
She will absolutely wish to meet us. It’ll be the wardens who stop
her.”

Carmen and her companion, Piper – who had to
remain gagged, or Randall’s migraine began to take over – both
looked at Randall quizzically.

“Let me guess. You’re
wondering why we would bother if we know she won’t be allowed to go
through with it?”

Carmen looked at her friend, who in turn
shrugged. That was a good sign. It meant she wasn’t too weakened by
blood loss, at least not yet. They were both still in good shape.
That actually comforted Randall. He didn’t really have any desire
to do anything to his angel that would break her heart. Not yet,
anyway. Not if it could be avoided.

“This is a single step
along the path of a plan, dear Carmen,” he told her. “Don’t you
worry. You’ll understand well enough very soon.”

Carmen closed her eyes and dropped her head
a little. He saw a fresh tear break free and trail down her
cheek.

“I won’t hold it against
you if you change your mind and decide you want that medicine after
all,” he told her gently. “Now would be the time since you just
finished vomiting.” He could imagine she was quite weak by now. At
least physically. All the fire she’d originally shown him had
burned down to faint red embers.

So he wasn’t surprised at all to find that
when he took the medicine and a fresh, cold ginger ale and knelt
down beside her chair to offer them to her, she could only stare at
him in misery and nod. Just once.

“There now. That’s more
like it. Things will start to get easier now.” He stood and held
the pill out toward her. “Open up.”

She tensed under the
command, which he expected – and behind him, Piper the blood donor
started yanking like mad against her bindings. She was trying to
scream something at him from behind the tape over her mouth, but he
couldn’t make heads or tails of it. He could surmise what she was trying to tell
him, based on how hard she was fighting.

“It’s not poison, if that’s
what has you ruining your fresh wrappings,” he said with a glance
over his shoulder. “You have no reason to believe me, but the fact
is, I’ve no desire to kill either one of you. And it really doesn’t
make any sense for your friend to continue being sick when there’s
medicine right here capable of helping her. Does
it?” He asked, shrugging and gesturing to the pill.

Piper calmed down just a little, but he
could tell it was more out of frustration and hatred than anything
else. Possibly exhaustion and hunger. She was probably getting very
bruised under all that thrashing as well.

Fortunately she was still enough to be
ignored, and when Randall turned back around to face Carmen, she
opened her mouth right away. He smiled and placed the pill on her
tongue, then opened the ginger ale and helped her wash the medicine
down. “Slowly,” he told her.

Something in the shadows moved behind him,
and her gaze slipped to the space above his shoulder. She stopped
swallowing, but the pill was down anyway. “That’s a good strong
dose; if you can keep it down, it should start working soon.”

“What… was that?” she
asked, her voice completely raw.

“What I just gave you?” he
asked, knowing full well she was referring to the thing behind
him.

She shook her head just a little, and her
eyes slipped past him again to the darkness of the shadows at the
other end of the unfurnished room.

He sighed wearily. “That is unfortunately
the watch dog Maze insisted on leaving in his staid. He’s here to
make certain that neither of you escape.” He turned to the darkness
and addressed the beast. “I thought I told you to remain
hidden.”

There was a shifting sound
in that darkness, heavy and slithering. The beast was what Victor
Maze had referred to as a “Dweller,” and according to him the
monster normally lived underground. It could also become quite huge
apparently, but Maze had confined it spatially and altered its
coloring from white to dark gray so that it could hide in any
shadow of any size. Leave it to him to
force a fish out of water, Randall
thought. No doubt, the man thoroughly enjoyed the tumultuous
discomfort the monster experienced.

He was having more thoughts like that since
Maze had left. He was having coherent, cohesive, and decidedly
unfavorable thoughts toward his co-conspirator. They were
intermingled with returning thoughts that were less cohesive but
more pronounced, stronger, determined.

Victor Maze apparently needed to rest. He
was spending inordinate amounts of energy keeping some kind of ward
over Randall and the girls to prevent them from being found by
scrying or location spells.

But he would be returning
later that night, when the trade was supposed to go down. Randall
winced when pain arced from the base of his skull to the back of
his right eye. Damn, he thought. Not this, not
now.

It had been a while since
he’d had a migraine, he realized. In fact… he hadn’t had one since
that plane crash. Since the first time he’d seen his angel.
What the hell? he
wondered as he rubbed the top of his neck and then slid his glasses
down a little so he could tightly pinch the bridge of his
nose.

A sound behind him made him turn around. The
medicine must have been working, because a little color had
returned to the sick prisoner’s cheeks. But that same color could
be seen much darker, spread across the bandages on her companion’s
leg.

Randall made his way to the latter and stood
beside her looking down. She had closed her eyes and her head had
fallen back, again probably from exhaustion. But she opened her
eyes when his shadow moved over her and stared up at him.

“Would you like me to
remove the tape over your mouth?” he asked. He knew the answer, but
asking the question reminded her that he was doing her a favor and
she shouldn’t abuse the new freedom.

Her response was to narrow her gaze at him.
But she nodded.

He was surprised, and he knew his expression
showed as much. He reached up and pulled the stack of tape from her
face. She barely winced when it separated from her skin, though he
knew it had to hurt. When he was done, she licked her lips and
leveled her gaze on him hard.

“I’m going to kill you,”
she told him frankly.

He was quiet for a moment. Then Randall
tossed the tape into the trash can beside Carmen’s chair and asked
quietly, “Is that so?”

“It is,” she assured him
with far too much calm. “But I’m not going to kill you for what
you’ve done to me. I’m going to take your life for what you’ve done
to my friends.”

From behind him came words
spoken in a voice half asleep, “You tell him, mi sirenita.”

Randall’s eyebrow lifted. “My little
mermaid?”

“Surfing,” Piper told him
with zero inflection in her tone. Her eyes were still shooting
daggers at him.

“I see.” He took a deep
breath and glanced down at her leg. “Well, I have to tell you that
I admire your loyalty.” He reached down to peel one part of the
bandage back to re-check the wound. It was possible it needed
stitches and he’d cut too deep. She’d been moving a lot when he’d
done it, despite being tied down. His eyes raked over the marks,
and something fluttered in his belly. “I also admire your skin.
You’ve got good grain.”

On further inspection, he’d cut exactly as
deep as he’d intended, and the cuts were clean. If she would only
remain still and allow them to clot, they could heal quite nicely.
And leave perfect, straight scars.

“If only I’d been allowed
to get my hands on you sooner,” he thought out loud. “Might have
spared one or two others.”

“You’re absolutely fucking
insane,” she told him then, speaking the words with such low,
acidic vehemence, they felt like audible poison. But he supposed he
couldn’t blame her. This was the art room, after all. Photos of his
creations were hung in frames along all four walls. Of course the
only one he truly cared about was the one that wasn’t his. A
photograph of her was hanging at the far end, long rose-gold
tapestries flanking the gilt frame. It was the best one he had, the
only photograph he’d managed to take of his angel that turned out
so well. She was looking right at him.

It was also the last photo he’d taken before
the wardens had gotten to him. They were very protective of her,
and of course they should be. But they’d done things to him to keep
him away from her. He knew it was something more than pressing
charges and hitting him with restraining orders. He could feel the
residuals of it in his brain. They’d done something to his mind to
keep him away and keep her safe.

Or at least they’d tried. But Maze had saved
him.

That’s
right, he told himself.
Victor Maze is the reason she’s going to be mine.
Don’t forget that.

But being away from her had made him crazy
inside. He so badly needed some aspect of her at close range… so
he’d begun to try to recreate her. And it was fast that he learned
he could do no such thing. No matter how hard he tried, something
always went wrong and the canvas was ruined. There was always a
fresh canvas available when he needed it, which was strange now
that he thought about it. It was strange how easy it was for him to
subdue them…. He’d discarded so many of them.

Randall stopped re-dressing the prisoner’s
wound for the second time that hour and turned to glance at the
frames along the walls. “Your friend is one in a billion,” he told
her. “Or rather just one, plain and simple. She’s unique.”

“This is just like a man,”
Piper seethed.

Randall looked up, meeting her gaze.

“You find the one flower in
a field of weeds, and because it’s beautiful you can’t help but
pick it.” She sneered at him, her look one of absolute disgust. “I
bet you can’t wait to traipse across fresh white snow,
either.”

Randall blinked. Actually… he hated people
who did that.

He winced when more pain shot through his
right eye. He closed his eyes and held his head for a moment,
wondering at this new, horrid pain and the blossoming confusion in
his brain.

“What happened to your
eyes, asshole?”

Randall frowned, lowering his hands again to
look up at the prisoner. “What?” he asked.

“Your eyes,” she told him. “Something’s
wrong with one of them. I swear it wasn’t that bad when you lifted
us.”

“They’ve always been
uneven,” said Carmen softly from her easing world of
not-so-much-pain. “Dark green and light green.”

Randall’s gaze narrowed. He looked from one
of them to the other, then stood and made his way to the nearest
framed photograph. He used its spotless glass to study his
reflection, and his blood ran cold.

His right eye was white. It
looked as though it had been afflicted with cataracts.
Calcification, he thought
as his stomach experienced a dropping sensation and the world
tilted a little under his feet. The eyes of
the dead turn white due to calcification.
That’s what his right eye looked like right now.

“I think I can take things
from here, Mr. Price,” came a familiar voice from the shadows on
the side of the room.

Randall was caught off guard. He spun, his
heart making a hollow racing sound in his chest as Victor Maze
stepped out of the darkness in a perfectly tailored gray suit. As
usual, he looked like a model fresh from a shoot. But Price could
sense a change in him. He was more pale than before. And there was
something else….

“I see Miss Maddox still
hasn’t stopped bleeding.” Maze sighed and waved his hand. Piper
looked down to find that the wound that was only half-covered by
fresh bandages was closing up. All five of the deep slices Randall
had so carefully carved into her, making sure to take some of the
muscle as well, were sealing up before his eyes.

Anger rushed through Randall. He’d even done
her the favor of making sure it looked like a claw mark. It would
have appeared amazing when it healed.

“There now,” said Maze, who
ignored Piper then and made his way to Carmen. “Miss Seville, how
are you feeling?”

But she didn’t answer. Instead, she turned
her face away from him and seemed to become more sober, more
awake.

“Mr. Price took good care
of you, I see. I’m glad.” Maze then turned to face Randall. “One
should not go to their death in pain. Where is the mayhem in that?”
He walked toward him. “When death is merciful, there is no raging,
no struggle against it. But when it cuts short something good,
something healthy or happy, well… then it is the very essence of
chaos.” He stopped in front of Randall and lowered his voice. “It’s
time.”

 



Chapter Thirty – Santorini, Greece

Anna felt the touch of his hand around her
neck like a gentle but deliciously threatening intrusion into the
miasma of Anna’s emotions. Her head swam with past-induced pain,
guilt, and regret, and current mystification at where she found
herself now – in the candy closet of an honest to goodness dragon –
who had once been her best friend.

And then he was encircling her already
trapped form with more than just his hard body.

She felt his
magic curl around her,
licking at her wounds like gentle, lovely brushes of some magical
narcotic, flushing her skin and changing the rhythm of her heart.
It no longer beat too fast in the grip of her past nightmares, now
it thrummed hard with meaning, sending magic-touched blood to her
extremities to make them tingle.

His words danced like butterfly kisses in
her mind, a salve on her spirit she’d ached for, yearned for and
desperately needed for fifty years. She’d been told she was special
by others. But she realized then, in the moment his voice kissed
her conscience – and his lips kissed hers – that all along, she’d
really needed to hear it from him.

Anna felt she was in some sort of wonderful
dream where she couldn’t see the face of her dream lover, but he
seemed to know exactly what to do to her. His hand around her
throat manipulated her pulse, and his thumb brushed along the line
of her chin, and his lips, gentle at first, tender with care,
pressed in harder, opening her up to him.

His other hand was suddenly running along
her waist, a hot band of strength that made her feel secure even as
it made her feel kept. His fingers slipped beneath her sweater and
splayed across the muscles of her abdomen, gripping her tight to
press her harder into his chest. There was no give in the man, no
malleability. He was in control, the one with all the power, and
that knowledge was a duality of frightening and intoxicating to
Anna.

She was always the one with control, the
power. Sometimes she felt she alone had all the power in the
multiverse – and the responsibility to make the hard choices that
came with it. She was so tired of being in control. She was so
tired of being the one to make the decisions.

So when Ares claimed her mouth with his
tongue and she felt the sharpened points of his incisors with hers,
the pleasure of just giving in, giving up, and submitting flooded
through her hot and hard, and it was all she could do to stifle a
moan of sudden longing.

There was a knock at the door, the sound of
knuckles rapping on wood, and Ares went very still above her.
Slowly he pulled away, breaking the kiss that had nearly been her
undoing. But his grip on her didn’t let up one bit.

A deep and decidedly confident voice said,
“I’m not interrupting anything of vast, momentous importance, am
I?” as if it knew damn well that was exactly what it was doing and
found it slightly amusing.

Ares stared down into her eyes for several
long beats, drawing the moment out into a kind of forever as his
now fully-glowing eyes re-claimed her soul. For the first time in
fifty years, she felt she was in the right man’s arms. “Ares…” she
whispered, and reached a hand up to cup his face. Feel that he was
real.

He was. He was real from his strong,
sculpted lines to the stubble on his chin. She smiled, barely
containing laughter that wanted to bubble up out of her throat. “So
I guess you weren’t kidding about how to break the spell.”

Ares matched her smile with one of his own,
rakish and absolutely perfect. Then he slowly turned away from her
to look up at the man who stood in the door frame, his arm braced
against it, his body leaning slightly into the closet.

She knew who the man was.
She had heard about him, and she knew he was the head of the
Monsters clan. But the only other time in her life she’d had
occasion to see him would have been in the alley when Antares
had… taken her aside. And all she’d been able to make out that night had been
Ares, Sterling, the chaos of a magic battle stirring in the alley
and V-twin engines sounding out a warning all around
them.

So this was the first time she’d ever
seen Cain’s face.

Yet even so, she would have recognized the
man anywhere, any time, no matter what. Because what they said
about him and the kind of power he exuded was absolutely true.

“Cain,” greeted Ares. She
felt an unease come off him, and his grip on her had yet to let
up.

Cain nodded in return, but his eyes were
skirting across the shelves in the room, and his expression was one
of mild bemusement. “Well Mace… I have to say, this actually
explains a lot about you.”

Anna almost laughed. But
then several realizations hit her at once, and she understood the
wariness Ares was experiencing. One, Cain was there. He’d breached the wards around
a dragon’s den and even come all the way into the house and walked
right up to the closet. He must have had a very good reason for
doing such a thing. That was sobering. And two, Cain was
capable of doing it. That
was even more sobering.

Cain returned his attention to them and
straightened, coming off the door frame to enter the closet.
Antares finally loosened his grip on Anna and stood up to meet him,
lifting Annaleia right along with him. She felt a little surprise
light-headedness at first, but recovered quickly.

Cain towered over her, but
seemed to understand to keep a fair distance, leaving a good two
feet between them. He offered her a genuine smile that lit up the
blue in his eyes like nothing she’d ever seen. Oh hell, she thought as a heat and a
weakness flooded her at once. And that was only a smile. It wasn’t
even magic. Was it? Not in the den belonging to Antares, right? She
had no fucking clue. She couldn’t even think straight.

“It’s a pleasure to finally
meet you, Miss Faith,” he told her. “You simply would not believe
how much I’ve heard about you.”

Annaleia blinked rapidly. She looked from
him to Antares and back again. “Y-you have?” she stammered.

He chuckled. “Like I said,” he told her in
his deep, wonderful voice. “You wouldn’t believe it.” Then he
turned to Antares, and the smile slipped a little. “I swear I hate
to have to do this to you right now Mace, but my hands are
tied.”

She frankly could not imagine a single force
in the multiverse that would be capable of tying Cain’s hands. Not
that she would have minded seeing him tied…. She blinked, frankly
shocked at her unbidden thoughts. It was just that the only other
man in the world who had ever had this kind of effect on her was
Antares. And Cain’s was far stronger. And they’d only just met!

Cain glanced back down at Annaleia, gracing
her with more of his mesmerizing attention. But the expression on
his face was dead serious. “I’m afraid we need to talk,” he said.
“The three of us.”

“No, you and I can talk,” said Ares. Anna
was extremely impressed with him in that moment. “Whatever this is
about, she hasn’t done anything wrong. I brought her here against
her will.” He made as if he were going to pull Anna behind him a
little, perhaps an unconscious act of protection – and possession.
But Cain stopped him cold with his next words.

“No, Mace.
All of us. And right
now.” As Ares froze beneath the weight of his blue, blue gaze, Cain
reached into his black leather jacket – THE
jacket, Anna thought dizzily,
the first Monsters MC jacket! – to extract something from its inner pocket. “I’m afraid
this directly involves Annaleia.” But whatever he pulled from his
pocket, he handed to Mace, not her.

Antares took the object from him and held it
in his open palm, allowing her to get her first look at it.

She frowned, confused. It looked like
nothing but a red string that had been snapped in half. But Ares
went very, very quiet beside her. A muscle in his jaw ticked; she
could tell his teeth were clenched hard. He straightened, rolling
back his shoulders, and curled his fingers closed over the
string.

 



Chapter Thirty-one – Transport tunnel

“You know, I know now why
wardens don’t usually have families.” Anna shook her head as she
paced the short distance afforded her in the transport tunnel. “The
bad guys always go after the ones you love.”

The ones you
love, Mace’s mind repeated bitterly while
he watched the woman he loved move like a caged lioness through the small confines of
the transport tunnel. Yes, yes they
do.

Now he knew that Anna had learned as much on
day one when Sterling allowed her to tag along into Sirius
territory fifty years ago. She’d seen first hand what an Apex could
do to a warden, and then she’d seen what an Apex could do to a
warden’s family.

Had she played it safe
after that? Or had she tried dating? Did she allow another man to
get close? When? How often? Had she…. Oh!
God Damn it! he thought angrily, jamming
his hand into his hair and running it through roughly. What the
hell was wrong with him? He and Annaleia were headed toward a chaos
god where she was expected to offer herself up like a sacrificial
lamb – and all he could do was think about who she’d met under the
sheets since she’d vanished fifty years ago?

He seemed to have little to no control over
what his mind did right now. This inability to focus on what
mattered, this wasn’t the first time today he’d experienced it. He
was pretty sure it started when he and Leia were in the house,
sitting on the floor. He hadn’t been as quick to comfort her as he
should have been. It wasn’t like him to respond to something
important with anything but practiced and effective speed,
especially when it mattered as much as Annaleia did. And nothing
mattered as much as she did.

So, what was the deal?

It certainly didn’t help that these damn
wayward thoughts did nothing to improve his mood.

But it turned out, a warden didn’t need to
get hitched or have kids, good friends were dangerous enough.

On either side of Anna’s agitated form,
colors swirled and blended, one moving into the next. When the
colors turned a certain way, he knew they were getting close. Cain
would be joining them any second now—

“Mace,” said Cain from
behind him.

Mace turned, lowering his hand, which he
hadn’t realized had remained fisted in his hair until he was
un-fisting it.

“Man,” Cain said, shaking
his head as he met Ares’ gaze. “You’re a mess. Swallow this.” He
tossed something very small to Ares, but the black dragon easily
caught it. He turned it over in his hand and stared down at it. It
was a tiny ball, no larger than a pearl, but colored
matte-black.

“What is it?”

“Notice that shit going on
inside your head messing with your focus?” Cain asked as he stepped
past him to approach Annaleia. She stopped pacing to look up at
him.

“Yeah?” Ares told
him.

“That’ll put an end to it.
At least until Maze figures out how to bypass it. But it’s not as
big a deal for you. This is an extra layer of protection for when
you aren’t with the clan.” Ares studied the small sphere. It felt
strangely heavy in his hand. … for when
you’re not with the clan, he thought,
turning Cain’s words over in his head. Then he
understood.

Each time he hadn’t been able to
concentrate, it had been when he’d been too far away from Cain. The
clan leader was inadvertently protecting his wardens from Victor
Maze’s control. Or maybe it wasn’t inadvertent at all. Maybe he
knew damn well what he was doing. It didn’t matter. The important
thing was that Cain was strong enough to withstand the fucking
chaos god.

Ares physically turned his back on the scene
as his clan leader held the same small black pearl out to Annaleia
and asked her if she could swallow it without a drink.

Oh you want to know if
she’ll swallow something for you, huh? Fucking powerful fucking
vampire. Antares muttered softly to
himself, “What the hell are you,
anyway?” He absently wondered why that
thought was louder than the others but let it go quickly as his
mind began conjuring all sorts of terrible images of Leia and Cain
and bedrooms with black sheets – because of course the bastard
would probably have black sheets because all vampires had black sheets,
right? “Huh,” he
said not even slightly realizing he’d said anything out loud
yet. He’s not a vampire. If he is, he’s
like no vampire I’ve ever known, but we already knew that, didn’t
we?

But seriously, where did
the inscrutable son of a bitch get off having the abilities he had?
Ares had never been able to wrap his head around it. He wondered if
anyone in the clan were privy to Cain’s secrets.
I mean, how many guys can step into a moving
portal as it just passes by at the speed of light?

And Cain was a warden, but
had any of them ever seen him with his sentinel? Did he even have
one? Even Antares, a black dragon, had been in situations that
forced him to call his sentinel. It was rare, but it had
happened! Oh look at me, I’m the cryptic
Cain, check me out, he sing-songed in his
fevered mind. I’m just so murky and obscure
and unfathomable but notorious and legendary and so very
illustrious even though I run a goddamn motorcycle gang made of
real, live monsters who might eat children any day
now, he thought as he heard Leia tell Cain
it wouldn’t be a problem and all Ares could do was picture her
smiling up at another man.

“Oh, fuck this shi
–”

Antares had begun to spin around to confront
the clan leader when suddenly his mind, and his mouth, stuttered to
a strange, deeply silent halt. His body followed suit, slowing in
its spin until he was standing still and feeling as though he were
fully inside his body for the first time in full, long minutes if
not longer.

All at once, his thoughts cleared. A haze
was wiped off his mind, and everything came into focus. He felt the
portal tunnel more solidly around him, saw the colors more vividly,
even felt the temporal wind through his hair and against his skin
where he hadn’t noticed it before. He blinked a few times as if
clearing his eyeballs of residual muck and mildew, and then he
straightened to his full height and unclenched his fists.

At least, he unclenched the fist not holding
the small black pill Cain had given him.

Behind him, he heard Cain’s
approaching boots stop. He turned to face his leader, terrified of
what the man must be thinking – only to find him smiling in
that truly legendary way Cain was known to smile at you when you knew
damn well that he was aware of everything you’d been thinking and
doing – and he found it a little bit funny. “Feeling better?” Cain
asked, one eyebrow raised. His impossibly blue eyes glittered with
amusement.

Antares blinked a few more times, then
nodded. “Yeah,” he said simply. “I am.”

Cain had the decency not to mention any of
the shit Ares had been feverishly thinking as if he had brain
diarrhea. He even had the decency not to laugh. Instead he said,
“Good,” then gently bumped his knuckles against the fist in which
Antares held the anti-mind-control black pearl. “Bottoms up,
soldier,” Cain told him. “Let’s make sure you don’t go down that
yellow brick road again.”

Ares cleared his throat, wondering why he’d
suddenly gone so haywire inside. He popped the pill and dry
swallowed it, and as he did, Cain leaned forward. In a covert tone,
he said, “That’s nothing. You should have heard what was going on
in your girl’s head.”

Then Cain straightened and moved away,
leaving that little gem with Ares, probably as punishment. And Ares
had to admit it was effective.

“Maze’s influence hit you
that hard and fast because the transport spell magnified it,” Cain
told him.

That made sense. Transport magic was strange
that way. Casting spells from inside portals was well known to be
an exceedingly dangerous venture. There was something about them
that took magic and twisted it. Maybe it was the fact that they
defied the laws of physics to their very core.

“We’ve held this transport
much longer than we normally hold them,” Cain continued, talking to
both of them. “You would have noticed if you hadn’t been so fully
under the effects of Maze’s chaos magic.” He shrugged. “Or whatever
you choose to call it. We did this because we’ve needed to move you
both repeatedly from location to location to make certain the
transport couldn’t be traced back to your home, Mace. We assume
this is one of the things Maze had planned on doing when he sent
that note. He knew you’d come running and no doubt he figured he’d
get a leg up on the competition by hitting you at home
later.”

Damn, thought Ares. That hadn’t even crossed his mind. When Maze
wasn’t screwing with his head – Annaleia Faith was. It wasn’t
exactly her fault and she wasn’t doing it on purpose. But she was
so vital to him, it was happening anyway.

Tighten it up
Mace, he told himself. Leia needs you. “Let’s go over the
plan again,” he said, nodding at Leia, who was looking a little
pale.

“I still think I need to
physically show up,” Anna insisted. Their protectiveness was like a
chokehold on her. Conall had orders she was supposed to follow, and
Cain had orders she was supposed to follow, and Antares was just
plain obsessive about her safety so she was supposed to follow his
orders too, and in the end all Annaleia could think about was her
two friends in the hands of the psychopath who was carving women up
across the Midwest.

“No,” both men said at
once.

Anna’s teeth ground together painfully. “If
I don’t show up, they’re as good as dead,” she told them. Then she
tried to compromise. “What about an illusion spell?”

“He’ll see right through
it,” said Cain. “And before you ask, it doesn’t matter how strong
the illusion is. What he’ll be looking for is the fear attached to
it, and you can’t attach fear to an illusion. Fear is in the
blood.”

“We could throw someone
else in there, make them look like her, and there’ll be plenty of
fear in their blood,” Ares said bluntly.

Annaleia’s eyes widened. Was he serious?

He looked down at her. “What? We could pick
an asshole if that would make you feel better.”

She really didn’t know what to say to
that.

But Cain saved her from
having to respond anyway. “Look. He isn’t going to expect us to
follow through in any capacity. He knows we won’t allow you to
personally meet with them. So anything –” he looked up at Ares
through a slightly reprimanding gaze, “or anyone we send will automatically
fail the test right off the bat.” He paused and then added, “And be
killed for their efforts.”

Ares crossed his arms over his chest. “Well,
that’s why I suggested the asshole,” he muttered.

Annaleia looked up at her long-lost best
friend and blinked. Then she chewed on the inside of her cheek to
keep from smiling. Honestly, it was like she was staring at the
handsome but slightly unstable and highly volatile teenager she’d
left behind fifty years ago. The one who would surreptitiously
track down her would-be admirers and assert ownership of her as if
he were pissing on street posts.

But then the gravity of the situation hit
her again, and she felt as if she were going to be yanked down to
the ground so fast it would give her a concussion.

Her friends were going to get killed. She
just knew it.

Anna didn’t realize she was falling until
two sets of strong hands were on her arms, lifting her. She
wrestled noiselessly with a heart that wanted to come out her
throat, and when she had that under control, she shuddered
hard.

“Whoa,” said Ares, taking
her from Cain and pulling her into his arms.

Hard, warm, safe….

“Raindrop, we’re going to
get through this, baby.”

Safe, warm Ares.

He ran one hand through her
hair at her scalp, tender and comforting. “We have every last
detector from every warden clan in the world at the ready to pull
this off. Maze will expect a lot of magic, but I doubt he’ll be
expecting all of
that magic to focus on a single thing.”

She felt dizzy as hell, and a little sick.
But she was in the arms of the man she had always loved, and she
had to admit he was probably right. Focusing on one thing was quite
literally not in Victor Maze’s repertoire. He was the chaos god. He
was a god in need of Adderall, if ever there was one. Which was why
they’d decided to go with this plan.

…the man I’ve always
loved?

When Annaleia realized
fully what she’d just thought and that it was absolutely and
fundamentally true, she experienced a flush of warmth with an
unsteady sigh and wrapped her arms around him to hug him back. She
closed her eyes and nestled into him. Promise me they’ll be okay, Ares. If you promise me right now,
I’ll believe you.

But of course he didn’t tell her that,
despite this being the perfect time to do so. It was simply a
promise he couldn’t make. This was a bad situation. It was
terrifying for a reason.

It was too bad no one had yet been able to
find Victor Maze’s original jailor, the Great Black dragon
Bantariax. So far, the only thing location or scrying spells had
managed to pin down was flickering and ever-changing fragments of
his essence, scattered all around the world. Every once in a while
one would grow stronger, but then it would move and seem to split
again.

At least, that’s what she’d heard.

They were on their own.

“Alright. I’m meeting the boys for a final
rundown. The portal will remain in transit until the scramble is
complete. Hang in there just a little while longer,” he told them.
To Annaleia he said, “Remember, when you get to the safe house,
don’t leave the portal until you see Lily Kane at the other end.
She’s waiting for you there.” To Ares he said, “Mace, I’ll see you
soon.”

Then he stepped
through the portal wall –
which Anna had always thought impossible – and was gone.


Chapter Thirty-two – (Temporary) Sovereign
Safehouse, Undisclosed location

“Okay. So let me get this
straight.” Conall Tiarnahn braced his hands on his hips and began a
slow pace back and forth across the Monsters clan
garage.

A few black leather couches, armchairs, and
accent tables had been placed artfully in the garage, and the open
building even sported a well-stocked bar. All along the walls,
chrome motorcycle parts gleamed, stacked in neat rows and hanging
from pegs for whoever might need them next. Likewise, all along the
massive back wall of the large building, the motorcycles those
parts went to were lined up in perfect procession, one brutally
fast metal beast after another. Conall had spared them a wary
glance, as they’d served a healthy reminder of just whose territory
he was now on. But he was admittedly pretty focused on trying to
get this mess of an ordeal straight in his head.

He licked his lips and said, “Billions and
billions of eons ago – ”

“Well, not quite that
long,” chuckled one of the Monsters members from where he sat back
on a bike Conall presumed belonged to him, his long legs crossed at
his booted ankles.

Conall ignored him. “The Great Black dragon
Bantariax confronted a kind of god that had somehow found the
mortal dimension and was planning to destroy it as he had several
others.”

“That’s how we’ve always
heard it,” said another Monsters member.

Conall nodded. “So that’s probably, what,
the very force of entropy that rules our universe? As in, nothing
stays in its same state for long. Food rots, soda goes flat, stars
burn out or smash into one another, mortals age, and so forth.”

They nodded.

He said, “The natural order. Bantariax
wanted to stop the natural order.”

“Unfortunately it’s not
that simple,” said Jacob Crow. Conall tried not to shoot the man a
dirty look when he met his gaze. “If you’ll notice, all of those
things you mentioned still happen in this dimension. The chaos god?
Would have made it happen a lot faster and with much more
violence.”

“Think of that dragon
creature on My Little Pony who’s voiced by John de Lancie. You
know, ‘Discord?’ The one who makes chocolate milk rain and cotton
candy clouds and eats the tea cup that leaves the liquid inside
still in the shape of the cup?” one of the men
suggested.

His clansman nudged his arm
excitedly. “Bro, you saw that one? I told you Discord was off the charts.
De Lancie killed it! He was one hundred percent ‘Q’!”

The first clansman laughed. “Watched it with
Chroi. Man, you weren’t joking. The Goblin King is one sick My
Little Pony fan.”

“I think they’re called
bronies,” said Crow. “And we’ve gotten off topic.”

Everyone stopped laughing, and instead of an
irate look, Conall now found himself giving Crow a grateful one.
Jacob Crow returned the smile with a single nod.

“Okay,” Conall said, taking
a deep breath. “So Maze is worse. Like entropy on
fast-forward.”

“Basically,” said one of
the men, now much more serious.

“So this legendary dragon
decides to sacrifice himself, using his power basically
twenty-four-seven-three-sixty-five-forever to keep the big bad
Discord in another dimension.

“Yep,” someone
said.

“Only, the dimension he was
held in was weakened somehow,” someone else said.

Conall asked, “How?”

“We don’t know,” said Crow.
“Something about time being stopped for too long, maybe. Honestly,
that I’m aware, no one knows. The point is the dimensional wall of
Maze’s prison was weakened, making Bantariax’s job even more
difficult. Maze, seeing his opportunity as a now or never kind of
thing, decides to fight back – hard. And just like that, the
dimension shatters.”

“And now he’s free and
Bantariax was injured in the escape and no one can find
him.”

“Right.”

“Okay, so what does Maze
want?”

“We assume he wants total
chaos,” Crow said with a shrug. “But he isn’t yet powerful enough
to exact it on the mortal realm. He’s slowly building his strength
by pulling it from a source he keeps close by – we assume this is
Randall Price, the serial killer. He then turns around and, little
by little, he utilizes snippets of his returning power to create
more chaos in the world around him.

“Hence the passenger
vehicle crashes and the bad flu and now this,” Conall gestured to
the image he’d pulled up on his cell phone screen, of a headline on
the phone’s news app declaring a stock market drop that was greater
than any in forty years.

“No doubt that’s also his
doing,” said Crow. “Though you do have to give some credit to
humans, who are more than capable of wreaking plenty of havoc all
on their own.”

A few of the Monsters clan
laughed softly, but it sounded a little like sad laughter, filled
more with regret than anything else. Conall looked from one of
their overtly handsome faces to another, wondering if the body
language he was reading from them was accurate. They actually
seemed to care.

Did these guys genuinely like or even
respect the human race?

Conall Tiarnahn had experienced a hell of a
day. In the course of twenty-four hours, he’d had to keep
bottom-feeding supes from a human serial killer’s crime scene in
Pennsylvania – that one chalked up to the same man Conall had
personally threatened to stay the hell away from his warden – until
the werewolf detective in charge – that being Detective Hendrix
James – could come in and see to it. Then he’d had the very same
woman, the one his clan considered their guardian angel kidnapped
by a member of another clan, and not just any clan but the Monsters
clan. Then he’d learned that the entire Monsters warden clan lived
up to their names in a very literal way. Not a single one of them
was even remotely human.

He’d been pulled into the circle of trust on
this secret when Faith was taken, and the head of Monsters
naturally had to meet with Conall to deal with it. Coming to truly
understand the depth of the situation was impossible if Conall
wasn’t made aware of the long-standing relationship between Antares
Mace and Annaleia Faith. By long-standing, that was fifty years.
Give or take.

It was then a natural domino-deduction for
Conall to put two and two together and come up with the realization
that it wasn’t just Mace who was non-human. Memories of rumors came
back to him, accompanied by things people had noticed, such as the
fact that the Monsters clan had never failed at a job, not once.
Nor could anyone remember ever seeing any of them sustain a mortal
wound that necessitated a sentinel. In fact, no one could remember
ever seeing a Monsters sentinel at all.

Then there was the name of
course. Monsters.

And the cincher was Cain himself. An enigma
if ever there was one, and most assuredly not human. It was just
that people were literally afraid to admit as much out loud.

Cain had spared him the dicey prospect of
asking point-blank by simply coming out and telling Conall that yes
– they were monsters. The lot of them. He’d even said it as if it
were no big deal.

So now Conall looked around at the men in
the massive garage and had to wonder if to them, it really wasn’t.
He wondered if to them, supernatural beings were no more or less
important than mortals. They’d chosen to be wardens, after all.
Wardens protected those who couldn’t protect themselves, such as
humans.

It bore some consideration, and it also
influenced Conall’s perception of the man who would be working in
his clan for two months when this was all settled and done.

Or if.

“So what is it exactly that
Victor Maze is doing with this Price guy?” Conall asked. He wanted
to know exactly what the crazy son of a bitch who’d butchered a
bunch of women to make them somehow appear like Annaleia Faith was
going to do with his warden, and what Victor Maze’s interest was in
that.

“We think he’s using him as
a source of….” Crow trailed off as he tried to think of a proper
term, then shrugged and settled on, “food.”

“How exactly?”

“Well, once Detective James
placed Maze and Price at the same scene together, we wondered the
same thing,” said one of the Monsters members who hadn’t spoken
until then. He was very tall, but they were all tall, and Conall
realized he appeared taller because he had excellent posture. He
also appeared to have perfectly coifed gold-brown hair as if he’d
just come from a stylist. His eyes were notable, and now that Con
knew none of these men were human, he was wondering what
honest-to-god gold eyes made a man. What
manner of monster are you? he wondered to
himself.

“I’m something you’ve
probably never heard of,” the man told him with a small smile. The
other clan members began to smile as well, all of them watching
Conall with eyes that knew so much more than he did. Frankly, he
felt like a wounded seal in a sea filled with circling
sharks.

“What would that
be?”

“Nathan’s an Aurum,” said
another man, the one Con recalled going by the name Sharpe. But he
only remembered that because he used to watch a television show
about someone named Sharpe. “A gold blood vampire.”

Con frowned and blinked. “A what, now?”

They laughed. Crow said, “An Aurum is a
vampire who must feed from an individual whose blood contains, not
iron, but gold.”

Conall had no fucking idea what to make of
that, much less what to think of it. But apparently, his mouth had
no such qualms. “Wait, I thought gold was caustic to vampires?”

“Dude, you’re thinking of
something else entirely. Like some kind of angel or
something.”

“Getting your monsters all
mixed up,” someone else said, chuckling. “I bet you think silver
hurts werewolves.”

“Nah, he’s a warden. He
knows silver hurts warlocks.”

Yes, he did know that. But it only worked
under certain circumstances.

“I know he doesn’t know
jack about leprechauns,” another clansman said, laughing a little
harder.

To which another member,
one who seemed to have storm clouds trapped in his dark gray eyes
and the pitch of a moonless night in his very black hair, said,
“Val, I know you
meant to say Luricans, so I’ll let it slide. Fuck head.”

Oh crap, thought Conall. I’m in way over my
head here.

Because they were right. He had no idea what
a Lurican was. He had a vague notion that they were some kind of
dark fae type creature like a leprechaun, but that was all he knew.
And he’d certainly never heard of gold blood vampires. And what the
hell did they mean that an Aurum fed off people with gold instead
of iron in their blood? That wasn’t even possible!

The sound of someone clearing his throat
brought the room to an absolute absence of noise. Quite suddenly,
Con could probably have heard a mouse squeak – on a planet in
another solar system.

“The race of gold blood
humans is very sparse,” said Cain, whose boots now rang out like a
death knell as he made his way into the garage. All eyes were on
him. All backs were straight. All expressions were properly
chagrined. “And very old,” he continued. “The term ‘golddust’ was
coined for their kind, and nothing else ever had much of a chance
to take its place before the race was hunted nearly to
extinction.”

He moved through the garage, taking off his
riding gloves as he spoke and his steps sounded in Con’s eardrums.
“Golddusts are immortal in that they do not age and much like most
supernatural beings, few mortal methods can kill them. But a hungry
Aurum certainly can, and unfortunately that is what far too many of
them did, leaving the Golddust race dwindled to almost
nothing.”

Conall chanced a glance at the man who’d
claimed to be one of these Aurums, and damn if the gold god didn’t
have the grace to look ashamed. He’d even bowed his head and
stuffed his hands into the front pockets of his jeans.

“Fewer than a hundred
golddusts remained when a very wise and kind Nomad took the
survivors and hid them away from the rest of the realms. The Aurums
who needed their blood for survival were given a substitute. While
it kept hunger at bay, it failed to provide the essence of what
gold blood vampires truly needed. Hence, they began to get sick.
But while this was happening, the Nomad – along with a handful of
carefully chosen mages – was working on a solution.”

Conall found himself rapt
by Cain’s words, caught up in his explanation of the two races as
if Cain were telling a very interesting story. Well, I guess he sort of is, Con
thought numbly. “What was the solution?” he asked.

“The Nomad’s team developed
a spell that disguised the blood of a golddust, making it appear as
if it were iron that ran through their veins rather than gold. Just
like any human. The spell was placed upon every remaining member of
the species, and henceforth upon every Golddust at the time of
birth. In exchange, the golddusts unanimously agreed to donate
their blood on a regular basis, which the sovereigns then made
certain to distribute fairly.”

Conall glanced at the tall gold-eyed man
again. “And… you have to drink this donated blood what – every
day?”

The man smiled kindly and shook his head.
“Nah, not as often as that. Over time, all vampires require fewer
feedings, Aurums included. Makes it easier on the golddusts
too.”

Conall had so many more
questions – but… wasn’t there not time for this? A wave of strange
dizziness swept over him. He felt his brow furrow and touched his
forehead to find it slightly warm. Shit, he thought. Am I coming down with something?

Then he looked up and realized that as Cain
had been talking to him, he’d been moving around the room, handing
something to each of his clansmen. Whatever it was, they seemed to
know immediately what to do with it, as they all began popping it
into their mouths and swallowing.

Cain stopped his rounds in front of Conall.
“Take this,” Cain told him, holding out what appeared to be a small
matte-black sphere.

“Oh crap, is this the
mind-control blocking thing?” he asked, only now remembering that
Katrielle and the others had been working on one to counteract the
effects of Victor Maze’s chaos thoughts. And only now realizing
that until Cain had arrived, the entire lot of people inside that
garage had gone off on a tangent! Shit, he thought. They’d been talking
about children’s cartoons and John de Lancie and laughing about
what Conall did and did not know, when something devastatingly
important was happening right that very minute.

“Crap,” he whispered again
as he took the pill from Cain’s hand and swallowed it down
immediately.

Cain turned away from him then and addressed
his men. “I can’t be with you nonstop, but that should help prevent
repeats of what I walked in on a few minutes ago.”

The ashamed expressions deepened, and there
was some uncomfortable shifting on the leather sofas and the
leather seats of the bikes.

“In the meantime, we have
two humans to rescue. So –” he said with a glance over his shoulder
at Conall. “A brief recap.”

Conall almost sighed in relief knowing that
Cain was recapping solely for his benefit.

“These women, along with
Annaleia Faith from the Draco clan, are of no value to Maze. His
interest in them resides solely in their interest to Randall Price.
Maze promised Faith to Price in return for his
cooperation.”

“And his bad vibes,” added
Crow under his breath.

“Yes,” Cain agreed. “Maze
also used Price to get closer to Katrielle.”

“How so?” asked one of the
men Conall didn’t yet know.

“Maze allowed Price to
believe he was unaware of Faith’s location and one way or another,
Randall Price sent out a call for a bounty hunter of sorts.
Detective James of course responded, which we now know Maze was
expecting – as James is Katrielle’s personal employee. We’re
assuming Maze took the opportunity of the meeting to comb the
detective’s mind and garner as much as possible about
Katrielle.”

“Damn,” someone
said.

There was a thick silence while everyone
seemed to be considering the implications of this. All Conall knew
was that Maze had some sort of personal plans for the Nomad and
that they were no doubt unpleasant. It was after all her first love
Bantariax who had trapped the chaos god in the first place.

“So!” Cain said as he drew
the meet to a close, “This demanded trade is for Price’s benefit,
but if Maze is the opportunist we know he is, we can expect him to
take the opening to deal us some kind of blow at the same
time.”

“You know, I don’t
understand why he doesn’t just kill Price and maybe try to off the
others and be done with it,” said Crow.

Cain glanced at him, and Conall heard him
softly say, “Don’t let Mace hear you say that, Crow.”

Jacob Crow straightened. “Right. But you
feel me?”

Conall had been wondering the same
thing.

“Honestly no clue,” said
Cain simply. “My guess is he isn’t finished with the man just yet.
It’s possible he’s tied to him in some way and isn’t yet strong
enough to sever the tie. Therefore he has to appease Price for the
time being.”

“So he’s going to do
everything he can to make sure Faith winds up in the psycho’s
hands,” said Conall. He could feel his blood pressure
rising.

“Not if we can help it,”
said Crow. “You know the plan. Just stick to it.”

All around the garage, the Monsters clan
rose from their seats and slid on jackets or gathered holsters or
ammo from the wall.

“Trust us,” said the Aurum
member – Nathan,
Conall remembered – as he passed by him on the way to gather his
own things. “We’ll have her back.”

“We won’t let her come to
harm,” assured the man with hair the color of night.

“She’s one of our own now
too,” said Cain. And to everyone else he said, “Head
out.”


Chapter Thirty-three – Undisclosed
location, then Austin Texas, early morning

Ares heard Annaleia’s heart pounding. The
portal’s colors changed, shifting for a final time before the end
began to slide open like branching lightning. “Here goes…” she
whispered. She started to move toward the exit, but Ares grabbed
her wrist.

“Wait,” he said, pulling
her gently behind him just in case. “Give it a sec.”

He watched carefully as it opened the rest
of the way. He couldn’t cast up any more shields or anything while
in the portal, but he could at least act as a shield himself.

But when the widening circle revealed a
field of tall grasses and wildflowers in the early morning sun,
some of his concern abated. And then Lily Kane stepped around the
portal and peeked in, giving them a wave.

Behind her stood a colonial styled home atop
a grassy hill in a real live prairie. The entire area felt very
heavily warded. Now Ares knew they were where they were supposed to
be. He nodded back at Kane in acknowledgement, but then he turned
to face the woman behind him.

“Leia,” he said earnestly,
“you wanted to ask me, I know you did. But you had so many
questions, and I was asking my own, so there was no time.” He
swallowed hard; his throat felt so damn tight. “So I’m just going
to tell you now.” In case everything goes
to hell and I never get another chance.

Annaleia stared up at him, wide-eyed. “Ares,
what – ”

But he placed his fingers to her lips to
silence her.

“Fifty years ago, when I
first met you, I swear to every god in existence that I was
positive I was falling in love at first sight. It made no sense,
not for me, not for a black dragon. But that’s how it felt, damn
it. And even so, I still didn’t tell you I was a dragon because,
well, I’m a dragon, Leia. I obviously can’t go around just telling people. You
know?”

She nodded dutifully, her eyes lavender
saucers in her flushed, fantasy-worthy face.

“But then I got to know
you. And Christ,
the more I got to know you, the more I realized that my first
thought about you was right all along. I had fallen in love with you at first
sight. It was fucking impossible and I’d still done it. I just
hadn’t known why.” He cupped her cheek with a warm palm, and slid
his other arm around her waist, drawing her against his chest.
Anna’s breath left her in a whoosh, but she steadied herself with
her palms against the front of his leather jacket, and for some
crazy reason he swore he’d never let another woman touch that
jacket so long as he lived. It was hers now and hers alone. Just
like everything about him was.

He kept going, needing to
say it all. “And by that time? By the time I realized you were the
one? I couldn’t tell you I was a dragon because I couldn’t bear the thought
of losing you.”

He just had out with it. All at once. The
thing he should have told her a long time ago.

He shook his head, and closed his eyes,
pushing a hand through her shining gold-touched hair to pull her
head against his chest. She went willingly, but he felt her stiffen
uncertainly against him. She was worried about him, about his
behavior – because it wasn’t like him.

The fact that she worried made him crazy
love her even more. He bent over her close and whispered in her
ear. “I’m the meanest dragon in the world, Raindrop… and I’m a
fucking coward.”

All true. All she had to do to verify it was
ask the guys. But he hoped she never would.

“When the chips are down,”
he told her, “I would rather stop existing once and for all than
face the prospect of existing another single fucking
moment without
you.”

Not another
breath, he thought. I don’t want another goddamn breath unless she’s there in my
world to share the air with me.

Annaleia slowly slid her arms around Ares’
waist, and he could feel her trembling beneath her grip. He
listened closely and caught the sound of her heart fluttering, her
breathing uneven with emotion.

“Tell me you forgive me,
Leia. Tell me you can live with that side of me and
absolve me.” His voice
dropped into a low and dangerous note, barely a whisper above a
growl. “Or I don’t know what the hell I might do.”

Annaleia went very still in his arms. Ares
followed suit – and held his breath.

And then Annaleia laughed. It was very soft
at first, and he almost mistook it for sobbing. But when her
shoulders shook and the small chuckle grew into something like a
genuine belly laugh, he gently pulled away and looked down at her,
wondering if Victor Maze had somehow made it back into her head
after all.

“Leia – ”

“Ares, shut up,” she said
with a smile, holding up her hand to silence him. “Just shut up for
a second and listen to me.” Then she lowered her hand and took both
of his in hers, staring up into his eyes. “People are made up of
their pasts. That’s all we are, right? When you think about it,
everything that makes us who and what we are is what we remember.
That’s it. So there’s a lot packed into that. Some of it is good
and some is not so good, and if we’re lucky then some of it might
make us proud, but most of it will usually just embarrass the hell
out of us or make us wish we could wipe it away.” She was still
smiling when she shook her head. “That’s life, Ares. It’s baggage.” A soft chuckle. “Baggage is
life.”

He gazed down at her, the whole of him
utterly mystified. For the umpteenth time since he’d met her,
Annaleia Faith’s words wove a tapestry of common sense across his
consciousness that felt more like a sage story than the clear and
simple truth it always actually was.

“And… if we’re one of the
truly fortunate ones, then at some point in our lives, we manage to
meet someone who is willing to do the one very special, very crucial thing
for us that seals the deal… and makes them our soul mate. And it’s
not what you think. It isn’t magic. It isn’t fate.”

There went his breath again as he
waited.

Her voice was so soft as
she said, “Our soul mate is none other than the one person who’s
willing to carry our baggage for us, for just a little while. And
give us a much needed break.” Her crooked smile was tender, but it
beamed. “That’s all, Ares. And that’s everything.”

Ares blinked, feeling slightly stunned and
even a little dizzy.

Annaleia raised her arms
and cupped his face with her hands. “I accept you and all of your
baggage because that’s what makes you the man – and the dragon – that you are,
Antares Mace.” She stood on her tip-toes then, and he automatically
bent to meet her half way, because he would have done anything to
meet her half way in a kiss.

Her lips on his were the softest blessing,
warm and dry and full of promise. She kissed him like a butterfly’s
embrace, and he let her pull away.

She whispered, “But just so
you know mister bad-ass dragon, my
baggage officially comes with loads of candy, so
I’ll expect you to have some stashed in your pockets for me at all
times from now on. Capiche?”

Fuck, yes, he thought. “Deal,” he said, simply. He meant it down to
his dragon’s core.

His mind yearned for her company, her words,
her intelligence and wisdom. His body ached for every-fucking-thing
else. But right now he had to go beat the crap out of a chaos god –
or anyone and everything who might get between them. Either would
do at the moment.

So he turned to the portal exit and yelled,
“Not a scratch on her, Kane, or I’ll send your husband home to you
with a nasty case of road rash,” he promised, “and one arm.”

Lily Kane’s eyes widened.
Most likely because she realized he wasn’t even slightly joking.
But of course Annaleia assumed he was, so she gave a soft laugh and
shook her head. God help him if she ever really chose to find out
just how much of a monster he could be.

With a small amount of hesitance but mostly
with resolution, the lovely seer-werewolf Lily Kane nodded.
Annaleia met her at the exit, they clasped hands, and Lily helped
her jump from the portal to land on sure footing. She turned back
to the portal opening.

“I’ll be back for you
soon,” he told her firmly, locking the promise in with his
eyes.

She looked up at him and gave him a nod. “Be
careful.”

He showed her a reassuring smile. But as
Antares turned from the exit and it closed behind him, “careful”
was quite literally the very last thing he planned to be – with
anything or anyone – for at least the next few hours.

 



Chapter Thirty-four – Portal, then Austin
Texas

Ares did the same thing now that Annaleia
had done minutes earlier, and paced like a caged lion between the
boundaries of the transportation portal. He was agitated. There was
something uncomfortable buzzing just beneath his skin. He couldn’t
touch it, couldn’t even exactly locate it, but it made him feel
anxious, like a panic was rising and he really needed a Xanax or
ten or a beer or fifty.

It was to be expected, probably. He was
about to face off with a literal god who wanted to destroy the
woman he loved. In the end, someone was going to die or get hurt.
That was probably worth a little panic. Right?

You’ve been through shit
before, Ares, he told himself. This was no
different.

Except that it was.

The portal re-opened on an early December
morning on Sixth Street. The sun had just come up, the streets were
wet and sticky with spilled margarita and colada, and the tourist
venue was more or less deserted. What homeless hadn’t managed to
find space in a shelter were either standing around burning fire
bins in back alleys, or they were under old sleeping bags and tarps
and newspapers, and they were long dead.

Ares let the portal close behind him and
raised his chin, slowly breathing in. He took in the scents
carefully, trying to separate them not unlike a werewolf would do.
Then he listened. He was far better at that.

He knew where his clan was.
Their voices, their heartbeats he would know anywhere. And of
course there was that heavy
spot among them that felt so massive with magic,
it was a black hole amidst twelve neutron stars. Or at the moment,
eleven.

Ares walked fast, his eyes scanning the area
carefully as he made his way to his clan’s location. When he
spotted the motorcycles, some different from the night before, he
realized that his clansmen had met in an above-ground parking
garage that was actually highly warded territory in Texas that had
automatically been allotted to the Monsters clan. There were plots
of land or property like this in every city and in most countries.
Ares and his brothers-in-arms were the only warden clan that moved
from place to place; the others were stationary. In exchange for
the help Cain and his men lent on tougher jobs, the Monsters were
gifted large pieces of land such as everything from parks, storage
facilities, garages, motor parks, cafes or restaurants, and even
abandoned skyscrapers.

When Ares entered the Monsters property,
which was two streets off Sixth and hidden by various illusions so
it appeared to be nothing more than well-maintained parking – which
Cain made sure to leave open to the public because, as he put it,
parking was a bitch – he found the others grouped together on an
extra level of the garage, one humans wouldn’t be able to get to
and wouldn’t even know was there. As was expected, the Monsters
were not alone.

As good as sixty other men
were massed as closely together as possible in the concrete haven.
He recognized most of them as detectors, wardens whose main job it
was to trace the source of a spell, usually a transport. Many of
the wardens were Texas’s Rigel clan – and one of the people there was a
werewolf detective, rather renowned because he worked personally
for Lady Katrielle.

Cain was at the center of them all, but he
looked up when Ares approached. “We think we have a lead,” he told
him. The clan leader turned and nodded at Detective James.

James said, “I was able to put a few things
together from Randall Price’s crime scenes and the meeting I had
with him and Victor Maze.” He held up his phone, tapped a few
things on it, and said, “If my reasoning is anywhere near right,
Maze and Price are probably hiding the girls close by. It’s Price’s
MO to keep his victims close to where he picks them up, and I have
a feeling he’ll want to do the same with these two for several
reasons. One, it makes it easier for Faith to find him, and that’s
the whole point of this situation. Two, even if it’s unconscious,
he’ll want to plan a second option if things don’t pan out with
Faith. In which case, he’ll want to follow the same rules he’s
followed so far and use one of these girls in her place.” He
shrugged. “It’s kind of a classic serial killer mentality
thing.”

He showed Ares the phone screen as Ares
joined him. “Right about here.”

The location he was
indicating was in a residence, most likely a house, on
7th street, somewhere east of I-35. It was a few blocks away as
the crow flies, and seconds away as Monsters do.

“Gutsy,” said someone in
the crowd. “Staying so close to where he picked them
up.”

“Just crazy,” someone else
said. “He did mutilate several women.”

There was a general consensus, subdued and
quietly angry, but Ares didn’t join in. He was still not feeling
quite right. He wanted to rip his own skin off.

Cain nodded and took a deep breath. “Thank
you Detective.”

Hendrix James put away his
phone and stepped back, allowing Cain the floor once more. “In the
meantime, the detectors are ready to do their thing at ten a.m. on
the mark” he addressed the large group, his voice magically
amplified for the humans among them. “We’ll need to move out
the second they’ve
narrowed it down to a general vicinity. We can’t afford to waste
time, guys. Everyone clear?”

There were affirmatives all around.

Cain turned to Ares then and put a hand on
his back. “A word, Mace,” he said, gesturing to an empty spot in
the garage where they could talk.

When they were more or less alone, Cain
looked Ares in the eyes and asked, “What’s going on? What is it
you’re sensing?”

Sensing? Ares wondered. “I’m not –”

“Yeah. You are.” Cain’s
gaze narrowed. “Did everything go smoothly with Faith?”

Ares cocked his head to the side, narrowing
his gaze. “Yeah – Kane was there, the house was in the middle of
nowhere, and the area was heavily warded.”

Cain gave a small nod, but his blue eyes
hardened as he turned and began to step away.

A large digital clock on the garage wall
beside the nearby exit sign switched from 9:59 to 10:00.

Cain stopped – and Ares experienced an
unpleasant sinking feeling. When Cain turned back around and Ares
saw the look on his face, the sinking feeling turned to something
colder and heavier. And suddenly he knew what was bothering
him.

“What was it?” Cain asked
point blank.

“It was Lily Kane,” Ares
told him numbly, “she didn’t have a comeback.” He’d glibly
threatened Daniel Kane, who was actually a good friend of Ares’
because they were both long-time riders. It wasn’t that Ares
wouldn’t hurt the
werewolf chief of police – or get hurt himself trying – if Daniel
had promised to take care of Annaleia and failed. The thing was,
Daniel Kane would have healed in minutes if not seconds, and even
if Ares had managed to rip off an arm, it would’ve grown back nearly as
quickly.

What’s more, before
any of that would have
happened, Lily Kane would have cut Ares down with words sharp as
scythes as she returned Ares’ warning with some kind of witty
retort that made him look and feel about ten inches tall. That was
her way.

The fear she’d shown him
instead? That was not her way.

Cain was probably reading
his thoughts because he softly asked, “Exactly how warded did it feel,
Mace?”

Ares didn’t answer. The truth was, the
shields over the location were so thick, Ares hadn’t been able to
penetrate them at casual perusal. He could have tried harder and
pushed with all his might, but he hadn’t felt the need to. He’d
subconsciously assumed it was extra protection meant to keep
Annaleia safe.

That agitated feeling he’d had earlier was
hardening into something new now. Like dead certain dread.

Cain drew closer. In a quiet voice that
meant all the bad things he could imagine were coming true, the
warden leader asked, “Mace, did you walk her into the house?”

Several Monsters members who’d been within
earshot nearby now drew closer. Ares could feel them there –
Nathan, Crow, and the Gemini twins Rafael and Dante. He knew they
were flanking him, supportively drawing in around their clansman
like they always did. But he noticed them on a kind of blurred
periphery, the type you saw the whole world through when your
vision was tunneling because every ounce of your focus was now on
the single most important thing in existence.

Behind Cain, in the throng of detectors and
wardens, someone eagerly called out, “We’ve got a location on
Maze’s magic source!”

But Ares barely heard him. He was already
spinning around and simultaneously calling up a portal to somewhere
else entirely.

“We’re going with you,”
said Nate beside him.

Ares didn’t respond. He couldn’t. His heart
was in his throat blocking his airway.

The portal swirled to life and Ares rushed
into it, four of his leather-clad brethren right behind him.


Chapter Thirty-five – Undisclosed
Location, warded “safehouse”

Annaleia tried to make her mind work, tried
to formulate a plan. But she was in a pickle. The metal-reinforced
leather cuffs around her wrists and ankles prevented even a
millimeter of progress when she yanked or thrashed against them.
She wasn’t going anywhere that way.

And her mind didn’t seem to want to work.
Maybe because she was injured.

Her captors had gotten in a few pretty good
shots, and her body was blossoming with bruises. Her bottom lip
throbbed where it was busted open. She was sure it was very
pretty.

Her cheekbone felt heavy in her face where
she’d been back-handed, and she could just imagine that was
becoming attractive too. Nothing like black and blue blush to raise
people’s suspicions about what you did in your off hours.

But those were mere distractions,
superficial comparatively speaking. The pain was worse in her hands
and knees, all across her shins, and up and down her arms. These
were the locations on her body she’d used in her attacks, and all
places she’d likewise been struck. That kind of pain alone could
wear a person down after a while and slow down their attacks
because the prospect of being hit in the same place even one more
time is so unpleasant, the body unconsciously pulls its
punches.

Not that she’d be attacking anyone else
again for a while. Maybe not ever.

Still, it wasn’t that bruising that had Anna
concerned either.

For one thing, her ribs hurt worse. One
strike had been with the toe of a really hard boot, and another had
been in the exact same place but she’d been struck with a man’s
shoulder in a kind of tackle. Now each time she commanded her body
to draw in air, it felt as if her lungs didn’t quite want to obey;
they did so begrudgingly. It hurt to breathe. She wondered if any
ribs were cracked.

And for another thing, the bullet wound in
her leg would probably cause her to bleed to death before anything
else.

When Annaleia had joined
the person she’d thought was Lily Kane and entered the beautiful
white colonial-styled house, the very first thing her eyes settled
on was not the simple gray concrete and empty room that greeted
her, but the chair. It was a single hardwood armchair, straight-backed, sturdy
and thick, and bolted down at the center of the otherwise empty
room. Around each leg of the chair and over each arm were metal
mesh-banded leather-lined cuffs with strong, metal
locks.

At once, Annaleia’s instincts kicked in.

She turned toward the person or thing she
now knew damn well was not Lily Kane, and as she did, she leaned
into her right arm and imagined herself punching a hole through the
wall behind the woman’s head. As a result, the punch landed
full-force, and the woman’s head snapped back, lending Annaleia the
precious time afforded by the element of surprise.

She took that time to run right back out of
the building in the hopes that she could pull up another portal, or
at the very least – keep running out across the fields until she
got somewhere.

But the moment she made it through the door,
the world changed. The fields of wildflowers and tall grasses that
had been there before were gone. In their place was a plain,
dimly-lit concrete hallway with no doors. Just a hallway.

It was nothing more than a space to
transform with illusory magic so it would appear to be much larger
and much prettier.

Annaleia tried magic too. As fast as she
could, she spat out the words to a transport spell, but even as she
was speaking them, she could tell they would fail. They felt
different, hollow, devoid of power. When they did indeed fail, Anna
tried to resurrect shields around herself. If she couldn’t escape,
she could at least keep anyone from touching her. But the words to
those spells felt exactly the same, as if they were only
nonsensical phrases and not ancient terms that could be strung
together to help her.

And that’s when Annaleia
remembered the gun. Cain’s
gun.

She wasn’t accustomed to carrying a weapon.
She didn’t go into battles with the other wardens of her clan, so
Conall hadn’t insisted she have a loaded weapon somewhere on her or
nearby at all times. Instead, he’d made sure she knew the basics
and then asked her to consider at least carrying it when she was
called to revive someone.

However.

Back in the transport portal, something
fortuitous had happened. When she and Ares were alone in the tunnel
and Cain had shown up to give them their thought pearls – that’s
what Anna was calling the matte black pearl-sized spheres Cain had
handed out – he’d done something else too. There had been a few
minutes when Ares had turned his back on her and Cain. During that
time, Cain lifted the back of his shirt, drew a gun from its
holster at the small of his back, and pulled Annaleia close so he
could slip the gun into the inside pocket of her leather
jacket.

She’d stared up at him with wide eyes,
completely taken aback.

But then the clan leader
had spoken in her mind, and for some reason it didn’t surprise the
hell out of her to hear him there. Just in
case, he told her, his mental voice
reassuring. For Ares’ sake, keep it and be
prepared to use it. And don’t worry; I’ll make sure he doesn’t find
it on you before you need it.

And he’d been right. Even
when Ares had pulled her to him and she’d kissed him before she’d
stepped out of the portal, he hadn’t noticed the gun in the jacket.
There was no bulge, no extra weight. It was magic, of
course. Cain’s magic.

The moment she remembered she had it,
Annaleia shoved her hand into her pocket and spun toward the open
door leading to the concrete room, lifting her gun to level it on
the woman she’d punched.

The woman hadn’t done much
since Anna had hit her. And in fact, she wasn’t bleeding at all,
nor did she even appear to be injured. She had dropped all pretenses however,
and no longer appeared to be the lovely golden-haired, golden-eyed
Lily Kane. Rather, she had hair so dark it took on a hue much like
blue-black hair, but emerald green. Her eyes matched, equally
emerald. The effect should have been beautiful, all that stark
color and darkness, but there was a contrasting lack of color in her skin that went
beyond the pale. Pun intended.

She looked like death.

The woman simply stood beside the wooden
chair, crossed her arms over her chest and said, “Give it up,
Faith.” Her voice was a mix of fake calm and dripping acid. “You
know you can’t cast any magic in here, and you’re thousands of
miles from help.” As Annaleia tried to think of what the hell she
wanted the woman to do, the woman stalked slowly toward her like a
snake with legs. Anna’s hands flexed and unflexed around the gun as
she watched her captor come, her movements sliding from step to
step, slow, calculative, and slithery.

“Get on the ground face
down,” Anna told her. She knew she didn’t exactly sound convincing.
But she hoped the gun would make up for it.

The woman stopped and shrugged, like it was
all a good game and Anna would get tired of aiming down the sights
eventually. She gave Anna a smile that literally showed all of her
teeth. “Besides,” she continued, ignoring Anna’s command. “Vic has
placed something like twenty wards on this place, so not only are
you not going anywhere, no one else is coming here. Well, no one
you’ll be happy to see anyway. You can try to subdue me all you
want, but it won’t get you anywhere.” She stopped and looked up as
if sniffing the air. “And your new owner is on his way.”

Annaleia was so focused on the woman’s
words, she didn’t hear the movement behind her until thick arms
wrapped around her to take hold of her wrists and twist. It would
have forced her to release the gun if she hadn’t trained for just
such a move and recovered from her surprise fast enough to use that
training.

She dropped her weight down and leaned
forward as far as she could. In response, her captor had no choice
but to move just a little bit forward over her bowed body.
Instantly she rose back up, slamming the back of her skull into his
face.

But while she’d been doing this, her
attacker’s companion – surprise attacker number two – had moved
around her. At the same time that her skull broke her captor’s
nose, her ribs took a hard steel-toe kick that knocked the wind
from her body and the gun from her hand.

The weapon hit the floor to go skidding into
the concrete room several feet away, but she only half-noticed it.
As she gasped for air and pain erupted like a bomb in her chest,
the man who’d kicked her grabbed her by the hair at the back of her
head and yanked her upright.

She still couldn’t breathe and hence
couldn’t think, but she guessed fifty years of martial arts classes
now and then followed up by a few years of rather intense warden
training was meant to kick in when you were least capable of
thinking, because that’s what it did.

She grabbed the man’s hand with both of hers
and held it tight so he couldn’t pull away, and then she spun into
him, bringing her leg up as if her knee were going to catch him in
the mid-section. He raised his leg and simultaneously tried to
sidestep this pretend attack, and she followed through with her
real attack. His move had been reactionary, taking him off-balance,
enough that all he needed was another nudge to go down. With his
hand trapped under hers, she curled even further into him and then
lunged to the side, forcing his hand to go far beyond his reach. He
had no choice but to follow it – but Anna’s leg in front of his
blocked his progress, and he went down. She was still holding his
hand, which was by now attempting to yank her hair completely out
of her scalp. But she followed him down hard and fast, making
certain to put her entire falling weight in her elbow – which she
aimed at his solar plexus.

She made her mark, his body went utterly
slack, and his grip released her hair.

Unfortunately during this time, the woman
who’d been masquerading as Lily Kane had grabbed Annaleia’s gun.
When Anna stood back up again, it was to find the weapon pointed
straight at her.

She thought fast, or tried to, and instead
took a gamble. “You aren’t going to shoot me. If I was wanted dead
or alive, I’d be dead already.” Then she turned and landed a
spinning back kick to the already bloodied face of the man she’d
head-butted earlier as he was again trying to come up behind her.
Like an idiot.

“Oh sweetie, I’m not gonna
kill you,” the woman purr-hissed. That was what it sounded like to
Anna. A hissing purr. “But I’d be more than happy to shoot you in
the leg. Looks like they’re all muscle, so it’s sure to hurt a
bundle. Or I could do the shoulder. Or both.” She arched a brow.
“So how about it? You want some new flesh wounds to worry about?”
Then she smiled again, and this smile was pure evil. “At least the
scars will be a different shape than what you’re used to. Change
things up a little, what do you say?”

And by that time, mister hair-grabby guy was back on his booted
feet and literally growling as he came for her. Anna’s eyes went
wide as she had the wind knocked out of her yet again when the man
lowered his head and rushed into her as if he were some sort of
‘roid raged linebacker and she’d just caught the football. His
broad shoulder slammed into her abs, but rather than simply knock
her down with the attack, he grabbed her legs at the same time and
lifted her off the ground so she ended up thrown over his
shoulder.

Anna gritted her teeth
against the pain and almost
rolled her eyes. This was all going to hurt later
– if she survived – but now her body was warming up, the adrenaline
was well and flowing, and the pain was all blending together into
something numb at the edges.

And this move right here? Was one she’d
practiced getting out of a hundred times.

“Son of a bitch, put
her down Leeso!
Just tie her to the fucking chair!”

Anna slid sideways as if she were a
wide-necked sweater made of flesh that was slipping off his
shoulder. He naturally went to adjust her, and she used his extra
support in that position to jerk her knee up and slam it into the
side of his head, catching his ear. The man roared in pain and
dropped her.

What a
baby, she thought, a little surprised. But
with a small smile, she also thought, That’s perfect. The bigger the baby,
the harder it fell.

As the bloodied face
guy again came
after her, Anna realized these two weren’t very smart. She could
even hear the second attacker growling just like the first had. As
she attempted to formulate a plan, she began to wonder what their
deal was. They were big but inexperienced in fighting. They seemed
to be all show. And now that she could see them both at the same
time, she realized they were identical. Same close-cropped brown
hair, same big brown eyes, same exact musculature and black
clothing.

Suddenly, they reminded
Annaleia of the two Doberman pinchers that belonged to the
character, Higgins, in that old eighties show, Magnum
P.I.

Oh my god, she thought as it hit her. That’s
exactly what they are. They’re someone’s dogs.

These two were someone’s pets! Maybe not
dogs exactly, perhaps some other form of canine or fae beast, but
it didn’t matter. What mattered was that this wasn’t their normal
form. She could see that now, in the slightly awkward way they
moved and their lack of communication other than to growl. They
were having to fight in a form that wasn’t theirs, like they were
animals who had been transformed into humanoids solely for the sake
of this circumstance – just to get Anna under control.

Which meant that in a way, they were
innocent.

Crap, she thought next. That’s not
perfect at all.

It doesn’t fucking
matter! her old brain yelled at
her. You still do what you have to do,
Anna!

“Well, I don’t know what it
was that finally settled you down bitch, but I’m glad for it.” A
painfully tight grip on her arm spun her around hard – and the gun
went off.

Annaleia didn’t feel any flesh-ripping pain
at first, only the bludgeoning impact of something hitting her leg
very hard and very fast. She inhaled sharply in sheer surprise. And
then the pain hit her. She cried out and began to drop to her
knees, but before she could she had a hand in her hair again,
pulling hard.

She was dragged cruelly toward the center of
the room and that ominous waiting chair. “That’s better; I, for one
am bored with your antics,” the woman told her as if she were
reprimanding her chauffeur or gardener.

Annaleia’s world was tunneling.

Somewhere on the outside of her shrinking
field of pain, she felt herself thrown violently into the chair.
She heard the sound of metal hitting concrete – the gun being set
down so the woman could work with her hands.

Anna’s wrists were secured first, and the
woman wasn’t shy about strapping her in tight. The circulation to
her fingers slowed, causing them to tingle. But when the woman went
to strap in Anna’s legs, Annaleia heard a scream so loud it hurt
her ears. She tried to wince away from it when she realized it was
her own.

“What… the… hell have you
done?” came a new sound. A man’s voice, made soft by
bewilderment.

Annaleia knew that voice. She’d heard it
once before, when Conall had brought her stalker before the powers
that be.

It was Randall Price. The serial killer.

Annaleia tried to look at him, but sweat and
tears made her vision hazy. He was indistinct, outlined by the
frame of the room’s doorway. He was dressed in black. That was all
she could tell other than that his shoes must have had leather
soles, because she heard them clearly over her ragged, whisper-sobs
and tiny whimpers of pain.

Yep. Pain. Ooooh my god…
there’s the pain. Holy shit this hurts. It
turned out gunshot wounds hurt about as much as ghost
scars.

What she would have done in
that moment for her magic “vitamin” pills. There’s something else I can do, she
remembered. But what that was, she had no idea. Her thoughts were
becoming as indistinct as Randall Price.

“You… shot her,” Randall said once he’d
come to stop a few feet away from Anna. Annaleia closed her eyes
and dropped her head to her chest. It was too hard to try to make
her eyes focus, and she was losing mental focus fast
too.

The pain must have been
getting to her faster than it normally did because her inability to
think straight at all was coming on her rather suddenly. There was
something that she could do to help herself in this situation, she
just knew there
was, but she couldn’t for the life of her think of what that
was.

She honestly felt as if she
had never been this muddled in her life. Was… this not supposed to
happen anymore? Didn’t Cain do something to stop minds from
muddling… or… or something? It’s the
pain, she thought to herself.
It has to be. But that
was her only solid
thought. Nausea roiled in Anna’s belly.

She heard the woman’s
voice, angry and defensive. “She’ll live, I promise. It’s only a flesh
wound.”

Silence in response.

The woman continued, “You have to
understand, she wouldn’t cooperate! You can see what she did to my
dogs!”

They were dogs. I was right.

But when Randall’s footfalls resumed walking
toward her, Anna’s thoughts became laser focused. Her head snapped
back up. She still couldn’t see, so she blinked up at him through
the blur and wet of pain that made her tremble.

He closed the remaining distance between
them, took a knee right in front of her, and peered steadily into
her eyes. Anna blinked a few times, trying not to moan in misery.
One of Price’s eyes was the green she remembered. But the other was
white. And his glasses were gone. Oddly enough, it didn’t look bad,
just unsettling.

You’re losing
it, her inner voice said.

“My perfect angel,” Randall
said softly, his words filled with genuine regret. “I’m so very
sorry for what they’ve done to you. I’ll make it right, I promise.
And then I’m going to take the pain away.” She didn’t bother
flinching away when he gently cupped her cheek. She felt so weird….
“I’m going to take care of you,” he told her, brushing his thumb
along her cheek bone.

She heard something scrape lightly, metal
against concrete. Randall lowered his hand and looked away but
remained where he was kneeling before her. “Do you have any idea
what you’ve done?” he asked icily. “You were given strict orders
not to harm her.” He paused, then almost in a whisper, he said,
“You’ve taken a child’s marker to a masterpiece.” He met Anna’s
eyes again, holding them with the sway of someone resolved.
“Fortunately, marker can in fact be erased.”

The woman started to say something, but
stopped short.

Then Randall Price stood and spun in one
fluid motion, aiming and firing the gun at each of Annaleia’s three
attackers in turn, emptying its chamber.


Chapter Thirty-six – Portal, Decoy
dimension, Austin Texas

Victor could feel them coming.

He hadn’t expected this. He had certainly
expected them to refuse to negotiate, and he’d expected them to
instead figure out a way to take Randall Price down. The man was
killing women left and right, he was threatening one of their own,
and surely he needed to be stopped. At least Victor had assumed
they would see it that way.

And if they failed to take Price down for
whatever reason, then Victor had assumed his worst case scenario
would be dealing with an irate “partner.” He figured when Price
demanded Victor keep his end of the bargain and deliver the girl
once and for all, Victor would simply shrug helplessly and say,
“Well, I did try.”

But he hadn’t expected
this. Katrielle and her minions had turned the tables on him,
completely ignoring Randall Price entirely in favor of coming after Victor
instead.

“Bravo, Kat,” he said
softly as the essences of a hundred wardens closed in on him like
an approaching tidal wave. He took a deep breath and considered his
options. But when it came down to it, he only really had
one.

He knew any transport magic
he cast at this point would be very rapidly traced, but it didn’t
matter. He had a few seconds head start to do what he needed to do,
and then he actually needed
them to follow him.

Victor transported from his warded location
– right into the middle of the room where Annaleia Faith’s two
friends remained tied to their respective chairs. They’d given up
on trying to loosen their bonds, exhaustion most likely settling
in.

This location, so close to Sixth Street, had
been chosen for a number of reasons. One, it was usually a safe bet
that people expected you to take your stolen prize and run as fast
and as far away as you could at the first opportunity. So remaining
nearby was often unexpected. And two, right outside the door of the
abandoned building where they were being held, half a dozen
transients tried to carve out some form of existence for themselves
using shopping carts, trash cans, thrown away leftovers, and lots
of plastic bags.

Sometimes it was good to have broken people
nearby. They were easy to control, and they made good puppets.

Piper Maddox heard the transport magic erupt
in the room, and her head snapped up as he solidified beside the
chairs. Price had re-gagged the girls before he’d left to claim his
prize at the dimensional decoy area, so she couldn’t distract him
with her pointless yelling or screaming or name-calling as Victor
closed his eyes and allowed his mind to reach out into the
alley.

Once there, he moved through and around the
bodies either sitting or laying on the sidewalk around the trashcan
fire. Most were young, no older than forty or fifty, though they
appeared as old as seventy due to exposure to the elements. One had
been a realtor once upon a time. Another had literally been a hedge
fund manager. But the other four were not so varied in their
fortune.

Of the four, there were three men and one
woman. All three men were insane. Their weak minds would have made
easy pickings, and he was pressed for time. But all three of them
were also tainted. Having them do what he needed them to do would
not produce the energy he desperately required.

Two of the three had been involved with the
rape of a runaway teenager.

It was almost a given that if you were
female and you were on the streets, the prospect of rape would
eventually force itself into your lap. The third of the three males
was guilty of raping another male.

Apparently the prospect of sexual assault
could fall into your homeless lap either way.

But the woman was interesting. And fortune
smiled on him that she happened to have a pocket knife in one of
her many jackets.

She had neither been involved with anything
like sexual assault, nor had she been sexually assaulted. In fact…
her mind was quite sound, and her heart seemed genuinely pure.
Sure, she’d used drugs – as a homeless person, she’d be stupid not
to. They were the only thing that could keep the pain, cold,
loneliness and despair at bay. And she’d definitely “stolen” things
out of people’s trash. Once, she’d even walked right into a
Starbucks, picked up the nearest waiting drink someone had ordered,
and walked right back out with it. She’d had a headache at the time
and was simply desperate for caffeine.

It still made her feel guilty, though, which
was why it was a surface thought and easy for Victor to pick
through.

She never wanted people to
hurt. He could sense that
so deeply ingrained in her person that it not
only resided subconsciously, it was part of her conscious existence
too. It was simply a part of her altogether.

In fact… she’d recently aided the police in
an investigation. And that investigation felt familiar to Victor.
He wondered if it involved Price.

But Victor didn’t try to dig deeper and
garner any further information on the matter because he didn’t want
to waste a single ounce of the magic he currently had remaining.
He’d used too much setting up the dimensional decoy for Price. He
needed a hard flush of it right away if he was to have any hope of
escaping the wardens breathing down his neck.

While he would most likely have enjoyed
delving more deeply into the woman’s past, for now it was enough to
know that she would serve his purposes.

“Come to me,” he whispered,
sending the command into her mind. He experienced the briefest
push-back, as if she had at some point had some kind of shield over
her thoughts, and its remnants yet remained. But that was surely
impossible. And after a moment, the command slipped into her
consciousness.

Outside in the alley, the homeless woman
opened her eyes.

Very
pretty, Victor thought unexpectedly. He
experienced a moment of surprise at the randomness of the thought –
and then he experienced surprise that he was surprised by something
random. Being the chaos god and all.

But he brushed it all off and concentrated
on the woman. She looked like she might have been in her late
thirties, by far the youngest of the group. And underneath all of
that grime, he even imagined she might be attractive. It was just
that she was so filthy, he couldn’t even tell what color her hair
was.

But he was right about her
being strong. Her brow furrowed as if she questioned whether she’d
heard his call or imagined it, and she exercised a good deal of
will by not getting up and coming to him as he’d told her to.

Victor’s jaw clenched. It
was an interesting sensation to be angry in a human body. It felt
like the birth of chaos. But again, he had no time to explore.
“Come to me now,”
he repeated, this time with more influence.

Down below, the woman’s pretty eyes glazed
over. She rose, turned to the building’s main entrance and made her
way toward it. One of her companions called out to her from behind
her, but she ignored him and no one was willing to get un-bundled
to go after her.

Hurry, he told the woman. Run.

Down below, the homeless woman rounded the
corner and broke into a run. She was spry, despite the layers and
layers of ragged, grimy clothing she wore. He watched her in his
mind’s eye as she pushed open the door, headed directly for the
stairs, and took them two at a time.

Impressive, he thought. Then he
opened his eyes as she ran through the door at the opposite end of
the room. All of this had only taken a few seconds. Nonetheless, he
was out of time.

He could feel the wardens stepping into
range as they exited transport tunnels in the street below.

“Take your pocket knife and
slit both of these women’s throats,” he told the homeless
woman.

She blinked, her expression deeply troubled.
He swore vehemently, strode over to her, jostled her small body
until he found the Swiss Army tool he wanted, and placed it firmly
in her hand, largest blade out.

Then he leaned over and
looked directly into her light brown, gold-ringed eyes. Using a
sliver of magic on her will, he delved deep. “Do it,” he commanded in his most
vicious human tone. “Or I will disembowel them both and they will
die in unimaginable agony.”

She paled under the
promise. He could hear her heart hammering away and feel her hand
shaking where he held the knife so firmly in it.
“Kill them,” he
told her one last time. “Right
now.”

 



Chapter Thirty-seven – Decoy Dimension

He had gotten rid of the gun and taken off
his jacket, pulling things from its inner pockets as he laid it
down beside him. He placed the items on top of the jacket, laying
them out in an orderly fashion. She couldn’t be sure through the
blur, but she was pretty sure one item was a flask, another was
maybe a white bottle or perhaps a roll of bandages – something
white and cylindrical. There was a pile of gauze… and a tube of
something. Then there was a small black box, about seven by seven
inches and an inch deep. It was closed.

“Annaleia, I want you to
drink this.” Randall knelt in front of her again and grabbed the
flask.

No way, she thought. But it lacked the vehemence she really needed
it to have.

“Angel, I swear it will
help,” he told her, unscrewing the cap and leaning in to slide his
hand behind her neck. He was gentle; she had to give him that. His
entire essence seemed at contrast to the man who had carved up
women in various Great Lakes cities.

She tried to shake her head, but it only
made her woozier. He stopped lifting the bottle anyway and cocked
his head to the side. “I understand,” he said. “You’re afraid. But
there’s no poison in this, my love. Nothing that will harm you. In
fact, it has a vitamin mix powder, electrolytes, soluble protein,
and it’s laced with a safe but effective dose of morphine,
carefully measured for your body weight and metabolism.”

Okay, she was impressed with the drink. She
wanted a bunch of that. Bottles of it. For later.

Randall Price smiled at her. It was a
charming smile, despite his white eye, which now really looked more
very, very light green than white. Had it changed?

“Now then, what say you?
Let me help you? Once the pain medicine kicks in, I can tend to
your wound.” His expression darkened, and his eyes took on a look
of something like – hesitance. “I believe Vyra struck your bone
when she shot you. There’s no exit wound. I need to examine your
leg and attempt to extract the bullet.”

He took a deep breath and
slid his hands around her leg at the ankle and under her thigh. She
hissed sharply when he very gently turned her leg outward,
presumably to get a better look at it. Anna had taken the round in
the thigh, but she could swear the damn thing had not only hit her
bone but gone straight into
the bone and was now swimming through her marrow
like a barracuda on speed to inflict pain on her entire
skeleton.

She didn’t feel right inside. Not at
all.

“That’s what I thought,” he
said, slowly lowering her leg. “The bone stopped the bullet, and
that’s not the kind of round you want in your body anyway.” She
couldn’t pay attention to his words any longer. Absently, she
noticed that her other leg had been locked in place with a cuff at
the ankle. When had he done that? She was losing bits of time…. But
he had kept her injured leg free, no doubt so he could work on
it.

Gods, just kill
me, she thought with a small whimper. More
nausea moved through her.

“Drink, Annaleia.”

Anna opened her eyes. She hadn’t realized
they were closed. Randall was closer, the flask was at her lips,
and his tone had hardened into a command. Anna parted her lips, and
Randall placed it further on her tongue, tilting it slightly.

She closed her eyes again,
swallowing. Surprisingly, it was not the
bitter-salty-sweet-disgusting mish-mash she’d expected it to be. It
tasted like grape soda. An errant thought floated through her
head. Why do potions always taste like
grape soda?

Wait. Potions?

“Good girl. Almost done.
Finish it off, angel.”

That wasn’t going to be a problem. The
liquid was cold and sweet and refreshing, and she was very thirsty.
When she finished and the bottle was empty, she honestly wanted
some more.

Randall chuckled softly. “Don’t worry, I’ll
make more for you. Once I get you home, I’ll be able to get you
whatever you need and tend to you properly. But we have to remove
that bullet first.” He recapped the flask and laid it out on his
jacket. Then he lifted the black box.

It struck her that he was
orderly, fastidious in everything he did. What was a man like him
doing with mayhem embodied? “Annnn… you’re a librarian too,” she
thought, unknowingly out loud. “Always with the shhhhhh and no talking! And it’s all
alphapsghetti… alphabeti…” She blew a raspberry. “It’s
so not chaos.” She shook
her head, maybe a little too much. Her hair flew out all around
her, obscuring her view some more.

Randall smiled. “And there it is,” he said.
“That’s my cue.”

Anna closed her eyes and let her head drop
back on the chair while Randall worked.

“I’ll admit, there was a
little more than just morphine in the flask,” he told her
pleasantly. “But I had to be certain you wouldn’t put up a fight
while I took care of you.”

“You do you, boo!” she told
him, blowing a lock of hair off her face as if it were a feather
that had landed on her. She failed the first time and tried
again.

Down in front of her, Randall Price chuckled
softly to himself. She knew he was literally fishing around inside
her leg, but for some reason she just didn’t care. There was no
pain any longer. Not in her legs or her ribs or her cheek or even
her ghost scars. In fact, Annaleia felt pretty good.

“Okay, that’s that. All
done,” he was suddenly saying.

Anna blinked. She was
staring up at the ceiling. Her mouth was dry and her neck was a
little stiff. What… When had this happened?

There was a dull ache in her right leg and a
sharper but milder pain around her wrists. She pulled at them to
find they’d been handcuffed behind her back. She winced when she
tried to move her leg next and fresh, new aggravated pain shot
through it all the way down to the bone. “Oh god,” she gasped,
waking up a lot more now.

No,
she thought. No, where am I? What… what did
he do to me?

“I know, angel. Try not to
move.” Randall stood. “It’ll be sore until we can heal it,” he told
her as he bent down and slid his arms under her. “It had to be done
the hard way. Damn Hunters’ rounds. You don’t carry a weapon, so I
have no idea how that gun wound up in this room.”

He shook his head, lifting her from the
wooden chair as if she weighed nothing. “But it did, and based on
the reading Maze has provided me, I recognized the bullets.” He
turned away from the chair with her in his arms. “The rounds negate
all magic. They were made to keep supernatural creatures from using
their abilities. On the one hand, they allowed me to kill Vyra, but
on the other, it turns out they even negate transport magic. We
couldn’t leave here while it was in your leg.” He seemed genuinely
regretful when he said, “There was nothing I could do but drug you
as much as was safe and pry the bullet out. I’m afraid extracting
something from bone is always a painful prospect.”

No wonder I couldn’t think
straight before, she thought.
The bullet had been negating the protection of
the little black pearl Cain had given her, and Victor Maze’s magic
had run riot through her head, scrambling her thoughts.

She looked down at her leg. The wound was
expertly bandaged around the thigh. He’d been unexpectedly
reverent; he hadn’t even removed her clothing. The wrappings had
been placed over the jeans, and only the tiniest spot of blood was
visible on them.

“Lucky for you, I have a
very large medical section in my library. Or… had. Anyway, it’ll leave a small
scar,” he told her apologetically. “But perhaps we can see about
finding a spell to remove it later.” He started across the room
toward the door – and toward what Anna could now see was an open,
waiting portal beyond it. “I’ve had a whole new world of options
opened up to me of late. It will serve us well.”

“No,” she said, the
realization that he meant to leave with her chilling her to the
core. “No, please – please put me down.” Her voice was so soft, dry
and cracking. She was so thirsty, and fear was making that thirst
so much worse. But she was prepared to fight again despite the pain
if she had to.

“You know I can’t do that,”
he told her softly.

“Please let me
go.”

“Certainly not that,” he
told her, a little more ardently. “Not ever.” He picked up his
pace.

Anna knew she could
not leave with him. What
if the transport were untraceable? What if they vanished for
good?

If Randall wound up getting her alone some
place where Ares couldn’t find her, Anna knew exactly what the man
would do with her. He was fascinated with her scars. There would be
nothing to stop him from killing people again and again, requiring
her to resurrect innocents left and right until she was nothing but
lines from head to toe. And he might get greedy and kill too many
people at once – what then? What if she couldn’t bring them all
back? What if she failed? And she wound up leaving someone
behind?

How many people had to die
because of these stupid, stupid, stupid scars?!

“No!” she yelled directly
in his ear. He flinched, coming to a halt and turning his head
away. Anna began struggling wildly. She had no leverage or balance
with her hands cuffed behind her back, which was no doubt why he’d
done it. But if she had to fall and break her hands or her arms in
order to free herself, so be it.

Anything was better than going with him.
Because if he made it with her through that portal, she knew in her
heart she would die. One way or another, she would make sure of
it.

I don’t want to
kill, she thought. And I don’t want to die.

Randall’s grip on her tightened and he
gritted his teeth. “Please stop fighting me!” he hissed, trying to
maneuver them into the portal’s entrance as she fought. “I’m not
your enemy, Annaleia!”

Just then, at the opposite
end of the room a second
portal opened up, its edges composed of
blue-black lightning, furious and imposing. Randall glanced over
his shoulder at the spectacle as almost half a dozen men in black
leather jackets stepped out of the new transport spell – and one of
them began running toward him at breakneck speed.

I don’t want to kill, I
don’t want to die, Anna thought when she
felt the static of the exit portal close enough to raise the hairs
on her arms. I want to live forever with
that man right there.

I really don’t want to die.

Die… Oh my God, my sentinel!

That had been another unfortunate effect of
that damn bullet. It had kept her from calling for her sentinel.
Either its anti-magic effect had caused the entire sentinel-calling
choice to be deleted from her memory due to its basis in magic, or
it had simply allowed her mind to be so mucked up from Maze’s
magic, she couldn’t remember that was ever an option – maybe
both!

She hoped this counted as a
life or death situation to Magnus as Anna drew in a fast breath and
screamed her sentinel’s name. At the exact same time, Antares Mace called
her sentinel’s name as well. He didn’t call his – he called
hers. She was sure it
didn’t work that way, but then again, sometimes wardens were
incapacitated. Maybe he felt it was worth a try.

“Magnus!” they bellowed together.

Absolutely zero time passed between their
tandem cries for help and the appearance of Annaleia’s statuesque
guardian. It was as if he’d been anxiously waiting. Anna watched
breathlessly as Magnus then instantly shifted into motion.

The first thing she saw him do was gesture
with one hand at the exit portal, and it must have been some kind
of wordless negation spell because the portal promptly dissolved.
In the next blink, Anna felt her body being ripped from Randall’s
grip and passed from one strong set of arms to another.

She had just enough time to recognize the
second set of arms as belonging to Ares before Randall Price was on
the ground and bleeding from both his nose and lip. Magnus strode
forward to grab Price by the collar, lifting him up off the ground.
Price’s hands wrapped desperately around the sentinel’s thick
wrist.

Another beat passed and Ares turned around
with her to face another group of men – three of them, all wearing
Monsters jackets. “Nate, take her for a sec so I can finish the
fucker.”

But Anna put her hand on
his chest to stay him. “No wait, Ares.” Ares stopped and looked
down at her. “He’s connected to Maze somehow,” she told him
earnestly. She wasn’t sure what it was – maybe his white eye and
the way it was growing more green the longer he was away from
Victor, maybe the way he seemed so orderly and calm in contrast to
Maze, but something struck her as off about Randall and his
relationship with the chaos god. “I’m not even sure he was fully
responsible for killing those women. And also,” she said, lowering
her tone, “You might be able to use him to
find Maze.”

She looked back at Price. He wasn’t a small
man, yet he hung limply in her sentinel’s obviously more than
capable grip. She winced, wondering if her instinct about him was
at all right. Randall Price was covered in blood, and probably for
the first occasion in months at least some of it was his own.


Chapter Thirty-eight – Decoy Dimension,
Austin Texas

Behind Ares, Nathan Connor addressed
Annaleia, “Faith, that man can’t be allowed to hurt another
human.”

“No, she’s right,” Ares
told him with a glance over his shoulder. Because she was. He
absolutely hated to admit it; no one in that room wanted to destroy
the butcher more than Ares.

“Yeah she is,” agreed
Rafael Valentine, or “Rafe.” He and his twin brother Dante had also
accompanied Ares back through the portal. “Any lead we can get is a
good one. This shit has to stop and we need to mount a better
defense.”

“In the form of an
offense,” said his brother, Dante.

Mace. Ares straightened as Cain’s voice
sounded clearly in his head. Take Faith
with you to the garage.

Ares blinked.
Of course the man had
managed to break into his mind and clearly communicate despite the
distance and the mess of wards Maze had placed over the location.
It had taken Ares and the other three what felt like forever to
finally traverse the labyrinth of false openings once and for all
and get inside the fake safehouse.

Ares turned to his clansmen questioningly.
They nodded at him, indicating that they’d heard Cain too. But when
Ares turned back around, Magnus was striding toward Ares, dragging
Price beside him. “I need to heal her,” Magnus told him frankly,
his eyes on Annaleia.

Ares nodded, and Dante moved forward to take
Price from Magnus. “I’ll watch him,” he told the sentinel, who
readily released him.

Magnus raised his hand but left it a few
inches from Anna’s chest. With a distractingly enchanting smile for
his beautiful ward, Magnus asked, “May I?”

Ares watched Anna’s pupils dilate a little
as she nodded. He felt a muscle tick in his jaw and knew his dragon
was itching to give into a jealous fit, but the better part of him
realized that was beyond ridiculous. He watched quietly as Magnus
lowered his hand to Leia’s chest.

“Wait!”

Magnus and Ares both turned their heads.

Rafael stepped forward, dropping his hand
from where his fingers had been at his temple, where Ares had seen
him place them a dozen times before. Rafe was the Monsters clan
seer, among other things. His visions came very seldomly, once a
year at most. But when they did they came without fail in the most
fortuitous manner. For weeks after one of these types of visions,
Rafe was sometimes jokingly referred to as “Nick” by his clan
brothers – as in, “the nick of time.”

“Did you just pull a
Shawn Spencer from
Psych move?” Annaleia
asked softly, addressing Rafael.

Rafe grinned at her
unabashedly, and of course Annaleia couldn’t help but smile
beautifully back. Damn, thought Ares. Fucking
Gemini.

“I thought I was the only
one who liked that show so much,” Rafe lied.

“Nice catch, Faith” said
his brother, Dante. He was also smiling, and it was without a doubt
a charming smile. The twins knew nothing if not how beguile their
way into a woman’s good graces. “But we promise, Rafe was pulling
that move long before Spencer ever did.”

Rafael addressed Magnus,
who had yet to remove his hand from Annaleia’s chest. “You can’t
heal her, Magnus.” He shook his head, just once. “Not now.
Not yet.”

Ares watched as the sentinel’s expression
went stark with understanding, then dire with concern. He looked
back down at his charge, lowered his hand from her chest, and
stepped back.

Ares glanced at Rafe, who nodded at the
sentinel gratefully. He didn’t want to even think about what Rafe
meant by what he’d just said. But the fact that it came from a
vision, combined with the fact that Ares didn’t want to think about
it, meant Ares already knew damn well what he meant.

Ares turned to Magnus. “Can you travel
through a portal?” The rather sad truth was, he honestly had no
clue about most of what sentinels could do. He’d had little
occasion to call his own sentinel, Cassius. And Cassius irritated
him anyway. He was just too pretty. He was really fucking tough,
and far too pretty. It got under Ares’ skin. Unfortunately, it
looked like Annaleia’s sentinel was even prettier. That got under
his skin too.

Magnus smiled, almost as if
he knew exactly what Ares was thinking. “I can go anywhere she
goes,” the sentinel told him with a nod at the woman Ares held in
his arms. “And I will,” he added solemnly. Ares didn’t miss the
warning.

“Oh my God you two, now is
not the time for a pissing match,” Annaleia said, but while her
voice was full of fire, it lacked its usual strength. Ares
experienced an immediate switch in focus, all of his attention
shifting to her. His eyes took in everything – the bruise on her
cheek, the busted lip, her pale coloring. He noticed the way she
labored against pain every time she drew in breath and knew she had
bruised ribs at the very least. He glanced down at the obvious
bullet wound. She’d lost some blood.

If the bloody face of one
of the men on the ground and the bloody ear of the other were any
indication, before they’d been shot, Anna had put up one hell of a
fight – and paid the consequences. And yet between the lot of
them, she was the
one with the voice of reason.

“Leia, hang in there baby,”
he said as his chest ached a little and he nodded at Nathan. The
blond Aurum vampire raised his right arm, palm-out to summon a
portal. It wasn’t easy doing so in a place this warded, but Nate
had recently fed – as in fed on gold
blood. His powers were spiking right now
and at their strongest. It was why he’d accompanied Ares in the
first place and was probably the only reason they’d made it here at
all.

It had taken them so long to try to
back-track their way to the fake safehouse due to Victor’s wards,
Ares had been forced to end his transport, dropping the four of
them off in the middle of a random desert. It was Nate who then
opened a second portal, allowing them to finally make it back
here.

When Nate’s portal opened now, it was once
more shot through with purple lightning, the agitated strength of
the spell as it worked against the wards patently clear.

The five men didn’t need to say anything.
One after another, they stepped into the portal, one of them
carrying a serial killer, another carrying what was to him the most
precious cargo in the world.

 



Chapter Thirty-nine – Austin Texas

Jarrod Sterling swiped his arm across his
forehead, brushing a wayward lock of black hair out of his eyes. In
the brief respite afforded him by the felling of his most recent
opponent, this one a much-hated Apex, Jarrod scanned the strange
area, taking quick stock.

It was the most bizarre dimension Jarrod had
ever had the dizzying misfortune to step into. But given that it
was an encapsulated pocket of space and time developed by and for
the chaos god himself, that wasn’t surprising. It was just
uncomfortable.

The area itself was more or less designed as
a room, albeit a very large and empty room with no discernible
walls and columns running through it. It appeared a little like a
much larger version of the Parthenon or the Temple of Hephaestus in
that respect. If anyone had taken a photograph of the enormous room
with a camera set at a fast shutter speed, the room would have
appeared utterly normal, if not overwhelmingly large.

However, it wasn’t in its
construction that the room was strange; it was in the highly
unsettling effect of its colors, and in the way that it
moved.

The ceiling was composed of fog. That was
the only way he could have described it. And that’s essentially
what it was, because it was out of this “fog” that the
monstrosities attacking him and the others had appeared and
continued to do so. The room’s columns were simple enough, an
off-white of plain marble. But he could swear they were moving. He
would pass one, count on its being there for a specific tactic or
on it not being there when he was backing up, only to find that it
had shifted over several feet. Most unsettling of all however was
the floor.

It was Vantablack, or rather the
chaos-god-magically-created equivalent to the blacker-than-black
man-made substance. Vantablack was a material that absorbed nearly
all light, essentially rendering three-dimensional figures into
two-dimensional shapes. And that’s what the floor beneath Jarrod’s
feet was doing. To his perception, it wasn’t so much a floor as it
was an endless drop into the vast cosmos of space.

More than a few times in the last few
minutes, Jarrod had experienced the stomach-rising sensation that
he was falling, even though he could still feel the solidness of
the floor pressing against the soles of his shoes. It was
disorienting, which was obviously the point.

And he hated it.

After Antares Mace
absconded with Annaleia Faith on Sixth, Jarrod and Cain had…
talked. Okay,
Jarrod had talked. At
least at first. He was pretty sure he didn’t have a choice. But
then he’d actually listened, because as luck would have
it, Cain for some reason felt it was important that Jarrod be
filled in on what was transpiring.

Thank the gods.

It was during that discussion that he
learned of Randall Price’s designs on Annaleia – and of the
grotesque serial killings. Jarrod became emotionally torn. On the
one hand, if Anna was with the dragon, she was probably a lot safer
from Price. On the other hand, if she was with the dragon, she was
with the dragon.

And she also wasn’t with Jarrod.

In the end, Jarrod offered his assistance.
He would help however he possibly could. He wanted to keep Annaleia
safe, obviously. But he also couldn’t help wondering whether his
vision had anything to do with those killings. Cain was
surprisingly not surprised that Jarrod wanted to help. And the
Nightmare Warlock wasn’t sure what to make of that.

Didn’t Cain know about Jarrod’s reputation?
Wasn’t the whole world convinced that Sterling was nothing but a
rake, a thief, and a single supernatural being with the power of
three and therefore far too dangerous to be trusted?

Because if he did, he sure didn’t show it.
Instead, the Monsters clan head patted Jarrod on the back – hard –
and immediately got to work with the others on formulating a
plan.

Jarrod remained involved in
all of it, again not only to help Anna, but because of that vision.
It had been so very strange – as strange as the damn room he was currently
fighting in. It was the only vision he’d ever had in which he could
not see the victim’s face. He just couldn’t. He could hear people in
distress, and he could feel a pain in his chest as if he were
desperately hurting, aching. Everything about it was so
real.

He simply could not tell who it was that was
lying on the floor, dying. That part was a blur.

Jarrod smirked looking back
on it now as he sidestepped an enormous tentacle meant to smash him
against the blacker-than-black floor. He didn’t fail to recognize
the irony of that vision… considering the obscuring spell he’d
placed on Annaleia Faith and her memory of Antares Mace. Jarrod
supposed it was even providence. He deserved to not be able to see that
face. He was man enough to admit it.

It didn’t look as though he
would be capable of garnering the ability to resurrect from
Annaleia this time around, and perhaps never again if Mace had his
way. And in the absence of that, Jarrod wasn’t sure what the hell
he was going to do when time ran out and the vision came to
fruition. He only prayed that by staying with the wardens, and Cain
in particular, he would find himself with some sort of an advantage
when it did. By surrounding himself with so much power and so many
different mortals and non-mortals, he hoped that he’d be enough in
the thick of it that an alternative option would eventually arise.
It was frankly his only hope.

Jarrod was getting to his feet after jumping
and rolling over yet another Dweller arm when something hit him
from behind, spreading a crackling heat across his back. He
stumbled forward and struggled to stay standing when he found the
support beam he was going to brace himself against was no longer
where it should have been.

He managed to find his
footing anyway, and when he did he had to duck and spin to keep
from getting hit with another bolt of whatever it was that had hit
him. He came around and stood to face off against his attacker,
only to find he was facing off with – himself.

The second Jarrod Sterling smiled broadly at
him and waved.

“Oh bloody fantastic,” he
muttered. He wanted to roll his eyes, that was how
over it he felt about
this fight. It had been short minutes and already the goddamn floor
was making him feel queasy, and now he had to go head to head with
a fucking Terror. Lovely, he thought. This day just keeps getting better.

He took a deep breath and tried with all his
might to think of what he would do next in this situation and then
do something completely different. It was the only way to defeat
the doppelganger-like Terror in battle. But he was starting to feel
something else in this battle too, something besides the queasiness
and building anger. It was time pressing in on him.

Jarrod had been with Lily Kane when this
shit had all gone sideways. He’d helped reinforce the safehouse for
Anna’s planned arrival, and Cain had assigned him among those who
would remain at the house to protect her if there was trouble.
Everyone was pretty sure there would be trouble, so Jarrod hadn’t
been assigned alone. He was one of twelve mages at the safehouse,
along with a dozen werewolves and a few of the actual kings and
queens. Annaleia’s ability to resurrect was highly valued, and that
lineup pretty much proved as much.

But the time that had been set for Anna’s
arrival came and went. And Annaleia was nowhere in sight. Sterling
immediately knew something had gone very, very wrong. He and a few
others, chosen beforehand for just such an eventuality, opened an
instant portal working together. It took several of them casting as
one to do so through the strength of the wards placed over the
house.

Inside the portal, they prepared to pop back
out at the Monsters territory garage and then re-direct with a
location spell on Cain. Which they did. But when they traversed the
second transport and popped back out a second time, they found
themselves stepping into a scene of utter madness.

This one. His least favorite place in the world now.

Jarrod had only been here a few minutes, but
already he was sensing that he needed to keep going. Move on.
Follow Cain like he’d been instructed. It was as if he were being
summoned.

He didn’t hear any voices
in his head, nor did he hear anyone actually calling out to him
amidst the turmoil of his battling companions and this twisted
room. It was more like he’d been swimming in the sea and had
accidentally swallowed a worm with a hook on it and digested it.
And now the fisherman was pulling on the line. Something deep
inside Jarrod felt a tug.

He needed to get out of
there while he could still trace the last transport spell cast from
the room. Cain’s transport.

Right after he and the others had arrived in
the chaos god’s makeshift dimension, Jarrod had witnessed several
of the Monsters clan, along with combat specialists and detector
members of various other clans, stepping into yet another portal.
Right away, he knew what they were doing. Their speed and urgency
told him at once that Victor Maze was no longer here.

They’d managed to do the impossible – they’d
pinned the god of mayhem down by working together and detecting the
source of his magic. But he’d remained one step ahead of them with
some other plan, and the bastard had transported away one last
time. Cain and the others simply could not afford to lose his
trail.

He watched them heading out, the detectors
moving into the swirling tunnel first, followed by the fighters and
finally Cain. But before he stepped in, the Monsters clan leader
actually turned and locked eyes with Jarrod from across the
room.

In all that disorder and
confusion, the man had still
known Jarrod was there, and if his expression
said anything, he knew why. He knew Annaleia had never shown up at
the safehouse. He knew she’d been taken. He knew that part of the
plan had failed. He didn’t even seem surprised.

Mace has gone after
her, Cain said, speaking in Jarrod’s
mind.

Jarrod’s eyes widened, but
even then he wasn’t sure he was really all that surprised that Cain
could so easily enter his thoughts.

You need to be right behind
me, Sterling, Cain then told him.
She needs you to be right behind me.

And then Cain had stepped
into the transport before it slammed shut behind him, sending the
sound of thunder through the space like a bomb. Right after which, Jarrod had been
sent flying into the nearest support column by the brutal attack of
one of Maze’s chaos minions. Right away, Jarrod had been forced to
switch tactics and engage or be slaughtered.

The transport spell hardly ever gave off
thunder any longer; magic users had learned to muffle the sound
with other magic when they cast it. But here in this dimension,
magic was haywire. He had to improvise wildly in order to stay on
his feet. Mere minutes had passed since he’d stepped onto the
space-black floor, yet it felt like a year-long run through the
gauntlet.

But short minutes or not,
this had now officially gone on too long. He needed to get away from this fight,
let the others handle it, and trace Cain’s location.

Cain’s final words to him echoed in his
head.

She needs you….

And with that thought in mind, Jarrod
Sterling took a deep breath and experienced an epiphany. As his
evil twin faced off with him, Jarrod simply stood up straight,
brushed off his clothing, straightened out his collar, and spun on
his heel to turn away from the Terror.

It worked. Of all the
attacks he could have utilized and all the defenses he could have
launched – simply walking way and not battling himself was something
the Terror had not expected. Its perplexed uncertainty afforded
Jarrod the few precious seconds he needed to put distance between
himself and his twin. And when one of the support columns nearby
conveniently slid over to end up between the two of them, Jarrod
thanked his lucky stars and all the fates. Now there was
space and a
barrier separating them.

The Nightmare Warlock broke into a run
toward the place he’d seen Cain leave from, and as he did he spoke
the words of a tracing spell, weaving them together with tried and
true transport magic. Ahead of him, a hole tore open the chaos
dimension, its edges swirling and crackling with physics-defying
magic.

Jarrod Sterling sprinted right up to that
hole and jumped in.


Chapter Forty – The Monsters territory
garage, Austin Texas

Once Magnus had told her he was going to at
least take her discomfort away, Annaleia began to feel much better.
He hadn’t healed her, but her wounds no longer hurt and she wasn’t
thirsty. Now she just felt peaceful.

It afforded her the luxury of thinking
clearly, which is what she did as the transport bent time and space
around them on its way to their destination.

She’d never been in
transports that lasted so long. When she’d first learned the spell,
she’d learned it was really more like a flash, a brief and blurred
passage through something indistinct, and then pop – she’d be where she wanted to
go. But these last few transports had taken eons comparatively
speaking. The magic they had to meld through in order to safely
carry their passengers from point A to point B was immense. And the
spell had been changed drastically to allow the easy transport of
more than one person.

That was something that didn’t used to
happen too. Transport spells used to be single-use only. Two people
if the caster was extremely powerful and practiced. But now? They
were carrying small armies here and there.

No wonder they were taking so long.

Wonder…

Annaleia stared up at Ares’
profile from where he still held her in his arms, refusing to let
her down. And she actually did
wonder. She took in the strong line of his jaw,
the rakish stubble, the curl of his black hair against the collar
of his jacket. She rested her cheek against his chest and inhaled
the scent of leather and motorcycles and darkness. She saw his dark
eyes spellbinding and already glowing and focused on the portal’s
edge. She listened to the absolute silence amongst the powerful men
around her, punctuated only by the crackling energy of the
transport tunnel.

And she knew. She knew there was something
Ares wasn’t telling her.

She turned her head and angled it so she
could get a better look at her sentinel where he stood beside Ares.
She caught him in profile too. His attention also seemed to be
focused on what lay ahead.

What is it?
she thought, returning her attention to
Ares.

But then she noticed something. She’d gotten
to know him so well while they were in school together. It had been
long ago, another lifetime. But some memories never seemed to fade.
And this was one of them.

There was a certain
look Antares got
sometimes, when he was filled with a kind of insecurity or
hesitation. It was the opposite of confidence, which was why she
took note of it. Confident was the face he normally wore. So it
really stood out to her when he was uncertain. She’d caught it here and
there, such as the time he’d given her a gift for no reason. It
wasn’t her birthday or a holiday. He’d just wanted to get her
something.

Those were the only kinds of gifts Annaleia
really liked. To her, they were the spur-of-the-moment signs of
affection that meant someone was truly thinking about you. Whereas,
receiving a present on specific day such as a birthday or
anniversary or Christmas meant people were thinking about a date,
not about you.

Ironically, it was that
gift that had led to the single scar on Anna’s body that she would
not want to lose if she had the chance to rid herself of them
all. That one,
she’d sustained falling off a skateboard. Ares had been so
overwhelmed with guilt, berating himself for giving her the board,
vehemently regretting the decision as he patched her up. But that
first board was the start of something for Annaleia. She’d been
given a decidedly unacceptable gift for a young lady in the late
sixties and that alone made her love it more than anything she’d ever been given.
The fact that it came from Ares was gravy. And after that fall,
she’d stubbornly ignored his pleas, and she’d gotten right back on
again.

She’d learned to ride pretty much everything
from then on out, including waves.

But the whole day before he’d given her the
board – wrapped up in purple wrapping paper with a gorgeous satin
lavender bow – he’d behaved differently. She could tell he was
trying hard to hide it, but she’d always been able to read him.

She remembered how he’d moved his hands
pretty much non-stop. She remembered his half-hearted attempt at
aloofness. She recalled the distracted manner in which he would
clench his jaw and run his hand through his hair or simply shove
both hands into his pockets and start pacing. Most of all, she
remembered how focused he became.

His gaze would slide to nothing in
particular and he would grow quiet, as if he were mulling over
every single possible outcome to something and planning out how he
would deal with each one.

Ares had that focus again now as he stared
at the end of the portal. And it hit her. He was uncertain. He
didn’t know what was waiting for them at the transport’s end any
more than she did.

That was the thing he wasn’t telling her. He wasn’t telling her
that there was something unknown, something potentially dangerous
or frightening waiting for them. When there wasn’t supposed to be
anything but friends who had defeated the chaos god or at least
temporarily trapped him.

“What happened, Ares?” she
asked him softly.

He looked down at her, and that uncertain
expression became tinged with frustration. He shook his head. “I
don’t know.” Now he looked apologetic. “Cain won’t tell me.”

Anna closed her eyes and rested her head
back against his jacket. “He’s a tool,” she whispered.

The guys behind them laughed softly. Ares
said, “Yes. Yes he is.”

The portal began to open. Magnus nodded at
Ares and stepped in front of them, determined to be the first one
out just in case. But as soon as he entered the garage, he came to
an almost immediate stop. Anna stared at his broad back as he
turned to glance over his shoulder at Ares first, and then
Annaleia. His eyes held hers.

She said, “Ares, put me down.”

This time, he complied, slowly lowering her
to her feet. She got her boots under her and he steadied her while
Magnus moved further into the room so the others could exit the
portal. Dante, Rafe, and Nate moved out around them. Anna heard the
portal zap shut, but as was customary now, it lacked the
lightning-crash thunder that used to accompany transports. Most
people had learned how to incorporate spells that negated the noise
of space closing back up again when they cast it. Magic had come a
long way in a short period of time, relatively speaking.

Anna followed Magnus and
Ares into the garage, her eyes scanning the room and everything in
it. It was quiet. She knew there were people there; she could feel
as well as hear the rustling of their clothing, mostly leather.
Which she could also smell. She could smell engine oil too. The
walls were lined with bikes. She’d wager the vehicles in that room
were worth millions put together. Maybe more. This room was Ares to
a fault – leather, engines, treasure.

This was the Monsters clan territory,
reserved for their use when they were in Austin. And she knew they
were all there. She could feel every one of them in that room now.
It was a powerful sensation to have all thirteen of the Monsters
wardens in one location. Her skin buzzed with the effects of their
combined power. It was almost too much, like becoming a little
tipsy. Or high.

But… no one was talking.

And that was terrifying enough to waylay any
inebriating effects they would have otherwise had on her.

There were others there as well. A few men
and women who didn’t wear the Monsters clan jacket but had airs
about them, of wisdom and experience – the sovereigns. And then
there were other wardens there as well, from clans across the
country and even the world. They weren’t talking either. And
everyone was looking at her.

When they’d gone half-way into the room and
the others there had parted for them like a biblical sea, Ares and
Magnus finally separated as well, stepping to the side to allow her
to see what would turn out to be the first of two hard truths she
would face that night.

Annaleia wasn’t sure what she was seeing at
first. Her eyes moved over the scene in front of her, making their
human eye mathematical retina-cornea assessment of what was there.
But it wasn’t registering. It was true what they said about the
brain needing a little longer to process something it didn’t want
to see.

And then when her brain did process it, she
didn’t believe it.

She closed her eyes, absolutely positive
that the two women lying dead on the cement ground were not the two
women she thought they were but two other people entirely. She was
sure her eyes would now confirm that for her. They’d been playing
tricks on her, that was all. She was tired and she was scared and
she did have an excellent imagination.

But when she re-opened her eyes, something
like dry ice, both hot and cold, but heavy like a black hole,
grabbed hold of her body somewhere around her chest and began to
pull on her. It squeezed and dragged. Her eyes moved over the scene
completely of their own accord. She had no control over them now.
She was being simultaneously smothered and burned in frozen carbon
dioxide. Or maybe drowned in liquid nitrogen.

The eyes she’d completely lost control of
slid from one body to the other, and then to the bedraggled, dirty
young woman who sat curled in a ball, rocking back and forth and
whimpering a few feet away. Her body was covered in copious amounts
of blood.

Their
blood, her brain told her.
It’s their blood.

She couldn’t have told anyone what her body
was doing after that. All she knew was a ringing in her ears and
the distant, muffled sound of Cain’s voice.

“She wouldn’t do it, no
matter how he threatened her,” he was saying. “So Maze grabbed her
knife hand and used it to kill them himself.” He paused, perhaps
out of some sense of propriety. She couldn’t have said. Ringing.
Faint voice. Nothing else.

“Forcing her to have any
part in this at all was traumatizing enough to her that it fed him
the energy he needed to disappear. This time without a
trace.”

Anna was moving again, this time moving
forward like a puppet on a string. She watched herself as if from a
distance or in a dream, vaguely and bordering on numb as she
stopped directly between the two bodies.

And then, quite suddenly, she was dropping
to her knees – and her mind chose that unfortunate moment to
boomerang back into itself, fully immersing the entirety of her in
the first horrible, horrible truth of what had transpired.

“No,” she said quietly. The
word was so quiet, the whisper was a ghost’s plea, desperate but
trapped in a world of its own.

They’d made her believe this wouldn’t
happen. They’d never come out and said it, they hadn’t made any
promises, but Anna realized then that she hadn’t truly thought, not
for one tangible instant, that this might actually come to pass.
She’d entertained the concept in random passing, experiencing brief
segments of anxiety over the idea. But in the end, Annaleia had
fully trusted that all the wardens and all the sovereigns and all
the fantastically powerful people around her would be able to keep
her friends safe.

And not let them come to harm.

Anna saw her hands reaching out, one on
either side, and felt her fingers slid over the unmoving, slightly
cooler hands of her best friends. These were the two, the only two
humans on Earth, that she’d loved and trusted enough to share her
secret with. She’d let them into that part of her life knowing they
wouldn’t run. They wouldn’t get scared and they wouldn’t judge.
They would understand.

A person can search the world over for a
friend like that and never find one. Lots and lots of people did.
They lived their days by interactions with acquaintances, nothing
more. And they died with obligatory funeral attendees as the only
people who saw them lowered into the ground.

Annaleia Faith had been
lucky enough to find not one, but two. They’d promised her they
would always have her back. She could hear Piper speaking in her
head right now… “We got your six, babe.” And Carmen… “Yeah. Me and
the cringa here
got your back, bruja. You count on it.”

“I didn’t have yours
though.”

Annaleia lowered her arms and closed her
eyes and like a condemned prisoner who’d reached the end of the
green carpet, she faced the second of the hard truths that had been
thrust upon her.

She could save one of them. She could bring
one of them back. But only one.

She had to choose.

She barely heard herself
speak this time when her somewhat splintered spirit finally
whispered, “Not again.”

 


 



Chapter Forty-one – Austin Texas

When Jarrod exited the
portal in an alley outside the garage he knew belonged to the
Monsters, he was met with a familiar feeling, one that made his
chest feel tight. This is
it, he thought. Whatever it was, whatever
was going to happen, it was happening now. His vision was coming
true.

He was going to lose someone he cared
about.

As he ran into the building
and up the concrete stairs, preparing the pass code that would
allow him into the otherwise invisible and warded level of the
garage… he knew.
He knew who it was he was going to lose.

On a deeper level of his consciousness, in a
place he hadn’t wanted to acknowledge was even there, he knew that
he’d known all along. He’d tried so hard to ignore it, act against
it, take measures to prevent it. But one way or another, his
goddamn visions always came true.

So he’d done the only thing he could think
of that might make it right again. It was his only option left. And
when Antares Mace and the Monsters had shown up on Sixth and Jarrod
had realized that his last best hope wasn’t going to happen, he’d
tried with every fiber of his being to take it in stride.

He’d remained calm. He’d stayed on the
sidelines. He’d been a fucking team player and distracted himself
with plans and chaos gods and enigmatic clan leaders who could get
inside his head. He’d been good, damn it. He’d never gone full
incubus or caused anyone to live their worst fears or used the
darkest of his dark magic spells, the ones he kept quiet about, the
ones he had no idea why he’d ever learned.

All the while, Jarrod had
steadfastly maintained some sort of stupid, worthless hope that
there was still the slightest chance everything would be okay. It
was pigheaded, really. Deep down, he knew that too. Yet, that was
exactly what he did even now as he took the stairs two at a time
and spoke the words of the entry spell that made the new level
appear before him, stretching out the levels above and below as if
he were Harry Potter about to catch a train at platform nine and
three-quarters.

Except it wasn’t a platform
but a garage level, and it wasn’t a train but probably more like a
motorcycle. And if anything, Jarrod was a Malfoy, not a Potter.

He transitioned through the barrier as if
getting an electricity bath like Nicola Tesla. And as he stepped
out the other side, he slowed, taking in his surroundings with a
now fulfilled sense of dread. It was the exact same scene from his
vision; a large group of people, mostly in black, were gathered
closely together. At their center was something important,
something that bowed their collective heads and silenced their
lips.

Sterling found himself walking forward. His
feet now moved as if he were in that vision, in that dream, drawing
closer to the ruinous subject of his personal prophecy with each
step. As he moved, the sea of faceless onlookers parted for him.
Did they know he was meant to be there? Could they sense that fate
would have him look upon that final image? Is that why they stepped
aside until at last, he’d waged his way to the center and was
steeling himself to his core.

Before him lie
two dead bodies, not one.
Jarrod blinked, at once confused. He vaguely recognized these
women, but they were certainly not vital to him.

The woman
between them was
important to him. However, she was very much alive.

She was injured and had been bandaged. But
she was alive.

Across from Jarrod stood
Mace, Cain, and a few of the Monsters clan members Jarrod
recognized from earlier. There was also a man there who was very
obviously a sentinel. They had a look about them of perfect
proportionality, a kind of attractiveness that was classical, like
the subject of an Italian renaissance painting. By the way the
sentinel couldn’t take his eyes off Annaleia, Jarrod imagined he
was her sentinel.

But why was he there?

“Anna….”

Annaleia startled where she sat on her knees
between the bodies, each of her hands grasping ineffectively onto
one of theirs. Slowly, she straightened, turning to look at him
over her shoulder.

Oh no, he realized when he saw the look in her
eyes. Oh no, it’s this again.

And there it was.

This was the reason he was there, the reason he’d had the vision.
It had to be. This right here was the reason the wardens and
sovereigns had parted and allowed him through. It was because they
knew he’d been there that night fifty years ago. The night she’d
had to make a choice like this one.

Annaleia Faith was being forced to make the
decision she hated more than anything in the world. Circumstance
had thrust upon her the same one she’d faced fifty years ago, the
night she became Withered.

Jarrod had been there that night.

She’d been faced with so much that fateful
day. It hadn’t been a simple matter for her to give herself up to
him. It had meant so much more to her than casual sex. She’d had to
come to grips with dying, coming back to life, seeing her family
dead – saving them. And then Jarrod had… he had taken her to his
bed, this tiny figure filled with so much turmoil and so many
choices. It seemed so callous now. He’d been desperate and time had
been short, but despite the anima, the life he’d seen in her even
then, Anna was so much more.

That day long ago, she’d known she was going
to have to leave her town, her school, everything she had ever
known, and worse – her best friend. Surrendering herself to Jarrod
had meant one more compromise she had to make, another piece of
herself she was being forced to lose. So much, so fast.

Why hadn’t he seen that at the time? Why
now, when it was far too late?

And he hadn’t stopped there with her five
decades ago. Her day hadn’t even been over yet. Jarrod had known
there was one more gruesome, trying task ahead, one he desperately
hoped she would perform with him. When she agreed to accompany him
to the warden battle aftermath that night, he’d been thanking his
lucky stars that she was the selfless person she was. That she
could help him save at least one more life.

But now… as their eyes met over the space
filled with all of those memories and all of his dawning
epiphanies, he felt just the opposite. This wasn’t something to
thank the stars for. It wasn’t good fortune that she’d become a
resurrecting angel, scarred by the souls she’d pulled from the
abyss one after another. Because who she was and what she was
willing to do was what had brought her right here, right now, to
this place of unpleasant choices. It meant that she was required to
suffer, kneeling between two people she’d loved and lost solely
because of what she had become the same day she slept with Jarrod
Sterling.

If he could only take it all away from her.
So she would never have to face this choice again.

Jarrod watched more tears slip free from the
lavender pools of his friend’s eyes. “Not again,” he found himself
whispering, not even meaning to say it out loud. “Never again.”

But she heard him. They all did.

Annaleia’s grip on her friend’s hands
visibly tightened. He watched as something strong moved through
her, something fate-changingly important.

And then the woman who had surprised him so
much fifty years ago surprised Jarrod once again.

Her body went completely
still, her muscles flexing. Her gaze hardened, lavender to
amethyst. Her chin lowered, and her teeth clenched. She looked
straight at him, through
him even, and he absolutely knew in that moment
that everything had changed.

She shook her head, just
once. Very softly she said, “No. Not
again. Never
again.”

With an incredible burst of speed, Anna spun
back around and released the limp hands she’d been fruitlessly
holding. She then pressed her own hands to the women’s chests
instead.

There was the briefest flash of movement as
Antares must have used dragon speed to attempt to reach down and
stop Annaleia, perhaps trying to grab hold of her, pull her away
from her friends – anything. But she was determined, and after that
everything happened in what felt like a single blurred
heartbeat.

As power instantly flooded her palms and
spread with unprecedented, mindboggling speed to fully engulf the
deceased forms of both of her friends, Annaleia Faith threw back
her head and screamed.

Jarrod at once recognized what she was
trying to do, and he knew the attempt would destroy her. She was
going to try to resurrect them both.

But there was no time to try to stop her.
Jarrod had never seen anything like it; it was a like a dam
breaking, a supernova brightening of which Anna was at the
epicenter. The light cast everyone in flash photography black
outlines and blinded Jarrod before it developed into a sudden burst
of energy solid and strong enough to slam into the people around
her like a shockwave.

Jarrod felt the impact as if someone had
struck him in the chest with a wrecking ball; he flew backward
through the garage, and he wasn’t alone. In the sidelines of his
inflight trip, he witnessed the other wardens in the room equally
airborne. He barely had time to register the phenomenon before he
was slamming into the garage’s far wall, the impact rattling his
teeth.

He slid to the floor, somehow managing to
keep his feet beneath him. Then he bent at the waist and braced his
arms against his knees, closing his eyes in an attempt to remove
the stars that swam in his vision. It wasn’t the impact with the
wall that had him out of sorts, it was the impact of Annaleia’s
magic. He wasn’t sure he’d ever felt anything so potent.

No,
he thought again, looking up toward the center of the garage
through the wayward locks of his black hair. No, Annaleia, what have you done? With dread mounting once more in his heart and climbing his
throat, Jarrod remained where he was and watched.

Annaleia was bent between the bodies of her
fallen friends. The light she’d filled their bodies with was still
there; they were glowing as if they’d been irradiated.

Above her and around a foot away stood Cain,
either unaffected by her blast or faster to recover than Jarrod.
Beside Cain was Mace, whom Jarrod could see had been frantic in his
race to get back to her. Beside Mace was the sentinel, who would
not have been affected by her magic at all because he could not be
harmed by anything a warden did.

However, if the sentinel’s expression had
been concerned before the blast, it was now pale and distraught.
When Mace dropped beside Annaleia’s silent, unmoving figure, the
sentinel stepped over one of her friends to kneel on her other
side.

Anna made a soft sound, one that made
Jarrod’s insides twist. Mace managed to catch her just as she
slumped forward, unconscious.

No,
he thought. Oh my God. This was it all along. No, no,
no. This was really it.

The faceless one in his vision really was
her.


Chapter Forty-two – Monsters territory
garage, Austin Texas

Ares held Annaleia’s body hard against his
and gave her a small shake. She was still breathing, but she was
extremely unresponsive and limp in his arms, and he was worried.
She wasn’t supposed to use that much magic at once. He may have
only found her a few days ago after fifty years of being apart, but
he’d already at least learned that much about her ability. One
resurrection, then rest. Never twice at the same time.

“Leia, come on baby, wake
up. Look at me, Leia.” When she didn’t do either, he turned to her
sentinel. “Magnus, can you heal –”

But before he could finish the request, the
light that had infused Annaleia’s friends died down suddenly,
drawing his attention. He watched it dissipate entirely, revealing
throats that were once more whole and unbroken. The women began to
stir.

One of them frowned to herself, eyes still
shut, as if she were confused about the cold, hard cement
underneath her or the what were sure to be disjointed memories.
After which she slowly rolled onto her side, propped herself up on
one arm, and opened her eyes. But when she did, she was met with
the sight of a small army of wardens, a few sovereigns, and the
Monsters. So she froze in what was no doubt abject fear.

Her formerly unconscious companion did the
opposite of her friend and opened her eyes first, remaining
motionless as she blinked up at the garage’s ceiling.

Mace’s eyes skirted from
one of them to the other while he gently rocked Annaleia, his hand
in her hair. She did it,
he thought. She was told she couldn’t do it, so
of course she eventually did. That’s my
girl.

The second young woman winced a little and
tried to sit up. One of the wardens immediately came forward to
offer her a hand, very much taking her by surprise. She startled,
and stared up at him. Then her gaze slipped to the people behind
him before her eyes simply began scanning the entirety of her
surroundings, and she too froze in fear.

“Anna?” the first woman
asked. She had turned around at the sound of movement behind her,
where she found Annaleia in Ares’ arms.

The second woman turned around at the sound
of her friend’s voice. “Carmen!” The woman cried. “What the hell
happ –” But she fell quiet as well when she saw Annaleia.

Mace began to try to prepare himself to talk
with them, to tell them what she’d done, what she’d bravely done,
when he realized he felt something wet beneath his hands.

“Oh my God, Anna… what the
hell is that?” Piper asked, her face going sheet white. She was
staring at Anna’s back.

Ares experienced a cold tingling of dread in
his throat and at the base of his spine. His ears began to ring.
Had they ever done that before? They were doing it now, a buzzing
sound like an electric wire that hadn’t been buried deep enough
while the meter was just spinning and spinning.

He pulled back just enough to look down at
Annaleia. His guts turned to lead, his hearts slowing, nearly
stopping, in tandem.

Across the legs of her jeans and the sleeves
and chest of her sweater, small red marks were forming. They began
as pinpricks of scarlet, darkened into garnet, and lengthened from
a single point to a line. Ares knew this was happening to her back
too; that’s why his hand had been wet. His guess was confirmed when
he glanced at his palm to find line-like smudges of precious
red.

His gaze slid back to her sweater. The red
lines across the cashmere were deepening in breadth and growing in
length. “Leia, what’s happening?” He tried so hard to stay calm, at
least outwardly. For her. But there was a screaming inside him, and
it was maniacal.

Annaleia opened her eyes at last and met
his. “I’m… I’m sorry, Ares,” she whispered. She winced, hissing as
a few more red lines showed up across her jeans. He could see pain
reflected in her beautiful eyes. So much pain. “I just couldn’t do
it again.”

Absolute panic gripped Ares. “Magnus! What
the hell is happening to her?” he demanded as he took hold of
Annaleia’s arms and pushed up her sleeves. He knew what he would
find when he did. And he was horrified, but not surprised, to find
that his instinct was right.

Her scars were opening up
again. All of them, as if they had never healed in the first place.
Every last one of the wounds that had appeared but immediately
closed and scarred when she had resurrected someone was now
un-healing, peeling apart
and turning back time to bleed pain and injury throughout her
entire body.

“Annaleia, I need to heal
you,” said Magnus. He took her from Ares’ arms, and her sleeve
slipped back down. Ares was grateful for that small thing. By now,
her clothing was turning a uniform shade of red. Knowing it was her
blood was…. And knowing it was her
and not just anyone, knowing it was the
single most important person in his
existence… had the most unpleasant effect
on Ares.

But Magnus seemed to have no pity on him as
far as the clothes were concerned, because as soon as he had
maneuvered her so that she was laying down where she’d been
kneeling earlier, he slid the sleeves of both arms back up,
exposing the cuts that painted a martyred picture across her
body.

Part of Ares wanted to separate from the
rest of him, move away and protect itself by simply not believing.
The rest of him was steadily growing sick. From the greenish pallor
of her resurrected friends as they watched her undergo such a
horrid and fast transformation, they were feeling it too. Even the
warden crowd was affected. It was no different for them than coming
upon one of Randall Price’s murder victims – but while she was
still alive and bleeding.

Except this was worse. The wide eyes, tiny
pupils, and hushed, disturbed whispers of some of the more hardened
people in the garage gave away their true emotional involvement.
This was not just any woman, it was a warden. And this was the
warden who could resurrect.

They were watching the destruction of an
angel.

Why wasn’t the sentinel
moving faster? How
could the bastard stay so calm? Fucking
heal her, damn it! But Magnus ignored the
obvious frantic waves coming off Ares. He moved with gentle
deliberation, remaining calm in the face of disaster – which was
what you wanted from a guardian. But right now, it was driving Ares
slightly mad.

Magnus leaned down and cupped Annaleia’s
cheek, peering into her eyes as if she were the only person in the
world of any import to him.

Which she was. Ares knew
that. Heal her now. Ares gritted his teeth, bit back a growl, and felt time
scrape along his nerve endings like a cheese grater. It was
excruciating.

“Hang in there, Anna,”
Magnus told her with a reassuring smile, as the same kind of white
light that Anna had created earlier finally began to emanate from
beneath Magnus’ palm. Annaleia immediately closed her eyes, and her
breathing slowed. Ares could hear her heartbeat settle down
too.

Ares had once read that the
best feeling in the world was not sex or an orgasm or winning a
lottery or even being praised for good work. The best feeling in
the world was when the pain stopped. It was when suffering was
taken away from you. The quote was something like,
There is no greater pleasure than the cessation of
pain. Yes, that was it. Leave it to him to
remember it word-for-word in the most dire of times.

But as Annaleia’s bleeding
wounds stopped bleeding and steadily commenced sealing up again, Ares was
betting she would agree with that pain-pleasure assessment right
about now too. Thank the
gods, he thought. Thank the gods that Magnus waited.

Ares looked over his
shoulder to find Rafael and Dante standing together not far away.
He met Rafe’s gaze and thought, So this is
what you meant when you stopped Magnus. You knew he needed to be
here for this.

Rafael couldn’t read minds, but Ares knew
the Gemini dragon wouldn’t need that ability to know what Ares was
thinking and to be able to tell that Ares was grateful. Rafe nodded
at Ares and Ares returned the gesture, hoping against hope that in
that one signal, Rafael would understand just how indebted Ares
was.

He returned his attention to Annaleia, who
continued to heal before his eyes. As he bore witness to the
miracle that was her sentinel, he did not fail to grasp that this
was yet another person he had likely misjudged. Clearly you could
be both beautiful and very good at your job. Ares vowed to try his
damnedest to be a little nicer to them from now on. If nothing
else, it would win him brownie points with Leia.

But as Ares was thinking all this through,
he found himself leaning further over Annaleia in something between
puzzlement and wonder. With an unwitting tenderness that he felt to
his core, Ares’ fingertips grazed over the places on her arm where
the cuts had once been. Even the blood that had stained her skin
and clothing began to dispel beneath his watchful gaze. The smell
of iron in the room grew ever fainter, dissipating along with the
blood.

Under Ares’ fingertips, the few remaining
lacerations on Anna’s arms grew smaller and thinner. Little by
little they waned until they at last disappeared altogether, each
one followed closely by the blood it had shed.

When Magnus finished, he allowed himself a
relieved expression and lowered his hand. Out of sheer curiosity,
Ares lifted the edge of Annaleia’s sweater and stared at her
freshly healed body in wonder. There were no wounds there either.
There was no blood in sight.

But most astoundingly of
all - there were no scars.




Chapter Forty-three – Garage, parking lot,
Austin Texas

“Holy hell,” someone said.
“Even the scars?”

“It looks that way,”
someone else answered.

Anna tried to open her eyes but didn’t quite
make it.

“But why? How did this
happen? You’ve healed her before, right?” That was a third
person.

“Yes.” That was
Magnus.

“And her scars remained
afterward?” That was someone she didn’t recognize.

“Yes.” Magnus
again.

She tried again to pry her eyes open. It was
weirdly hard this time around, almost as if it were the first time
she was opening them in her life.

“She’s coming
around.”

Now, that voice, she definitely knew. He
was close, somewhere just above her. It was the dragon…
her dragon.
He still hasn’t shown me that, she thought randomly. He got to see
me use my ability. I want to see the dragon.

With great effort, she finally managed to
peel her eyelids fully apart, her vision clearing to a pair of
cosmic eyes she could forever fall into. “There she is,” he
whispered as if he spoke to her alone.

The boy she’d fallen in love with half a
century ago held her in his lap and against his chest. But as her
mind came more fully awake, time and place and circumstance caught
up to her and she remembered. Despite the dragon’s nearness and the
way it always messed with her head, there was one thing she
urgently needed to know.

“Did it work?” she asked,
knowing he would understand what she meant.

“Bruja, you saved us.” Anna turned her head to see Carmen and Piper
standing together to her left. “That was some crossroads deal you
made.”

Their cheeks were wet and their clothes were
a little dirty, but there was no blood. There was no horrible,
jagged rip in either of their throats.

“Holy crap,” Anna muttered.
“Help me up.”

A host of arms and hands
attempted to do exactly that. “Hey!” Ares brushed most of them
aside. “Grabby!” he admonished, only to be jostled or punched in
the arm good-naturedly. “I got
this,” he insisted as he stood and lifted her
with him.

But he wound up doing so slowly, because the
moment she had her feet beneath her, she was hit with a wave of
light-headedness. She bent a little at the waist and rode it out
while Ares supported her. It struck her as a little odd considering
that the last time Magnus had healed her, she’d been completely
fine afterward. Then again, at the time, she hadn’t tried to pull
what she’d pulled tonight.

The spell passed fast thankfully, and then
Ares was shoved aside and Anna was pulled into such a crushingly
hard hug, she had little to think about anything but breathing.

“Oh my God,
amigita, I swear I
thought that was it. I thought, ‘I’m gonna die for real this time,
and I have to go on a night when I’m sick? Throwing up has to be the last thing
I ever do in this life? How messed up is that?’ And then you
– you were,
ay Dios – just what the
hell kind of amazing shit was
that?” Carmen was both crying and laughing at the
same time. Craughing? Anna thought wildly.

But then Piper yanked her
out of Carmen’s arms in turn and squeezed her just as hard. Anna
made a slight wheezing sound that went utterly ignored by both her
friends. “Oh my God is right, Anna,” said Piper rapidly.
“Everything Carmen just said was absolutely true. She really
wouldn’t shut up about
having to die after puking. On and on about it she went. It was
embarrassing.”

“Puta! Shut the hell up!” Carmen gave Piper a hard shove to her
shoulder before she was laughing again and Piper was grinning. Anna
couldn’t help but smile too.

That faintness was back again for a moment,
rendering her slightly unsteady. But this time Piper unknowingly
held her up through it, and Anna just chalked it up to being giddy.
Immense happiness joined the store of relief inside her, a cocktail
more wonderful than the vast majority of the things she had
experienced in her life.

There were only a few moments that had ever
been happier than this. One of them had been seeing her baby
brother born. But all the rest of them had been….

Anna was slowly released by Piper so she
could get into it with Carmen again, the two now alternating
between pushing each other and hugging each other. Their shared
trauma most likely united them in a way that nothing and no one
would ever be able to break.

Anna took the chance to
look for – there.

All the rest of them had been with him.

When their eyes met, it was
the same. It felt the same now as it had all those years ago. He
was like a port in a storm for her. Solid. Real. From day one,
from minute one,
when she’d rounded that corner to find a tall, dark fortress of
beauty standing in the middle of that white painted hall, he’d been
the enigma at the center of her world – like a god of night trapped
in human form.

But she must have been tired, because
normally she could think through her little bouts of desire.
Normally she could prioritize.

They were not alone, and what had happened
with Randall Price? And Victor Maze? Where was Magnus? She wanted
to thank him – had he vanished already?

“Ares,” she whispered,
suddenly realizing that she was looking at the ground. It was
indistinct. She was sort of losing focus. “What happened with
Price?”

“He’s been taken to a
holding facility,” he told her.

All around them, the Monsters and other
wardens were breaking up into groups of friends or acquaintances.
Some had taken drinks from the bar or the fridge and were spreading
them around. Others were reclining on the couches or settling into
the saddles of the motorcycles in the garage.

“And what about Maze?” she
asked, feeling that she needed to ask while she still could. As if
soon she wouldn’t be able to.

“Escaped,” he admitted.
“For now.”

Damn, Anna thought. “And… that girl. The one
who was here, the homeless one.” She had a vague recollection of a
woman covered in layers of clothing and grime – and blood. She’d
been the one Victor had used to… to –

“She’s safe. She was here
earlier. But the sovereigns are seeing to her now.”

Annaleia’s memory of the woman was
indistinct; the entire ordeal had been so much like a nightmare,
blurred at the edges by untold amounts of fear. But one thing she
knew solidly was that the woman Victor had used so repulsively
would be appallingly damaged after such a hideous event if she were
not taken care of. And if anyone could take care of someone like
that, it was the sovereigns and wardens.

“Good,” she said. It came
out as a whisper.

She swallowed hard and forced herself to
look around as a weird chill set into her body, cutting deep hard
and fast. She hugged herself as she took in the garage scene. It
seemed to have become an area of celebration, and Annaleia wondered
why she didn’t feel like celebrating with the others. Why suddenly
so cold and uncertain? She was after all happy, right? She’d saved
her friends. Magnus had healed her. The scars were gone. Everything
was perfect… wasn’t it?

She suddenly reached out as another spell of
light-headedness swept through her, this one much worse than the
first two. She managed to brace herself against something hard just
before her head seemed to expand and her legs trembled just a touch
beneath her weight.

She heard noises in the distance, people
bullshitting. She heard Piper talking with some guy. Then she heard
Carmen laughing. But the sensation that moved through her as the
faint feeling subsided was akin to the sense one got while watching
a movie when the twist is introduced. You could always tell it was
that time in the film because it was the moment when the characters
fully believed that everything was okay. They would be laughing and
joking, but the viewer knew better because the music had turned
dark and ominous. The tension would build because everything was
about to go pear shaped.

“Shhh, you’re trembling
Raindrop,” Ares whispered in her ear.

“Cain,” said Ares. She felt
him straighten behind her and she looked up – into the bluest eyes
she’d ever seen. The Monsters warden clan leader was standing over
her.

“How are you feeling,
Faith?” he asked gently. When he spoke to her, the entire world was
quiet for her but for his words.

She wanted to tell him she was fine, that
Magnus had been amazing, and that everything was good now. Couldn’t
he hear the laughter like she could? Surely that meant it was all
fixed and right? But as she stared up into the bluest eyes she’d
ever seen, it was the truth that came inexorably from her lips
instead. “Not so good,” she whispered honestly.

“I can imagine,” he said.
“But there’s a reason for that.” Then he glanced around. “Let’s go
somewhere and talk.”

And suddenly Annaleia,
Ares, and Cain were standing alone in the middle of a deserted
store parking lot. What the hell?
Anna thought, wondering how in the ever-loving
world he had managed to do such a thing. A wordless transport? Of
not one but three people? Without a portal?

But Cain didn’t seem to want to talk about
wordless transports, because he said simply, “We haven’t gone far.
A little privacy is simply in order.” Then he looked down at Anna’s
body as if seeing something beyond it, something no one else could
see. It was one step beyond x-ray vision. “Faith, do you remember
when you and Lily Kane had a talk about those ghost scars of
yours?”

Anna blinked at the rapid change in subject.
She felt scatter-brained and unable to focus – and then she looked
back up into Cain’s eyes, and felt promptly grounded. She
nodded.

“Do you remember what she
told you about how they got there?”

Anna recalled the words with some effort.
But when she did, she nodded about that too.

He smiled at her. “That’s good,” he said as
if he were genuinely praising her for doing well. “Then you
remember that when you revive someone, you’re marked for it not
once, but twice.”

Again she nodded – and the
slightest hint of what he was getting at winked at her from the
depths of her thoughts. Magnus, she thought.
He could only heal me once.

Now Cain’s praising smile beamed. “Ares
doesn’t deserve you, Faith,” he said out loud. But Ares didn’t
contradict him. Their eyes were on Anna. “Keep going, ” Cain
prompted.

Anna frowned, blinking. In
her head Cain said, Just remember, Faith.
When you resurrected two people at once, you opened up
all of your
scars.

Anna thought about that.
His words played over and over again in her head.
All of your scars… all of your scars… ALL of your
scars!

Oh no. Now she understood. That
was what he’d meant.

She’d not only opened up the wounds on her
physical body, she’d reopened her ghost scars, those wounds that
she’d sustained in some hard to reach place that represented the
“other person” she had become as a Withered.

Annaleia was two people, and had been ever
since she’d come back from the dead. It had been discovered that
all Withered were like this. But because she was different than the
Withered before her, when she sustained injury while reviving the
dead, the damage took hold twice. Other Withered didn’t have this
problem. But other Withered also couldn’t resurrect.

Because Magnus could only
heal one person when he came to her aid, he’d only managed to heal
one set of wounds. And now somewhere inside, in some strange place
where she was Withered and not just Annaleia, she was proverbially bleeding to
death.

“I knew you’d figure it
out,” Cain told her. He broke eye contact with her and looked over
her shoulder at something standing behind them. She and Ares turned
together to find Jarrod Sterling striding toward them in the
parking lot. “Right on time.”

As he joined them, Sterling met Anna’s gaze
and said, “You were amazing, little one.”

Anna blinked. “You saw that?”

“I did,” he told her with a
small smile. “But I’m afraid…” in his eyes flashed something deeply
painful, “this is where we part ways, Annaleia.” He looked away.
“You need to leave here with Mace, and you need to go without
delay.”

Sterling extracted something from the inner
pocket of his suit coat. It was a small black pouch with gold
thread piping. “Once the spell is activated, time will slow for you
both,” he said, looking Ares in the eyes. “Don’t ask me how this
was achieved,” he said with only a slight inflection of warning to
his deep voice. “Suffice it to say, Michael Clemens is not the only
warlock with cause to probe the less traveled halls of
legerdemain.”

He opened the pouch, pulling from it two
smaller pouches, these in the form of satin embroidered tri-fold
pockets, secured with small gold hooks. These, he displayed in his
other palm, where the gold embroidery and locks caught the light
from overhead street lamps.

“At activation, a form of
stasis will commence, encapsulating both participants. However,
this is not an identical stasis. There is a relationship duality
here, a yin-yang if you will. It will recognize one of you as the one who
initiated the spell, and therefore as the….” He trailed off and
cleared his throat, looking at the ground.

Annaleia knew damn well
what it was he didn’t want to say out loud. She knew what word he
hadn’t been able to give voice to because she knew
him. Intimately. Jarrod
was an incubus and she had slept with him.

On more than one occasion.

She knew what he preferred.
Every man around her right now was like that. Hell, every member of
the Monsters clan was like that. And most wardens in
general. Fuck, she
realized suddenly as she thought of the vast majority of the males
she worked with in a supernatural capacity. Every single one of
them was assertive. Alpha. Dominant.

She swallowed hard and looked up at Ares.
The word described him to perfection.

Jarrod continued as if they
all knew exactly what he meant. Because they did. He busied himself
by deftly opening one of the two satin pouches. “The stasis will
maintain the health and awareness of both parties until the spell
has completed, and that won’t happen until the activator decides
it’s time.” He paused here, and a very incubus smile claimed his handsome
features. “I suppose that part is a little one-sided too.” He
shrugged helplessly. “What can I say? I’m no angel.”

Then he lifted his chin and looked Ares in
the eyes. That was a powerful look right there. She knew that look
personally. “To that end, I’m sure it comes as little surprise to
you dragon, that the spell will have a few other choice effects as
well, and those aren’t any more fair.” He looked absolutely
un-apologetic when he added, “Just remember it was first and
foremost a Nightmare who refined and amplified the spell.”

Ares surprised Annaleia by not saying
anything in return. Instead, he remained stoically still, his gaze
hard and unwavering.

Sterling pulled a shimmering chain from the
small wallet pouch he’d opened. It was a fairly long chain, one
that could be placed over the head without needing to be unclasped.
At the end of the chain was a simple round, smooth pendant of a
white-gold metal. Upon the pendant was a carving. Anna squinted,
trying to get a better look at it.

But Sterling reached out, gently taking her
hand and turning it over to place the pendant directly into her
palm. He was slow to release her hand when he said, “The symbol is
a modified Vesica piscis, the circles overlapping one above the
other rather than side by side. Within that overlap, a charm has
been placed.”

She ran her finger over the lines and images
unfolded in her mind’s eye, images of eclipses and blankets and
night falling. She stopped her finger, suddenly half-afraid that by
touching it, she had been unintentionally activating it.

But Sterling smiled and shook his head.
“Don’t worry, beautiful. You can’t activate it.” He looked up at
Ares. “Only he can.”

Then he took the empty larger pouch and both
smaller pocket pouches and said, “I suppose I owe you this one,
Mace.” He held all three items out for Ares to take.

Ares didn’t miss a beat. He took the items
with zero hesitation and tucked them into one of the inner pockets
of his leather jacket. “Yeah, you do,” he said simply. And then he
sucker punched Jarrod Sterling so hard, the Nightmare Warlock went
stumbling backward several steps to wind up sprawled on his back in
the middle of the tarmac.

“Jarrod!” Anna cried out,
at once mortified by the attack.

But when she tried to run to him, she found
herself not only held back but lifted off her feet by a pair of
strong and determined arms.

With her tight against his chest, Ares
turned to Cain. The two exchanged a private look, one that Anna
wished for all the world she’d been included in, and then Cain
nodded at Ares – and the parking lot, Jarrod Sterling, and the
Monsters warden clan leader vanished as Ares and Annaleia
disappeared without a word.

 



Chapter Forty-four – The Dragon’s Den

When the world solidified around them again,
Anna shoved against Ares’ chest. “Damn it Ares, put me down right
now,” she seethed.

He smirked and bent to lower her gently, but
she just jumped out of his arms herself and backed up several steps
to look around and get her bearings.

She was in a cave. An
honest to goodness cave. But this was not your ordinary run-of-the-mill cave. This
was a cave that had been turned into a luxury home.

She supposed she shouldn’t have been
surprised or impressed at this point, given the people she worked
with and the realms she’d had occasion to see – such as the fae
realm, which could be surreal in its beauty. But everywhere she
looked, details of wealth and opulence surprised and impressed her
nonetheless.

The walls were not the gray limestone-like
rock she would have expected. Instead they were a light tan color,
nearly white, and veins of what looked like gold and silver ran
through them. She stood on a kind of shelf balcony overlooking a
larger part of the cave. There must have been another shelf above
her, or perhaps several, because from that higher level, a
waterfall poured into an extravagant pool below. The pool’s
flooring was an inviting deep marbled blue, and it wound around a
kind of spiral area to what appeared to be a separate hot tub. She
could see the water bubbling in the tub and even make out the steam
rising from it. It looked warm. Anna had the sudden urge to take
off her clothes and step into it.

She bit her lip, hugged herself tighter, and
kept slowly turning to take in more of her surroundings.

The balcony on which she stood offered
perhaps the best view in the underground abode. From here, she
could even see other shelf-like balconies on the other side of this
part of the cave. Each was lined with safety railings of glass,
carved wood, and gold. Access from one level to another was
possible via carved-out stairs that sparkled with embedded
crystals. However, that was not the only way to move from one level
of the cave to another.

Annaleia could see the
cylindrical glass of an actual elevator at one end of the cave. Its
shining black doors were piped through with gold art deco lines to
stunning effect. Anna was finding herself more lost to her
surroundings with each passing second.

From where she stood, she
could also see that here and there throughout the cave, alcoves
featuring plush leather furniture and recessed lighting invited
with things like bars or sitting areas or even what appeared to be
a small library, its shelves stacked full with books. Small trees
and other plants grew from outcroppings along the cave walls, their
leaves unanimously healthy, some of the plants in bloom, and some
definitely not from anywhere on Earth. She knew none of the
greenery was plastic. She just – knew.

She also knew without a doubt that she and
Ares were alone in this magnificent underground palace. Completely
and totally alone.

Annaleia winced when she felt the pendant
that was still clutched tightly in the palm of her hand bite into
her palm just a little. She blinked and uncurled her fingers to
glance down at the small medallion of white gold.

She had meant to simply look around, find
out where she was, and then hit Antares with the boat load of
questions she’d had boiling in her brain. Like, what the hell this
pendant was for, and what was in the other pouch, and what the
spell Jarrod had so obviously given to Antares was meant to do.

But it was basic common sense that when you
were taken some place new against your will, or relatively anyway,
you gained your bearings first. You did a quick scan to look for
weapons and escape routes and locked doors and breakable glass, and
then you took it from there.

So she looked around and saved her
questions.

But she wasn’t
expecting… this.
The sound of the waterfall, so soothing and relaxing, was like a
salve on her frayed nerves. As was the soft recessed lighting
everywhere, their shed warmth as mesmerizing as Ares’ candy closet.
And now Anna was feeling rather distracted.

She was disheveled, and she knew she had
something very important to deal with. But that hot tub down there
was admittedly pulling on her in a nearly inexorable way. And of
course it would be so easy to just fix herself a drink there in
that water-immersed bar in that little nook in the pool she hadn’t
seen before. Then she could saunter on over to the hot, therapeutic
water and slowly sink in, letting it glide and ripple its healing
way all over her naked body….

From right behind her with his lips to her
ear, Ares said, “I knew you would find that appealing,
Raindrop.”

Anna flushed warm. She was
still feeling weak, and she knew that inside – deep inside – something bad was
happening to her. It was fatal. Fatal. It was just that at that very
moment, she just couldn’t seem to care. Something else was happening to
her. She felt for lack of a better word, unaccountably uninhibited.
She felt sensual. And suddenly it didn’t bother her at all that she
still felt weak. If anything, that hint of helplessness somehow only
added to the prurience of whatever was waking up inside
her.

“Where are we, Ares?” she
asked softly, all anger at his unfair attack against Sterling
completely dissipated and replaced with awe-inspired
breathlessness.

“This is my home,” he told
her, again his words whispering across her ear. She felt his
presence behind her, tall and solid and warm.

She flushed again, and this time the effect
reached lower. She swallowed when moisture gathered on her tongue.
“I thought your home in the mortal realm was in Greece.”

“One of them is,” he said
and she could hear the smile in his voice. “I have more than twenty
homes in the mortal realm.”

She thought about that, her
glassy eyes still raking over everything in the cave, constantly
finding something new to admire. However, she did not fail to
recognize that he never said they were in the mortal realm
right now. She
could have asked. But right now, it was yet another thing she
couldn’t care about.

It wasn’t like her to let such details
slide, she knew. But it was happening anyway.

Another little pang in her
palm reminded her once more of the pendants, and before she could
forget again, Anna asked, “Ares, what is the spell Jarrod gave
you?” Will it save me? That was what she had wanted to ask, but she was having a
hard time pushing the words past her lips. Saying them out loud
meant they were real. She really needed saving.

She’d been expecting
Sterling to explain the pendants. She’d been waiting for any
one of the three men with
her to tell her that they had a plan and that it was going to save
her life. Everything was going to be okay.

But then Ares had punched Sterling, and… the
conversation had been effectively over. Ares had once again grabbed
Annaleia and absconded with her, this time through a wordless
transport.

It doesn’t matter,
Anna, she told herself firmly, a smidge of
her old resolve returning. Ask the
important question!

He hadn’t answered her initial question
anyway, so she did exactly that. She asked what she really wanted
to know. “Will whatever it is save my life?”

She didn’t want to die. Her
eyes found their way back to the hot tub below. I want to go get in that water right now, she thought, almost sadly. I
definitely don’t want to die.

“Yes, Raindrop,” he told
her. She felt his fingers sliding across her hips then, gripping
her slightly. “The spell will save your life.”

Anna closed her eyes. Obviously Ares already
knew what the spell did, and she was the only one who’d been left
in the dark.

“Sterling gave me half,”
Ares said then. “You have the other half in your hand right
now.”

Anna opened her eyes and Ares stepped into
her, pressing himself close enough that he could look down over her
shoulder as she uncurled her fingers again, revealing the pendant.
She felt him gazing down at it, his body radiating heat.

“Leia, turn around.” He
stepped back, giving her room to do so.

Annaleia hesitated a moment as a sudden wave
of apprehension rolled over her. There was a note of something in
his voice that she didn’t recognize. Not at all. She turned
around.

“Put the pendant on,” he
commanded softly.

But instead of obeying, she asked “Why?”

As if he’d been expecting her to ask, he
said, “The spell won’t work if you don’t.” He gave her a wry smile.
“You want it to work, don’t you?”

Obviously she did. But he
was being nothing if not evasive about what the spell actually was.
So she kept the pendant where it was. But she gave the tiniest,
inaudible gasp then, a reaction she couldn’t quite hide, as her heart beat several
uncomfortable, uneven beats in her chest. It felt as if it had been
strolling along happily and suddenly tripped on something, and now it was
scrambling to right itself again and continue on its way. The
sensation was sobering.

Because she knew what it was. She was
dying.

She was betting Ares knew that too. She felt
his eyes on her, those eyes of a warden that were always watching,
missing nothing, taking everything in. And those eyes of a dragon –
gods knew how powerful those might be. He’d noticed for sure. He
knew.

“Leia,” he said, stepping
closer again. “Look at me, baby.”

Anna looked up. He stopped right in front of
her, close enough to touch. Then he held her eyes as he reached
down and took the pendant from her hand. She let him have it. “What
aren’t you telling me, Ares?” she whispered as he lifted it and
began to slip it over her head.

The question made him pause. His cosmic eyes
grew dark – so dark – an utter absence of light, as if he were
using that darkness to conceal something. Something big. He took a
deep breath, then as he returned to slowly lowering the chain over
her head until it was secure around her neck, he said, “Do you
remember the day,” he let go of the pendant so that it hung
delicately over her sweater between her breasts, “that I gave you
that skateboard?”

She frowned, confused as to why he would ask
such a thing. And it was ironic that she had just been thinking
about that day and the scar she’d gotten from it.

Oh my
gosh, she thought, the scar! Oh no! She thought of the
way Magnus had healed her wounds and the scars had disappeared. But
she hadn’t wanted to lose that one! She hastily pulled the collar
of her sweater down, terrified of what she’d find.

But the scar was still there. A small
pink-white line across her chest just above her left breast. “It’s
still there,” she whispered, speaking more to herself than to him.
But he heard her, and when he placed his fingertips to one end of
the scar and slowly moved them along its length, she shuddered
almost violently.

His eyes flashed, re-claiming hers.
“Sensitive?” he asked, a corner of his wicked mouth turning up with
a touch of cruelty.

In so many
ways, she thought.

But his fingers stayed where they were on
the scar, and though she had no idea why, she continued to hold
down the collar of her sweater to give him access to it.

“Do you remember exactly
what happened that day, Leia?” he asked, his touch continuing a
feather-light path over her raised skin, despite her reaction to
it.

She swallowed hard and thought back. She
would never forget that day, but he was making it hard for her to
think in general. “I do.”

“Tell me.”

Annaleia felt warmth spread across her chest
and up her neck. She said, “You gave me a gift for no reason. And I
loved it.”


Chapter Forty-five – Dragon’s Den

Antares felt the power of his own pendant
flowing through him, its dark, forbidden magic awakening the dragon
within him once and for all. He’d put it on when they first
arrived. While Annaleia had been scanning their surroundings, Ares
had taken the pendant from its pouch and slipped the chain over his
head, tucking the medallion under his shirt.

And now she wore hers as
well. The spell had already begun, and Leia was none the wiser. It
was more of a relief than he would have liked to admit. The spell
required something from her, something that he was certain she was
willing to give. But he’d been so afraid, terrified that he’d read her wrong
and she wouldn’t want this after all. He couldn’t take the chance.
The coward in him had held him back, kept the truth from
her.

And now it was too late. Whether he was
right about her or not, she was going to give him what he needed to
save her life. She was going to do this.

She was going to join him once and for
all.

Fifty years ago, he’d made the mistake of
allowing the human in him to take over. And because of that, he’d
lost her. He swore it would never happen again, and he was keeping
his promise. The human part of him would have come clean tonight
and told her exactly what Jarrod Sterling’s spell did. It would
have admitted that there was no way to save her life, in actuality.
The Withered within her had to die, and when it did, if the other
part of her was still human, it would be dragged to death along
with it. Not even a shot of Cain’s blood could have saved her as he
had saved Jacob Crow’s mate last year. Cain couldn’t resurrect
people; and Withered were already dead.

It was down to this and only this. And Ares
knew he was damn lucky Jarrod Sterling was the underhanded
son-of-a-bitch he was, or he never would have stolen the spell and
perfected it. He’d somehow acquired the forbidden magic after a
Withered warlock by the name of Michael Clemens had attempted to
use it on Crow’s mate.

The original spell had been designed by
Clemens – who was in every respect a horrifyingly adept mage – to
turn Crow’s mate, Angel, into a Withered. Fortunately he’d been
stopped before the spell could culminate. And then Sterling
acquired it.

How he’d managed to get his
incubus hands on it, Ares didn’t know and he didn’t care. The
important thing was that he did
get his hands on it, and where Clemens was adept,
Sterling was a goddamn prodigy. The Nightmare Warlock refined the
magical process and components, purifying the enchantment even as
he also expanded its reach to include all manner of supernatural
forms, not only Withered.

Until at last he possessed a spell capable
of turning a creature of any one species fully and completely into
a creature of any other species.

This was that spell.

Annaleia Faith could not be saved as a
Withered.

She had to become a dragon.

The process had already begun. Ares could
take his time now; she was no longer in immediate danger, and she
could no longer refuse him. She could not take the pendant off;
this spell wouldn’t end until it was completed. He could draw this
out as long as he wished and fully savor every last delicious
second of it. He knew instinctively what needed to be done; the
spell was so expertly crafted, the knowledge and capability came to
him as if he’d always possessed them.

Sterling knew what he was doing. And the
incubus had been right. The spell certainly came with its fringe
benefits. Ares had already possessed certain strengths of will over
Annaleia because she was in his home, and not just any of his
homes, but his main home. In the dragon realm. But the spell
amplified his power over her to a heady degree.

Ares was the one who had activated it, hence
he was the one in charge. He was calling the shots in every
possible sense of the word, and that knowledge surged through him
like an enabling aphrodisiac. He’d promised he wouldn’t gag his
dragon, stifle its strength and hunger, and he’d meant it.

To test his strength over her, Ares willed
her to pull her sweater down and bear herself to his touch. She
did, and his reinforced hold on her pulled her further and further
into the spell with each passing moment. She wore an invisible
collar around her neck and he had the leash wrapped tightly around
his fist.

As he owned the mark he’d unwittingly given
her so many years ago, he also demanded that she remember what had
gone down. This was actually important. This was his way – his
dragon’s way – of explaining to her what would happen to her
tonight. And why.

He watched her through his monster’s eyes,
his hunger for her making him just a little mean. But that was who
he was. She shuddered again under his gentle touch, and the pupils
of her eyes expanded. He ate it up like candy.

But then she closed her
beautiful eyes to better remember, and he hated that. He almost
made her open them again. Go easy on
her, he told the dragon.
Be patient. We have all night.

The dragon just smirked. He would allow her
this leeway, for now.

“You already knew how to
skate,” she said softly, her beautiful voice filled with memories.
“So you wanted to teach me. You gave me my own board.” She smiled
in that memory. “It had a dragon painted on it. I should have
known.” She paused, probably dusting off more memories. “I had a
few minor falls here and there, but you didn’t seem disappointed in
me, so I kept going.”

He could never be
disappointed in her. Not ever. Not for anything. Hell, she could
skin a kitten and he would just think to himself,
She’s so cute skinning that kitten; and there are
still so many other ways to do that, too.

“Then one day, you wanted
me to try it alone.” She opened her eyes and met his
gaze.

He said, “Go on.” And because he held that
leash, she did.

“I told you I wasn’t ready
for a solo try, but you told me I just didn’t have any confidence
in myself.” Her voice grew even softer, and her cheeks flushed.
“You always believed in me when I didn’t.”

He did. He remembered. Oh, he remembered
that day all too well. It was part of what had led to this, here
and now.

“I did okay until a van
started pulling out in the parking lot where we were practicing.
The sidewalk was wet where I tried to stop, and I didn’t know how
to do that yet. I started sliding….”

Her voice trailed off, her striking gaze now
caught in her memories. He watched her expression change as she
struggled with the story there. Memories of accidents were almost
always indescribable, either too fast or too jumbled or incomplete.
She frowned as she tried to make enough sense of the accident to
put it to words and paint for him a picture he already remembered
with perfect clarity.

She’d flown forward off the board, straight
for the oncoming vehicle. Ares had been forced to race with dragon
speed to pull her out of harm’s way. In the rush of his sudden
fear, his claws had erupted. He hadn’t even noticed it. His fangs
had come out too.

That was how scared of losing her he’d
been.

In the heat of it, when the chips were down,
his dragon had known to do what needed to be done, regardless of
the risk or cost.

If only he’d realized that and trusted it
from that moment on.

As luck would have it, that day Anna didn’t
notice the changes in him before he managed to shove his claws and
teeth back out of sight. She’d always figured it was the zipper of
his leather jacket that had cut and eventually scarred her. But in
truth, it was Ares who had carved a gash in her chest, just above
the creamy swell of her breast.

“I would have hit the van,”
she finally said, then swallowed hard. “But… somehow you caught
me.” She shook her head and looked at him with the wide eyes of
someone gaining the renewed vigor of knowledge. “You know…. I could
have sworn you were too far back. A block behind me, almost. But
when you suddenly caught me and kept me from getting pancaked, I
just figured I must have been wrong. And when I got cut in the
process, I thought…the zipper on your jacket was too sharp and I
was caught on it.”

He remembered catching the scent of her
blood when it happened. Many supernaturals enjoyed the exchange of
blood during sex or feeding; blood was primal because most
supernaturals were by and large primal as well. That day the scent
hit him almost mercilessly. He would never forget the instant
craving that followed, even while he was furious with the van
driver for not watching for pedestrians. He almost had van driver
for dinner that night.

But now he was thinking about her blood
again, so he willed her to go on, staying silent while she figured
it all out at last. He needed her to understand why he was going to
do what he was going to do to her. Why he was in fact already doing
it.

Anna’s eyes were sparkling like real cut
amethysts now as she put the pieces of the puzzle together. “But I
wasn’t wrong, was I, Ares? You really were too far back to have
caught me. At least… as a human.”

All Ares had to do was nod.

Understanding dawned in her eyes. “I wasn’t
cut on your jacket, was I?”

He shook his head.

“What was it then? A… a
claw? A scale?”

He smiled. That day, she
could have been killed. If he hadn’t been what he was, if he hadn’t
been inhumanly fast, she would
have been killed. After that, Ares kicked himself
a thousand times for talking her into going it alone. But
years of contemplative
nights later, he’d come to realize that there was no fault to be
claimed in supporting her. In fact, neither of them had done
anything wrong that day.

The fault lie with him in the days that
followed, because he ignored the proof fate had given him that to
the dragon in him, Annaleia Faith was the most important thing in
the multiverse. And dragon knows best.

He leaned over Annaleia and very gently
brushed his lips against the scar he forced her to bear to him. He
couldn’t help it. He needed to be closer to her, and he knew what
this did to her.

But his act had more of a
consequence than he’d anticipated. Oh
fuck, he thought as her scent wafted over
him. She smelled like soap and shampoo and flushed, warm skin – and
rain. He felt his own pupils dilate and for the first time in his
life while in her presence, they began to turn. They were shifting
into dragon form. His muscles tensed, his body stiffening in every
possible way.

It was his turn to shudder then, his breath
fanning against her creamy skin. His hands curled tight around her
arms, his fingertips aching and his teeth pressing through his
gums, sharp and unforgiving.

When she moaned and bucked a little against
him, he straightened and looked into her eyes.

Her pupils were blown.

He pulled his will over her back just a
little, and the collar of her sweater slipped out of her fingers to
hide the place he’d just kissed. He steadied himself and said,
“Leia, there’s one more thing…. After your fall, do you remember
what you told me when I suggested you not ride for a while?”

God, he’d been such an idiot. As if she
would have ever agreed to that.

“I told you that I wasn’t a
quitter. I was tough like a tiger, damn it.”

Yes, she had. Those had been her exact
words.

“And what did I
say?”

“You said tigers had been
hunted to near extinction by humans. It wasn’t smart to be
one.”

He smiled, knowing full well that his fangs
were now showing. The colors of the cave’s interior were beginning
to shift for him, the contrasts becoming more stark as his once
black eyes took on a purple glow not unlike hers. She stared into
those eyes with the fascination of a deer in headlights as he
commanded, “And now tell me Raindrop. Tell me what it was you
finally said you would have to be instead.”

“I….” She exhaled raggedly,
her lips glistening wet as she swallowed again. “I said I….” He
laughed darkly. He could have flooded her again with that power
he’d pulled back on. But dragon or not, he loved her with every
twisted fiber of his three black hearts. So as he moved in, his
hands sliding along her waist, his strength curling around her, he
graciously allowed her to figure it out on her own.

“Yes?” he prompted. One arm
wrapped firmly around her, pressing her to him as his other hand
slid up her spine to plunge into her heavy, silky mass of hair. He
fisted it gently when her breathing went ragged, and final
comprehension dawned in those beautiful, beautiful eyes.

There it
is, he thought.

Now she understood why he was asking her these things. Now she
understood what the spell was for. And now she knew once and for
all what he was going to do to her.

There was no mercy left in
him when he used his fisted hand in her hair to tug her head back
and lowered his mouth to hers. He hovered just above her to make
his next demand a harsh whisper across her glistening, inviting
lips. “Tell me,
little one. What did you
say?”

“I said in that case… I
would be a dragon.”

 



Chapter Forty-six – The Dragon’s Den

Once when she’d been surfing, Annaleia had
done something stupid. She knew better. She’d been training for
decades. But that was part of the problem; when you did something
just long enough, you could sometimes become complacent and take
certain things for granted. That day, fate must have wanted to
teach her a lesson about that, because she pulled her
over-confident stunts and in the end, she’d wound up being torn
from her board and going what surfers sometimes referred to as
“endo.”

End over end.

The chord around her ankle snapped and she
lost her board. At one point, Anna had looked in the direction
she’d thought was up only to see the backs of her feet. She was
completely bent backwards, her body forming a near perfect circle
that would have impressed the most flexible gymnasts.

Beneath a big enough wave, it’s dark under
the water and you lose track of up and down. There’s no sunlight to
guide you to the surface so you can break through and breathe. The
water is angry in a wave like this, turbulent and noisy and
sometimes filled with seaweed or sand.

There are bubbles
everywhere in angry water, so even if you can see, releasing new bubbles to
watch which way they float so you can follow them to the surface is
fruitless. This kind of water, these kinds of waves, all they
really want to do is keep you. Forever.

And once you realize it’s that kind of wave
you’re under, there is nothing you can do but hold your breath and
swim strong while you pray to the gods that your gut instinct has
pointed you in the right direction. If you’re lucky, you’ll reach a
surface eventually. If you’re really damn lucky, it’ll be the
surface of the water, and not the surface of the sea floor.

Now, years later, Annaleia had become
trapped under a wave like that the second she’d been told that a
serial killer had her two best friends. From that moment on,
through the transports and battles and bullet wounds and rescues,
through the deaths of her friends and their resurrections, her open
wounds and her sentinel, to this moment here in a cave caught
between a dying soul and a dragon, she had been holding her breath
and swimming strong.

At last, Annaleia had reached some kind of
surface. Would she come up for air now?

Or would the wave keep her?

He’s going to make me a
dragon. He held his face a breath from
hers and she was kept in his sway with no choice but to watch as
his glowing eyes shifted to a shade that she had never before seen.
They were ultraviolet, literally shedding darkness as if it were a form of light,
their outer irises a deep dark indigo that lightened to a color
nearly matching her own at their cores. She stared, stunned, into
those burning, sparking pools of glowing black lightning and
thought helplessly, He is going to eat me
alive.

As if he could read her
thoughts – and maybe he could? – Ares smiled again, showing her
those fangs of his, so long and sharp and wickedly, darkly
beautiful. I could be a dragon,
she thought. And I would
have fangs like that.

She’d always wanted fangs. How cool would it
be to flash some jerk-off a set of sharp fangs and scare the hell
out of him? The best defense was a good offense, right? And what
was better in an offense than a good, strong set of teeth?

Anna’s gaze slid back up to his, where she
fell into those electric eyes of his and wondered what else there
was of him she hadn’t seen. What else had he kept hidden from her
all those years ago?

Everything,
she thought.

Again it felt like he’d read her mind when
Ares released his hold on her hair to brush the backs of his
knuckles across her cheekbones. “Shall I show you?” he asked. His
touch was tender, and she knew that tenderness was a lie. It felt
like a thin, soft veil over something treacherous. And there was a
part of Annaleia that thrilled at that thought.

Standing so tall above her, Ares’ smile
became cruel. A heartbeat later, he was gripping her hard again,
pulling her against him – and taking her with him over the edge of
the balcony.

Annaleia tried to scream as open air greeted
their rushing bodies and the sudden gush of wind sent her hair
flying, but the sound was caught in her throat. Split seconds after
he’d taken them both over the side, Annaleia heard the unmistakable
sound of massive wings beating against the air, and their descent
slowed.

Another beat and they
slowed again, nearly coming to a stop. It took her a few seconds to
realize she was airborne but no longer falling. Hovering.

It took her a few seconds more to also
realize she had shut her eyes tight and had yet to open them.

“Open your eyes,
Leia.”

Somehow Anna garnered enough courage to do
as she was told. She slowly pried her eyes open, gasping and
stifling all sorts of unflattering whimpering sounds at what she
saw.

They had not fallen at all. In fact, they’d
climbed higher. She hadn’t been able to see it earlier because of
the shelf balcony waterfall that was above her in his cave, but the
ceiling of Ares’ cavern was in fact several hundreds of feet high.
And when she looked down, she realized they hovered somewhere near
the top.

“You’re okay, Raindrop,”
Ares told her. Anna heard the words and then also felt them. They
moved through her like a spell, forcing her to believe him. So she
did. Her death grip on his black leather jacket eased up, allowing
blood back into her fingers. Her attention spread out past the
thought of immediate death, and she noticed something that sounded
like cut electrical wires sparking.

“Now lean back, little
one,” Ares commanded.

Not a chance!
she thought desperately. But then, just like
before, she was reconsidering. She remembered that she was
absolutely safe with Ares. She knew
he would never let her fall.

With this new courage she
slowly straightened in his arms, peeling her cheek from his chest
and turning a little so she could see him. Oh my God, she thought… That wasn’t a
dragon who had her in his grasp. She stared wide-eyed and
breathless. That was a devil. It was Lucifer. It had to
be.

Ares laughed, the sound so beautiful it very
well could have been the fallen angel in disguise. Or not so
disguised. Not anymore.

She’d never seen wings like his. They
matched his eyes in their array of color. They possessed the
general shape of a bat’s wings but were covered in a shining
blanket of feathers like a raven’s wings. Each feather was a
transitional ombre from black to amethyst, shimmering and
mesmerizing just like his eyes. All along the edges of the immense
appendages, like life blood runs through a man’s veins, purple-blue
lightning crackled and zapped, filling the cavern’s upper levels
with an eerie black light and energy. That was what she’d
heard.

The black lightning of his wings was also
mirrored in his eyes, as well as the highlights in his black hair.
He was too beautiful. It made her ache somewhere inside, somewhere
she wouldn’t have been able to find if she’d searched a
lifetime.

Like a ghost ache.

He was getting to her in every
dimension.

Ares’ arms were secure around her waist
already, but his grip on her tightened further before he leaned
over and spoke in her ear. “You wanted to know where we are right
now,” he told her. “And you were wondering what else I haven’t yet
shown you.”

Anna processed that. Her
eyes widened again when she realized with a mounting sense of
horror that she hadn’t said any of that out loud. He
had in fact been reading
her mind.

Oh no… no, no, no….
How long had he been doing that? How many of her
thoughts had he overheard? Had he always been able to do that?
Oh God! She was mortified
to think that he could have been listening in on her thoughts in
school all those years ago. How could he do that and not tell her?
It was a violation of her privacy! What friend would betray someone
like that? She was spinning out of control with the
possibilities.

“Leia.”

Annaleia went still as warmth and security
rushed over her, this time so strong it was unmistakably magic. She
stopped snowballing, her sense of dread faded, her shock declined,
and her embarrassment dwindled.

This was not something to get upset over.
She had nothing to hide from Ares. He was her best friend.

It was okay to let him in.

She gazed up at him, mesmerized, as the
dragon’s slow, wicked smile returned. “That’s better,” he said, his
voice wrapping around her like another set of strong arms. He broke
eye contact to look up at the ceiling overhead, and when he
returned his gaze to hers, the look on his face was one of pure,
uncompromising iniquity.

“This is the dragon realm,
little one.”

And in her mind, followed
up like a deep, dark echo filled with innuendo and promises, he
said, This is my world, Raindrop. Let me
show it to you.


Chapter Forty-seven – The Dragon Realm

Annaleia Faith had always had the strongest
power of resolve he had ever encountered in a human. It hadn’t
faded with time, either. Ares was forced to be vigilant, careful,
ever adjusting how much of her will he suppressed and replaced with
his own.

He wanted her submission. He wanted it so
badly, he throbbed at the thought. And they would not be leaving
his realm until she had given it to him. But… he wanted her to
submit as herself, not an empty-headed doll with no spirit. So
while he wasn’t shy about overriding any thoughts or hesitance of
hers that would prevent progress, he was also careful.

As careful as a black dragon can be, that
is.

He had never been able to
read her thoughts before tonight. But she was in his true home for
the first time and the spell he had upon her was a powerful one.
He’d also been watching her like a hawk, his attention
focused entirely on her.

So when little by little, he’d begun to pick
up on snippets of her internal voice as if through a swimming pool
or a closed door, he wasn’t surprised. This entire night was new
territory for them both. It was anyone’s guess what might be
accomplished before the spell ended.

Such as the ability to speak to her using
telepathy.

This is my world, Raindrop. Let me show it
to you.

He gave her no further warning before he
beat his massive wings a single, strong time against the air in the
cavern, and with great power they were propelled upward at a
dizzying speed. She tensed in his arms despite the heavy influence
he’d draped over her, but it was an expected reaction for anyone
half-way sane since they were headed directly for a
stalactite-covered stone ceiling and were sure to be pierced and
then crushed to death at any moment.

A sharp intake of breath and a tucking of
her head to his jacket was what she substituted for a scream as
they broke through the illusory barrier and into the cosmic world
above.

Antares climbed. He allowed his magic and
his wings to carry them ever higher, his body finishing its dragon
transformation as he rose into the realm’s night. Until at an
incredible apex, he hovered above the world as the black dragon
he’d never before shown her.

She was holding fast to him of course, her
grip not unlike a baby monkey’s on its mother’s fur, white-knuckled
and desperate. He couldn’t help but chuckle. But when he did, it
came out as the low, rumbling draconic sound only a dragon’s lungs
can make, and Annaleia stopped breathing. He waited, smiling to
himself because he couldn’t help it. The dark and twisted part of
him enjoyed the play of emotions across her beautiful face as he
overturned her world.

Very slowly, very cautiously she lifted her
head from his chest. He could hear her thoughts as they floated
across her mind like whispers one after another. She was only now
noticing that the leather beneath her cheek was no longer a jacket.
She saw the shimmering black scales first… then heard the beat of
his wings and their coursing electric energy. And then she realized
that the arms holding her so tight were the thick, corded,
scale-covered arms of a beast, not a man.

She tensed, her muscles going taut with fear
when she saw his claws wrapped around her and felt the gentle
warning of his talons where they curled into her abdomen,
threatening but not piercing.

He heard her heart rate kick up a ton of
notches and smelled fresh adrenaline pour into her blood. She
frankly smelled delicious.

He’d been wanting to take
this slow, to draw it out and make it last what felt like forever.
But now that they were here and she was literally in his clutches,
he was realizing that he’d wanted this for half a century. Black
dragons have little to no patience as it is. That
already felt like
forever.

When her breathing came out
in cute little ragged bursts and her small hands tried helplessly
to curl around his claws where they held her, he wasn’t so sure he
wanted to draw it out anymore. She was too adorable. And when she
finally looked up at the rest of him and he saw his own visage
through her eyes… he knew
he didn’t want to draw it out anymore.

He was frightening to her,
yes. His body was a scene out of an artist’s fantasy nightmare, his
colossal wings spread against a backdrop of planets, galaxies,
nebulae and star systems, his scale-covered body the length of
several buses end-to-end. But he knew now how she truly felt as
well. The words that described her uninhibited reaction skirted
across her open mind; she was unable to stop them.
My God… Magnificent… I
can’t… unreal… all mine.

Her last words rocked
through him. She was thinking that the glorious thing he actually
was, larger than life and stunning, was the real Antares.
Her Antares. Hence, she
was thinking the dragon she openly gazed at above her – belonged to
her.

Ares had always been the
possessive one between them. He
had laid claim to her five decades ago, not the other
way around. Or so he’d always thought. But now here she was, so
small and fragile, and literally caught between the razor-sharp
talons of a black dragon – and she had the guts to think of that
dragon as belonging to her.

Fuck.

It was the hottest thing he had ever
heard.

He felt his chest rumble in a low growl and
knew his eyes had taken on that menacing, promising glow. She went
still in his clutches, all soft, yielding flesh and big lavender
eyes and wild, wind-blown hair.

Yeah. He’d waited long enough.

I wanted you to
know, he told her now, speaking his words
like a caress across her mind. Her little body was growing so warm
in his hands, her blood pumping so fast, and he caught another
scent as well, an honest and uncontrollable side effect of the
dominion he exerted over her. She was aroused.

If he hadn’t already decided to speed things
up, that would have made the decision for him.

I need you to trust me,
Annaleia. Because this was it. The ride
was going to get bumpy now. He waited to see the flash of
recognition in her eyes, waited a beat more to see if she would
object.

And then he did what he both needed and
wanted to do.

He began to shift with her
in his arms, crushing her to him with a body morphing from dragon
back to man. Only his draconic glowing eyes and wings remained when
he slid his hand behind her to grab hold of her hair once again,
gripping it tight. She hissed with something between surprise and
painful pleasure. He caught more of her scent – shampoo, rain,
and passion.

Ares pulled hard enough to force her head
back, exposing the long column of her neck, and then he turned with
her in the air and dove back toward the ground.

She wanted to scream, but she wouldn’t have
the chance. His wings folded in behind him, leaving a shooting-star
trail of lightning dust in his wake. He leaned in and inhaled the
sweet, sweet fragrance of Anna’s blood where it pumped madly,
riding fast and hard and close to the surface of her veins.

As her fingers again curled tight into the
lapels of his leather biker jacket, Antares flooded her form with
untold amounts of physical bliss. It was a buffer, one he hoped was
enough. Because then he sank his very sharp fangs into her throat.
This time, his little dragon did manage a scream, and it pierced
the night. But it could not be helped.

This was how it had to be.

He would have to sink his teeth into
Annaleia and take her blood three times. Three bites, one for each
of his draconic hearts. And the first had to be his dragon heart
because that was what he was, and that was what she would
become.

The dragon was the one in charge, the one
holding the leash of this transformative spell, and his dragon
heart was what made Ares a monster. It was neither kind nor
forgiving, it gave no quarter. It was still angry that Ares had
locked it away the one night Annaleia had given herself to him –
because she had then escaped him. And if he’d been the dragon at
the time, she would not have gotten far.

The second and third bites could be
different. He could be gentle. His other hearts would be calling
the shots.

But right now, Ares’ dragon had five decades
of pain to work off. It was a horrible, brutal pain, an
unforgivable kind of pain. He could barely control it now, frankly.
He felt slightly delirious, drunk on his victorious domination of
the woman he loved, his best friend, the one he’d wanted to bite
and claim and fuck the moment she’d rounded that corner in corset
lace boots and no bra.

Of course the dragon knew what to do even
while Ares was lost in her, and after his draconic nosedive from
the skies of the dragon realm, Ares found himself with Annaleia
back inside the cave, standing in the doorway of his master
bedroom. He may have transported there; he could do so without
speaking in the dragon realm. He honestly didn’t know.

He had braced his arms against the wall on
either side of Annaleia, his teeth still firmly buried in her
throat. Through it all, he’d been careful not to tear her flesh at
all, his teeth held deep, but they were smooth, and other than the
small holes they’d made in their claiming bite, her skin was
unmarred. His teeth just weren’t going anywhere yet.

Ares held her up against the wall with his
body pressed against hers and his knee braced between her legs
while he continued to drink, knowing he could literally drink from
her all night. The spell would replenish what he took from her,
maintaining her health for as long as he needed it to. There was
something so deliciously gluttonous about that knowledge. Maybe it
was because he knew he was doing things to her as he took what he
wanted – delicious, naughty, somewhat cruel things.

You taste so good, little
one, he told her. That was putting it
mildly. And really, that was a strange way to describe the way
blood made a blood-drinker feel. It wasn’t so much a taste as a
spreading, all-encompassing sensation that began with the teeth,
continued on the tongue, and then moved throughout the body like a
potent alcohol laced with sensual pleasure. It spread and built,
moving to center on the drinker’s core until it felt like one long
sexual climax that rolled through them over and over again. It was
an effect that the taste of the blood had on its taker, so “taste”
was how they’d come to describe it.

Every donor tasted differently. Some tasted
like sufficiency. They were meals, nothing more. Some tasted bad,
something they’d done, some supernatural aspect to their existence
having soured the blood.

And then there were the walking orgasms.

Anna half-heartedly tried to turn her head,
tried to move against him, tried to do anything at all that would
change the position in which she found herself – in utter and
complete submission to his teeth. Not that he let her. But he knew
why she tried.

She was normally so full of fire, so fast to
rise to a challenge and so slow to back down, being dominated in
any capacity was not something she was accustomed to.

This, here, was hard for her. He didn’t have
to read her mind to know that much. He simply knew his best friend.
She was experiencing vast amounts of pleasure while being forced to
succumb to the iron-handed will of another, and not just any other,
but a man. She had grown up in a society lacking some of the most
basic equal rights that people today took for granted. This made
her feel helpless.

A part of him wanted to
apologize for what he was doing, despite the pleasure she was
getting from it. But it was some small, insignificant part of him that wasn’t
in charge at the moment. So he kept his apologies to himself and
remained silent but for the occasional growl he couldn’t help but
emit when she struggled a little and wound up brushing pleasantly
against him.

Fuck. This was almost unbearable.

He wanted more. He
needed all of her.
She was making the most beautiful, helpless sounds under her
breath. He knew her breasts would be so over stimulated they’d be
tender by now, her core on fire with pulsating need, her nipples no
doubt standing erect, swollen and ready for the slightest
attention.

Ares swore again internally. Now he was in
pain with need for her, so he removed a hand from the wall to cup
the side of her face while he drank. She sighed softly at his
touch.

His desire rose with each swallow,
increasing just as fast as his sense of satiation. It was a
dichotomy that made no sense, but that was love.

He wanted more.

This was only the first of
his bites, and each would be an assault on her senses. He needed to
go easy on her. But damn it to
hell, he wanted more.

His hand slid from her cheek to the other
side of her neck, where he encircled her gently out of sheer
instinct to control her. But having his teeth so firmly planted
inside her was enough, and she gasped harshly against him with only
the slightest pressure, so he moved on.

He wanted to move on. He wanted
more.

The sounds she was making were stronger,
more urgent, echoing his own growing need. His fingers brushed over
her collar bone, following the line in admiration before they moved
lower, nudging the fabric of her sweater down as they went. There
he found the scar those same fingers had left on her fifty years
ago.

He felt its smooth, slightly raised mark
beneath his touch and experienced a strange thrill. She bucked
against him suddenly, trying to throw him. He growled low in
warning against her throat, slamming his hand back against the wall
so he could press his body hard against hers. She would not deny
him something so basic, something so rightfully his.

Rightfully
his… a hint of some recognition flashed
through his thoughts, but his mind was too clouded with lust to
clarify it. Especially when rather than be cowed into submission,
Annaleia arched into his body as he pushed her into the wall. It
was like she needed that pressure. Desperately.

Ares stilled against her,
but she rolled her hips again, pressing into his painful hardness
as if she knew he was in as much need as she was. His mind spun as
he again removed his hand from the wall. Go
easy, Ares, he told himself. But he needed
some part of his body, any part, to be inside that slick core of
hers that he could scent like candy.

But when his gaze fell on that scar again,
he hesitated. Rather than move lower, Ares ran his fingers along
the line of the scar.

Anna shuddered hard, moaning softly. Colors
contrasted brightly all around Ares. His throat rumbled in a
ceaseless growl – and he did it again running his fingers
possessively over the mark he’d given her. At the same time, he
instinctively pulled harder against her throat, as if he were a
lover leaving a hickey. This drew more deliriously wonderful blood
from her veins, sending his senses soaring.

Mindlessly, Ares placed his palm over her
scar, feeling it heat up beneath his touch. His little Raindrop
cried out in his grip as a hard orgasm claimed her. She bucked with
the strength of it, threatening to damage her where his teeth held
her tight.

Ares slowly and regretfully withdrew his
fangs from the most precious, irreplaceable thing they had ever
claimed and leaned back enough to study his beautiful mate. Her
eyes were heavily lidded and half-closed, her lips were parted and
wet, her cheeks were flushed, and she was panting. That was when he
fully realized what that scar actually was.

He’d always thought he’d given it to her by
accident. But looking back now, had he really?

He’d known he wanted her from day one. And
in all his life, he had never felt that strongly about anyone. Now
his dragon magic, his den’s augmentation of it, and the spell’s
added strength were working in tandem, amplifying what had been
there all along.

The scar was his first claiming mark on his
mate.

It would always be inexorably linked to
intense pleasure for her when he touched it.

No wonder, he thought as he watched the bite marks in her throat close
and she pressed her legs together with a need that was already
building again. She hadn’t been trying to throw him off her when
he’d touched the scar the first time. She’d been trying to get
closer. She’d been straining for more. Because she was already mine.

Don’t worry, little
one, he told her.
I promise I’m far from finished with you.

And black dragons made no promises
lightly.

 



Chapter Forty-eight – Dragon’s Den and
surrounding land

Annaleia slipped the book she’d been
pretending to read back into the shelf and left the reading alcove
to make her way to the cave’s conservatory. She could feel his eyes
on her every step of the way, until she finally disappeared around
the winding path within the enormous enclosed space and was no
longer in his view.

Anna had been even more shocked to find this
makeshift greenhouse than she had been to find the conservatory in
his home in Santorini. The logistics of it were not something she
would have thought possible. But of course, he wasn’t human, and
this wasn’t the mortal realm.

The inner garden’s “walls” were the stone of
the cave for three-fourths of its mega-circle, which stretched
literally a mile or more across at its diameter. The last quarter
of the circle wall was sheer rock crystal, completely free of
inclusions and clear as glass. It stretched from the ground to the
apex of the dome it created, allowing visitors to the garden to
view the stars and planets in the dragon realm cosmos.

And just as the
conservatory in Greece had been, this internal garden was also
climate controlled. It was a strange but highly enjoyable change
that Annaleia never found herself uncomfortable with the
temperatures in Ares’ homes. They always seemed to be just the
temperature she needed them to be, whether she wanted cool, fresh
air or warmth. More
magic, she thought. Of course.

Once Annaleia felt she was alone in the
conservatory, she made her way to the section hosting a vast Zen
garden of varying levels. She climbed the stones leading to the
sandy area – she had no idea what it was called – and then slipped
off her shoes. After a deep, cleansing breath, she took a moment to
admire the perfectly drawn lines in the sand, the carefully placed
stones in the stone piles, the koi in the nearby pond, and the
absolute serenity and order of the entire affair. And then she
jumped into the sand and began kicking her feet wildly like an
angry toddler in a schoolyard sandbox.

She did this for several minutes, making
sure not to leave a single inch of it untouched. And then quite
satisfied with her work, she stepped out of the sand and brushed
off her feet. It felt good. It wasn’t nearly enough, but it helped.
Anna picked up her shoes and headed back toward the main area of
the cave.

Unfortunately, she’d only
made it half-way through the conservatory before she was thinking
about Ares again. Thinking
about him wasn’t an apt description for what she
was doing. She was yearning
for him. His eyes, his scent, his touch, his
teeth…. Her breasts felt swollen again suddenly, her nipples sore
and sensitive against her bra. She swore under her breath as a
dizzying wave of warmth and yearning hit her hard, nearly pulling a
despairing sound from her throat.

She stumbled to the nearest tree and held
onto it, panting softly.

On any given day, were
Annaleia to be dressed in full plate body armor and Antares in
nothing but a pair of jeans and a dark, winsome smile, she
would still be
vulnerable to him. He simply had that effect on her. He always
had.

When she’d first set eyes on him, standing
alone in the hall of her school, she’d been frankly shocked. She’d
been surprised as hell that someone so beautiful existed, much less
in her part of the world, and much less in her school. That he was
alone and she was alone – well, it was so unlikely, it honestly
felt like magic. She could remember the way she was blushing when
she was taking him to the administration office. She took the first
opportunity to turn her face away as much as she could as they
walked so he wouldn’t see the evidence on her cheeks. But the whole
time, she wondered what he was thinking. She wondered who he was,
what he was doing there, and if someone like that could ever fall
for someone in that town or that school.

In the days that followed, Anna had fully
expected him to branch off, find other friends, and possibly even
transfer to some other school someplace bigger, busier, more
worldly. Like New York or LA or even Milan, Italy. But rather than
branch out or leave, he showed up at her locker the next Monday.
The day after, he was there in the morning by the school’s entrance
waiting for her when she arrived. He asked if he could buy her
lunch.

And he never moved away, never
transferred.

In that, he shocked her again. He remained
very much in her life, and every day she realized that her
attraction to him hadn’t waned. Not at all. It grew stronger. Every
time he deftly made sure he was at a door before her so he could
hold it open for her, she fell a little more in love. And when he
would suddenly be there behind her to reach over her and open her
locker for her – he knew her combination – and take out her books
so he could carry them without even having to ask what she needed,
she felt cherished. He paid attention to her, cared for her, and
she fell even more in love.

Even when he became irate
with her, it was always over something that had placed her at risk.
Or it was because of another guy. And she had to admit she didn’t
completely mind that jealousy. She loved the flash of dogged
tenacity in his eyes and the way that even in anger, he would still
lock gazes with her as if he wanted to tie her up and strip her
down and worship every inch of her. She could feel that he wanted her.

And she wanted him. From day one, she had
wanted him. She was vulnerable to him in so many ways, and because
of that, at the very core of her, in her heart, she submitted to
him. Every man did to every woman, and every woman to every man
when they were in love.

And so from the day she had
met Antares Mace, Annaleia Faith had been vulnerable to the black
dragon. But this… what was happening to her here in his den, under
his amplified dragon’s sway, beneath the effects of Sterling’s
incubus-tainted transformative spell…. It wasn’t fucking
fair. She felt weak in
far too many ways. And that really pissed her off.

Ares knew. He could always
read her so well, and hell now he could even literally read her
mind. It was no doubt why after the first of the three bites he had
to give her, he had told her that she would decide when the second
would come. She would decide when they would continue with the
spell.

It was a little bit of
power he was trying to give her. And in all fairness, it was the
only amount he could give her. He was the one who had initiated this spell, and
they were in his home and couldn’t leave until it was complete.
Anna knew he was unable to pull back anymore on his influence over
her. Not only because of the spell and the den, but because of who
and what he was and the fact that he wanted her just as badly as
she wanted him.

Anna pushed off the tree and gritted her
teeth, running barefoot the remainder of the distance to the
cavern’s main living areas. She could feel his eyes on her at once,
burning hot little holes through her as she rounded the corner to
the hallway that led to the guest room that she’d claimed as her
own.

Feeling better now that
you’ve laid waste to the gardener’s hard work? He asked, his mental voice amused if anything.

Fuck you, she told him. As if he had a gardener.

Low laughter followed her into her room,
only dissipating after she had run straight to the bathroom and
started up the water in the shower.

Anna tried to console herself, tried to tell
herself to be strong.

Remember why you’re angry,
Anna, she told herself firmly. She hoped
that by remembering why she was forcing Ares to wait, it would help
her not crave him so damn badly. You didn’t
ask to be dominated, damn it! That should be consensual!
Not that Ares was at fault. Or even Sterling
really, since he was an incubus and he’d created the spell for his
own personal use, and she was damn lucky he’d created it in the
first place, but still!

As far as sex was concerned, Annaleia had
always been careful. She’d been careful when she was in school
because not being careful with sex at that age was stupid in
general. It was best not to do it at all, and if you were going to
do it, then for goodness sake, use a condom. Of course, that was a
hell of a lot easier now than it had been fifty years ago, which
was why she’d simply abstained.

Birth control wasn’t back
then what it was today. For one thing, it wasn’t
available to women back
then the way it was today. Even women who suffered from
debilitating conditions such as endometriosis, menstrual anemia,
and some cancers, to mention a few, were forced to endure endless
scrutiny, much of it physical and painful, and ostracized for their
“harlot ways.”

Due to polycystic ovarian syndrome, one of
Anna’s classmates in school had been forced to go on a very early
form of the pill with a host of horrid side effects. Yet, she was
called such a variety of torrid terms and shunned in so many
different ways for even owning this medicine – which was nothing
more than a replacement for the hormone many women did not produce
properly – she wound up undergoing the isolating effect of what
Anna had come to term, “social excommunication.” Anna and Antares
spent time with her, of course. But after a while, being excluded
from all the things you loved and overhearing all the things no one
tried very hard to keep you from hearing, well it would get to you.
And eventually Mabel felt there was nowhere she could go. Not to
school. Not home.

She committed suicide at the age of
sixteen.

Mabel’s grandmother didn’t
come to her funeral. Grandma Marshall had been convinced that Mabel
was only afflicted with her “female conditions” due to
original sin, and she
should simply buck up and accept that God knew what he was doing
punishing women for Eve’s misdeeds. Mabel would ask her if Grandpa
Marshall, who had fought to take down the KKK clan in a neighboring
town, should have instead simply been punished for being white
because some random white people years ago had owned slaves, and
some white men today were descended from them.

To which of course Grandma Marshall would
lift her nose, scoff, and say, “If God had wanted him punished, he
would have come down with an ailment instead of you. I think we
both know who is wrong here.”

Yes, Grandma
Marshall, Annaleia thought now.
Yes, we do.
Bitch.

The human race hadn’t come
a huge way since then, not really. Everything was still skewed as
hell. But lowering your fist and letting it happen certainly wasn’t
going to change anything either. And so, Anna had always tried so
hard to remain strong. Woman
strong.

And that was goddamn strong.

Allowing a man to have so much control over
her without her permission was wrong enough to her that it kept her
away from Antares. Barely. It had only been a day.

And she was breaking.

Annaleia closed her eyes and let the steam
fill the bathroom as hot water struck her shoulders and upper back
hard, stinging her skin but easing the tension just a little. She
put her head back, slicked her wet hair from her face, and let it
pour over her as she tried to think of anything but the way it had
felt to her when he had held her so hard against the wall, claimed
her with his predator’s teeth, and sent wave after wave of orgasm
through her.

“Oh fuck,” she whined
helplessly as one hand moved over her breasts and the other sank
lower toward the aching throb between her legs.

Let me help you, little one.

Anna’s eyes flew open. But she was alone in
the bathroom.

No,
she thought. You said I could choose
this.

I promise to keep my teeth to myself. Until
you want them.

The image of his fangs piercing her skin
sent another hard wave of covetous craving rampaging through her
nerve endings, and she moaned softly. Her hand continued to move
lower.

You wouldn’t break your promise?

He laughed softly.
Raindrop, you’re becoming a dragon. I’d have to be
suicidal to pick a fight with you.

A dragon, her thoughts repeated, suddenly mystified. It was true… she
really was becoming one. Anna thought about that for a moment, the
reality of her inevitable transformation washing over her, bitter
sweet and strong.

She imagined that the way she felt might be
a little like the way people felt before cosmetic surgery. It was a
contrasting emotion, part remorse for leaving behind what they were
born with or had known for a long time, and part comforting hope
that what they were going to do was better. Except in her case, she
had no choice. It was this or death.

You were born a dragon, Annaleia.

Anna blinked and straightened.

 


His words echoed off the
chambers of her soul. It’s been inside you
from day one, he told her as the hot water
beat down on her. You’re just going to
accept your true form. That’s
all.

His words comforted and
soothed her in a way she was not expecting. It was as if that was
what she had needed to hear all along. She’d needed to know that
this wasn’t a mistake, that she wasn’t throwing away a precious
gift out of ungratefulness or waste or greed. But that she was
simply accepting a different
gift, one she was meant to accept all
along.

A sharp twinge of pleasure-pain wrenched her
from her thoughts to pin her attention on her body once more. She
stifled a moan, biting her lip and closing her eyes again while her
hands returned helplessly to their task.

I can take the pain
away, he purred into her mind.

The promise was so sweet, so very, very
sweet. But what he’d said was true. Anna was becoming a dragon. And
dragons were strong. At least, they were stubborn anyway.

I don’t need you,
she coyly lied. I can
take away my own pain.

Just because she was
becoming a dragon didn’t mean she automatically had to submit to
Ares – or to anyone. Right? The world would submit to
her! There was no denying
a dragon; dragons were strong! Indomitable!

There was laughter in her mind, low and
sinister. Antares stepped into the bathroom, the sound of his boots
on the polished stone floor unmistakable. Anna’s heart leapt,
slamming back down hard before it sped up. But she let him come,
her eyes on the opaque crystal shower door. Like someone crazed,
she gingerly brushed her fingers over herself and shuddered.

Ares slowly slid back the door and looked
her in the eyes. “You aren’t one of us just yet, Raindrop.”

His eyes skewered her, held her to the
spot.

“But I am.” He smiled, showing her those
fangs that he’d promised he would not sink into her. “And you’re
right. There’s nothing stronger than a dragon.”

Anna made a helpless sound
where she stood, trembling, beneath the water’s steady stream and
her hands moved of their own desperate accord. Ares watched her
steadily, his expression an unyielding mask. But his eyes were
glowing purple. There was so much of that dragon rolling off him in stifling,
delicious, deadly-sweet waves, it was patently evident what he was
thinking – what he was feeling.

She looked up into that black-lightning gaze
and very softly, through gasps of wretched desire and even more
wretched pleasure, she said, “Just so you know. I don’t belong to
you.” She spoke the words as if she meant just the opposite. His
slow smile was one of both amusement and pride. “Not fifty years
ago,” she continued shakily, “not now, n-not fifty years from
now.”

She pressed her fingers inward, and as they
slid over the smooth slickness of her tormented heat and the breath
went from her lungs, Ares very calmly stepped into the shower.
Slowly, tenderly, he raised his hand to brush the backs of his
fingers against her cheek. She couldn’t help but lean into his
touch, but her neck remained craned so she could see him, and her
eyes remained locked into the gravity wells of his gaze.

“And just so
you know, Raindrop,” he
said in his beautiful, deep voice, “you were mine the moment you
turned the corner in that hallway and stepped into my view
fifty-two years ago. You’ve been mine every moment since. And you
will be mine every moment to come.”

Anna’s body bucked when she
felt the fingers of his other hand slide over hers between her legs
and then sink into her, giving her just the right charged pressure
she needed to send her into another climax. “Yes,” she finally surrendered,
allowing him to take over and closing her eyes. Gods, yes.

 



Chapter Forty-nine – Dragon’s Den

Ares kept his word. He wasn’t going to use
his teeth on her until she was ready.

He couldn’t keep the monster in him from
showing; when he got around her, his eyes shifted, his teeth came
out, and every possessive, hungry attribute to him came out to
play. But he kept himself from sinking into her – in more ways than
one – and used everything else in his admittedly well-stocked
arsenal to help Annaleia through the volatile sensations that were
the craven side effects of Sterling’s spell.

She was so recklessly beautiful, so wild and
wanton, he couldn’t trust himself to focus on his own needs. His
dick stayed in his pants so that his teeth would stay out of her
throat. He just fucking knew that if he allowed himself the one, he
would allow himself the other. Not a damn thing in the realms could
have stopped him.

So this was her time. And the “dominant” one
of the pair was the one undergoing masochistic misery.

Somehow Ares kept going. Vehemently spoken
swear words and wicked strong alcohol from inhuman realms had
become his nearly constant companions, but he bided his time like a
good dragon. He did this because he knew what was going on in
Annaleia’s head. She felt guilty and she was afraid. Having the
ability to resurrect had allowed her to save countless lives,
including hers and the lives of her family members. She wasn’t
ready to throw the gift away, and she had no idea whether it would
still be there when she was no longer a Withered, but a dragon.

And then there was that.
When it came down to it, no matter how much a person might dream of
becoming something as great and frightening as a dragon, of having
that vast power of size and strength over everyone around them, the
fact remained – becoming something terrifying was a terrifying prospect.

She needed time to come to grips with it
all, and now that the spell was activated, he could technically
give her that time.

If he didn’t fucking die first.

In the meantime, she explored his cavern and
its many rooms and extensions, some of which defied dimensionality
and stretched to encompass vast quantities of land or space. But he
never actually let her out of his sight. He didn’t have to, not
here in his home. He could feel her everywhere she went, almost see
her in his mind’s eye, and he could sure as hell hear her.

When she was in the main part of the cave,
she tried to read his books and used the hot tub and the pool.

That was a hellish kind of
pleasure for Ares – Annaleia in the hot tub. It was a dichotomous
mixture of allure and torture because she would inevitably wind up
in the hot tub naked. He would try so hard to avoid listening or looking when she
did, but eventually he would fail and find her touching herself.
Needing release. It was the whole reason she got into the water in
the first place most times.

And he would soon wind up there too, also
touching her. Those were the moments he proved to himself that he,
too, was strong. They were also the moments followed with the most
copious amounts of alcohol.

But when she
wasn’t in the hot tub, he
never stopped touching her. She never wanted him to stop. It was a
good compromise. He would come up behind her, slide his hand
beneath her top, and feel her shudder under his fingertips. He
would run his fingers through her hair and tug, just ever so gently
so he could see the pulse in her throat. Beckoning him.

He would sit down immediately beside her and
run his hand unabashedly up her thigh. She would drop her book and
let her head fall back against the couch cushions. And then he
would pull her into his lap so he could fondle her through her
clothing.

It was on the night of the first twenty-four
hours that Ares had given up trying not to touch more of her bare
skin. When he pulled her into his lap this time, he simply held her
there while he unfastened her jeans and told her to open for him.
He couldn’t help but catch her surface thoughts then, and they
spurred him on with spiking need. He pressed his fingers inside
her, thumbed her clitoris, and palmed her perfect breasts, skimming
their taut, aching nubs until she came around his fingers.

He brought her to two more climaxes on his
lap, searing the image of her slender, writhing form in his memory
before he finally let her go so he could down a six-pack of Tuathan
ale. Then a bottle of Taal wine. He made her drink some too, not
only because he knew it would help her, but because he wasn’t sure
how much longer he could hold out. Candy being dandy and liquor
being quicker – and all that.

By the second night, Ares was losing his
fucking mind. He had all but decided it was time to finish the
spell once and for all. He could do that. He was the dominant
spellcaster here. He could sink into his blazing, beguiling little
mate with everything he had, take what he fervently needed, and
break a promise just once in his wretched life, couldn’t he?

But he knew he couldn’t, especially not with
her. And besides – he didn’t think he was going to need to. His
svelte little dragon-to-be was almost relentlessly consumed by the
spell’s compelling urges now, and she was weakening under their
prolonged effects. Thank the gods.

By the time his sharp hearing caught the
blessed sound of a final, reeling sob of anguish come from the
guest bedroom where she’d gone to change, Ares was already slipping
slightly into the mindless maelstrom that would allow his dragon
out once more.

He put down the book he’d been reading,
stood from the leather sofa he’d been reclined on, and transported
with no more than a thought.

Annaleia was bent, her shaking arms braced
against the dresser in the room, her shoulders hunched, her body
wracked by some ravishing surge of arousal that left her drenched
in sweat, barely able to stay on her feet. When she looked up and
saw Ares in the mirror directly behind her, the pained look on her
beautiful face became one of pliant, relieved surrender.

His gaze on her in the mirror was like a
brand now, hot, heavy, burning its way into her. He waited, his
entire body a rod of havoc-inducing obsession. But he waited.

And finally –
finally – Annaleia
nodded. Just once. It was all she could manage.

It was all he needed.

When Ares bent to lift her off her feet, her
eyes were all-pupil, her lids heavy. He strode with her to his
master bedroom, where he all but threw her onto his bed.

Before she could move away in her frenzied
writhing, he was on her, grabbing her small form to pull her to her
knees, spin her around, and maneuver to the head of the bed. There,
he pinned her stomach against the carved stone headboard, which had
been built into the wall of the cavern.

Column-like posters had been carved out of
the rock so they stood separate and tall, thick and strong at each
of the bed’s four corners. Anna glanced at the posters and
shivered, the images they conjured up only adding to the
fever-pitch of her aching body. He could read in her thoughts that
she knew right away what they were for. And she was right.

He laughed darkly and grabbed her hands,
placing them on the lip of the stone headboard and squeezing until
she held it of her own accord. He lowered his lips to her ear.
“Hold on,” he growled. “Do not let go.”

A split second later, Ares grasped the front
of her sweat-damp shirt from behind with both hands. He pulled,
fast and clean, and she cried out in surprise as the material was
shredded, exposing her quivering form to the cavern air.
Impatiently, Ares tossed the scraps to the side and moved in to
press his chest against her back and his lips to her throat.

His very sharp teeth scraped threateningly,
promisingly. She shuddered at the feel of them, and at his words.
“Three times,” he reminded her a little cruelly. This would only be
the second. Her poor little body had so far to go to pacify the
waking monster within her. It wasn’t going to be easy for her.

He smiled at the thought.

That’s what she got for making him wait so
long.

 



Chapter Fifty – Dragon’s Den

Annaleia was reeling from the flood of
sensation she had already experienced to this point. She had been
rocked to her core by everything he’d done to her that first night
and in the hours since. And now the thought that she was going to
have to feel it twice more was destabilizing her in a frightening
way.

But his body flexed around
her, as possessive and hard as the stone of the headboard she
grasped onto. Feel me, Leia. I’m real. I’m
here. The contrast of her body against his
when he was fully clothed was heady. It served to further intensify
her vulnerability to him. I’m going to get
you through this and finish it. His words
in her mind were meant to comfort her, in direct contrast to what
his body was doing to her.

His fingers found the
button on her jeans and she tensed, suddenly afraid that he planned
to do the same thing with her jeans that he’d done with the shirt.
His laughter in her ear was all fury and reckless desire, more
monster than man. “You can take it, little dragon. You know you
can. Now do not let go. You don’t
move.”

This time, the denim bit into her before it
tore away, ripping a cry of surprise and pain from her lungs. But
the pain was deadened by the knowledge that the spell they both
wore would protect their bodies from any real harm – and by the
pleasure he heaped on her as he destroyed her belongings.

She tried very hard not to make the kinds of
desperate sounds that were trying to escape her throat. There was
still some fragment of the woman inside her that had been strong in
the face of his power, and that fragmented woman didn’t want to let
on how much he was getting to her. But as she held on to the
headboard and her fingernails dug ineffectually into the smooth,
un-giving rock and the cool air kissed her exposed flesh, she was
well aware she’d already lost. This was the heated moment in which
every lust-torn lover recognized that they were slaves, and their
lovers’ control over them was absolute.

Anna felt drugged when he laughed again, his
lips brushing her ear, the dark and sexy sound as effective as
opium and aphrodisiacs. He snaked one strong arm around her chest,
locking her against him. She sucked in a breath when his hand
curled over the top front of her panties, and his arm kept her from
pulling away. He waited just long enough to lean in and place a
gentle kiss to the side of her neck before ripping the small shred
of material from her heated body. She was so slick-wet at her core,
the underwear stuck to her for a beat before peeling away to expose
her to the air and Ares’ hungry graze.

She clenched her teeth harder and closed her
eyes. But his lips remained by her ear and his arm continued to
cage her as he rid her of her bra in much the same manner. She
gasped at the sharp pain again, and this time when she exhaled, her
breath was shaking. Her breasts were exposed, her nipples hardening
painfully, her longing making her want to curl in on herself. But
Ares wouldn’t let her. His embrace stretched her out in front of
him, and his view was clear straight down her body.

Damn you’re hot,
woman, he growled in her
head. I fucking love it when you’re
horny.

Anna bristled, opening her eyes to look at
him over her shoulder. But whatever she’d been planning on saying
to him, it died on her tongue when he caught her chin with his
fingers and held her gaze with his own.

“That’s my little dragon,”
he told her softly. She got lost in him again, staring up at eyes
that searched hers and reminded her that he was her best friend.
The same one she’d given herself to fifty years ago.

He gave her a soft smile, leaned in, and
gently brushed his lips over hers in a whisper of a kiss, a touch
so soft it was at painful odds to the cage of his arm around her
and the way he’d ripped off her clothes.

When he pulled back, his thumb lovingly
brushed the cleft of her chin. As he watched her so tenderly,
Anna’s tension melted a little, her body relaxing ever so slightly
in his embrace. Then he lowered his head to peer at her through the
top of a very cruel gaze and Anna’s eyes widened. Her hot, wet core
suddenly contracted painfully with need, her clitoris and breasts
throbbing to the point of rendering her breathless. She tried to
move, to escape the blatant flood of arousal that was far stronger
than any she’d experienced through Sterling’s spell. But this was
all Ares, and he wasn’t letting her go anywhere.

How… cruel are you?
she wondered mindlessly as she struggled to
breathe. A low keening climbed her throat, escaping through her
tightly clenched teeth. He gently claimed her mouth with his, the
kiss still deceptive, purely a cover for the torture as more wanton
need blossomed like fireworks inside her and Ares swallowed her
wordless cry.

She began to release the
headboard, her fingers sliding over the stone with the intent to
ease the massive building pressure inside her, but Ares’ words
whispered through her mind. I told you not
to let go, little dragon.

A sob escaped her when a prolonged wave of
oblivion took hold of her and Ares slowly broke their kiss. Anna
re-claimed the stone out of self-preservation, squeezing the
headboard harder than ever as her lover’s lips trailed across her
cheek to her ear. “Good girl.” And then to the side of her throat.
One hand fisted in her hair allowed Ares to pull gently, exposing
the unprotected white column of her throat.

The arm he caged her to him with slowly
relented in its hold to slide down her body, his fingers carving a
quivering, branded trail of blazing nerve endings behind them. At
her abdomen, he paused as if to soak in the feel of her naked form
beneath his grip.

Anna felt the scrape of the tips of his
long, sharp teeth where they returned to the side of her neck,
pricking dangerously. Her breath caught, refusing to keep up with
her racing heart, because she knew what was coming. The place he
threatened with those teeth was different this second time, a
slight distance from where he’d made his first heart’s mark. He
wouldn’t have so carefully placed them if he wasn’t going to –

“Are you ready, Annaleia?”
he asked.

Does it matter?
she had the fortitude to reply.

But when he asked her, he waited, his lips
hesitating above her pulse point. She was trembling madly, held
aloft no doubt by his strength alone. Yet he did not move those
teeth again until Annaleia finally closed her eyes and drew her
surrender from air-stilled lungs and pushed it from her parched and
gasping throat.

“Yes.”

Ares’ grip on her tightened as he pierced
the skin and sank his fangs in deep. Anna made a helpless sound,
her knees giving out completely beneath her. But Ares was holding
her up easily. He’d obviously known this would happen.

As he began to drink, very gently pulling
her blood into his mouth in contrast to his general impatience,
Annaleia realized he hadn’t pressed his teeth quite all the way in
this time, and there had also been no pain. He was going easier on
her, and yet his power curled around her, ebbing and receding and
throbbing, mirroring what she knew was his own driving need. He
drank – and drank, and she basked in the sensations. Until the
sensations grew stronger, and she found she was becoming less
docile. She moaned low, her back arching, the “v” of her legs
searching for release of their own.

What is it you need, little one?

She growled through gritted teeth. He knew
damn well what she needed.

Laughter, dark and wicked rolled through her
mind.

Antares…. She needed what he’d denied her since they’d arrived at
his damn den! She needed what she’d been missing for fifty
years!

But again he laughed, this time aloud, and
his laughter rolled across her throat from where he gripped her
between his teeth, causing her to shiver.

And then she gasped and moaned loudly when
he released his hold on her hair to slide his hand down her body,
roving across her ribs until his calloused palm was pressing
none-too-gently over the milky white rise of her breast, the
roughness of him scratching her nipple with delicious pinpricks of
pain.

Anna bit her lip and jerked in his grip when
his fingers pinched next, rolled and squeezed the nipple. Another
moan escaped her.

Fuck, little girl… you feel so good.

She was moving again. She couldn’t stay
still. But then Ares trailed his hand further down her body to her
waist, hip and then her leg. Anna sank away from him reflexively,
knowing where he was headed and both yearning for it and fearing it
at once. She was already mad with need, and she was well aware of
what his fingers could do to her.

But Ares simply moved with
her, until those fingers settled in on the treasure between her
legs, where she was aching to the point of fever.
There, there, he spoke
soothingly in her mind, even while he kept his teeth firmly planted
where he wanted them and continued drinking her life’s
blood. Let me in, baby girl, I’ll take care
of you.

It was the promise of the devil. Anna felt
the very real magic lacing his softly-spoken command, and rather
than knee-jerk react to his obvious move for control, she
surrendered to it. She really had no choice any longer; she was as
much his in that moment as she had ever been.

So she gave in and opened her legs for him
again, spreading her knees further apart on the bed’s silk-sheeted
mattress. “Please,” she gasped, a single word that always managed
to speak volumes. She was at once rewarded with his touch moving
inward to glide along the slick cleft between her lips. “Good
girl,” he softly praised her, and damn if he didn’t sound genuinely
grateful that she’d obeyed him.

Antares pulled her away
from the headboard, allowing her to release it at last as he sat
back on his heels on the bed and eased her into his lap. Her hands
fell to his thighs, her nails digging into the dark denim that
hugged the rock-hard cords of muscle in his legs.
Holy gods, she thought
deliriously. His legs were sculpted perfection. He was perfection. This was her Ares,
the most beautiful man in the world.

The reality of that washed over her,
increasing her pleasure in a way she would have thought impossible.
In the position he’d pulled her into she lay more horizontal atop
him, and consequently more open. She knew he could see every part
of her where he knelt behind her now. It was more forbidden,
delicious knowledge.

She rested her head against
his broad shoulder and closed her eyes when his fingers began
working rewarding magic between her legs, circling and dipping, but
never quite sinking into her. In the background of her
consciousness, she noticed that there was something different about
his broad shoulder now… no jacket,
she thought absently… but she was too lost in
what he was doing to her to pay it any further heed.

You’re so hot, so wet,
little one. His voice in her head was
lust-laced and hungry, low and animalistic.

When he began running hard, expert circles
around her clitoris, Anna turned her head to the other side; she
was close to thrashing again. Ares removed his hand from her
stomach, where he had been holding her fast to him. She felt him do
something behind her back and thought she heard material
tearing.

And then Ares took her inner thighs in his
strong hands, gripping hard enough to bruise as he pressed the
remaining length of his long, sharp teeth into her throat, finally
sinking them to the hilt. Anna felt the beginnings of an orgasm
stir, the first few pulses of her abandonment to her lover’s
control as at the same time, he used this bruising hold on her
thighs to pull Annaleia back into his body. Anna screamed in sharp,
cutting bliss as his now freed member pressed hard and hot as a
steel brand against her slick opening, then drove in merciless and
deep.

She found the pressure unbearable, the full
sensation too tight, too much; and when he pressed his palm into
the swollen nub of her clit and her orgasm finished ripping through
her, parts of her vision began to fade as if clouds of black were
moving in on a strong wind.

Stay with me, little dragon.

She barely heard his words as they reached
into the void after her and attempted to draw her back from that
little death. But his magic dove in after them and wrapped around
her, pulling her free-falling senses back into the moment.

She moaned long and low, nearly sobbing
beneath the magnificent sin that was the whole of all she could
feel in that moment. Her core pulsed and squeezed over and over
again, her orgasm seeming to go on forever.

That’s it,
he told her as he rocked inside her, his rhythm
slow and deep and punishing in all the right ways.
We’re far from done yet.


Chapter Fifty-one – the Nomad’s study,
location unknown

“Thank you for this,” said
Victoria nervously. “I honestly can’t tell you what it means to me.
And,” she laughed just as nervously, “I realize that when I first
came to you, I wasn’t exactly… dressed to impress.” Her eyes darted
to the shadows in the room as if expecting someone or something to
step out of them any second now. Very, very softly, she added,
“Even under normal circumstances, I don’t make the best first
impressions.”

Katrielle regarded her warmly; she was
frankly filled with both awe and deep compassion for the woman.
After all she’d been through, it was a wonder she was functioning
at all, much less at the capacity she exhibited. Many in her
situation would have considered ending it. A long time ago. But
Victoria was every bit deserving of her name. Some of that had to
do with the Sirius warden leader who had helped her fifty years
ago. But most of it was simply a very rare inherent strength.

“I never judge a woman
based on a first impression,” Kat said softly.

Victoria looked up, her intelligent eyes
filled with sharp interest.

Kat shrugged. “A man, yes. Men are simple,
straightforward. There are exceptions. But for the most part, what
you see is what you get.” Kat blew out the match she’d been using
to light the candles on the table where the complicated spell had
been prepared. “However with women…” She sighed and smiled.

She sat down on the stool beside the table
and crossed her legs. Then she laced her fingers together and
placed them on her knee, regarding Victoria. “There are eight
billion people on the planet that mortals call home, and roughly
half of them are women. Yet to be a woman is a lonely venture. One
might say the loneliest.”

She looked at her very special guest and
knew that Victoria understood this to a painful degree. Half a
century ago, on a night that had become infamous in supernatural
circles, the woman had lost everything in the world that mattered
to her. She had been well and truly alone ever since.

Her story had been told
time and again by generations of wardens, words of warning passed
down from leaders to trainees so that history would not repeat
itself. However, the story was told wrong, and this too was the
Sirius leader’s doing. It had been necessary to fudge the truth. It
had not been an ordinary Apex the wardens faced that disastrous
night. It had been a different
predator, one more bent on its prey than almost
any other. It was a goldblood Apex, and not only a goldblood Apex,
but half Aurum and half Dire
werewolf.

No one would have accepted
that a single woman could have defeated such a beast when twenty
wardens had failed and paid with their lives. Yet, this was what
the new Sirius clan leader had done. Hence, to forestall any
suspicious questions, the story had to be changed. The
Dire Aurum Apex, otherwise known as a Dire
Aurum, became a simple Apex.

Still on the subject of women and first
impressions, Kat said, “Out of sheer necessity, a woman takes on
the personas expected of her by those around her – over and over
again,” Kat continued, weaving magic into her words in the same way
that she infused the items on the table as she worked with them.
“As time passes, she drapes these personas carefully over herself
until she becomes a many-layered thing, complex and by default,
hidden. What you take from a first impression of her is the outer
layer of a swathed and shrouded cocoon. And as anyone knows,” she
said with a sharp glance at her beautiful companion, “the cocoon is
not the butterfly.”

Victoria smiled, but Kat saw the weariness
in it.

“You have to get to know a
woman very well before you make it past those layers to the person
underneath. And that’s the beauty of it really. Because by then no
matter what you find, it makes little difference. You’ve already
come to appreciate her. There’s a reason they say, ‘to know her is
to love her.’”

Kat recognized that
Victoria’s smile was no longer sad, per se. It was simply far too
wise. She could sense that the woman’s more profound mourning had
faded years ago, to be replaced with the dogged struggle of
survival. It was a type of “going through the motions” that was
much more intensive for her exceptionally rare breed than for
others suffering the trauma of loss. Kat couldn’t help but wonder
if in that single thing, she’d been blessed. Having to run and hide
had given Victoria something else to focus on, something she had
no choice but to
focus on, if she wanted to survive.

“I’m told you were the one
who found the young woman’s body in Philadelphia and notified the
police of her whereabouts.”

Victoria nodded. Her face became
shadowed.

“You did this despite the
fact that your spell had nearly worn off completely.” She’d taken a
tremendous risk. Not that golddusts weren’t defenseless. They were
simply as good as defenseless against Aurum vampires.

Victoria nodded again, averting her gaze.
She was probably embarrassed for taking such measures, thinking
them foolish. But Katrielle thought them brave.

“You should know that the
victims have all been removed from the morgues and placed in stasis
so that they might be resurrected at a future date. Their families
and the authorities involved have of course been... fixed.” She
smiled a helpless smile. There was no other way to describe what
mages, mostly warlocks, had to do in order to make someone forget
about someone else, especially a murder victim. It was tricky
disposing of evidence and planting new memories – such as memories
of bodies having already been cremated.

But this was what the supernatural community
did when one of their kind interfered so horribly with the mortal
world. They tried to make amends. The wardens were there to ensure
that making amends was necessary as seldom as possible.

Victoria’s eyebrows raised. The stasis spell
was brand new, so she was rightfully surprised. “You can keep their
bodies from decomposing?”

Kat nodded. “Yes.”

“And reverse the
decomposition that has already happened?”

“Yes.”

“And… the wounds? Would
they remain?”

Victoria had seen the wounds on the victim
she’d found in that bathtub before Hendrix had gotten to it. No
doubt, it had brought back bad memories – all those cuts. All that
blood.

“No,” said Katrielle.
“Those can be reversed as well.” With a
great deal of effort, she added
mentally.

Victoria exhaled, releasing a breath she
probably didn’t even know she’d been holding. “So they can be
revived… by someone like Annaleia Faith.”

Kat’s chin lifted in
recollection. “Ah yes. You were still in the garage when the
Withered performed her resurrection.” Miracle was more like it. And the
amount of magic she’d poured into it had literally flooded the
bodies of her friends and then continued to flood out of her at
such an unstoppable rate, it had reacted with the very air around
it. Like lightning, different forms of energy slammed into one
another, causing a rippling shockwave that had sent everyone in the
garage flying as if a bomb had gone off.

Well, everyone but Annaleia and her friends.
And Annaleia’s sentinel. And Cain.

Victoria nodded, absentmindedly fingering
the gold locket around her neck. It was quite lovely. And quite
sad, if it contained the image Katrielle imagined it did.

Oh! Kat thought suddenly. She doesn’t
know that Faith was there fifty years ago and that she was the one
who revived two of her children!

When the warden clan Victoria had been a
part of was destroyed by the obsessed Apex who was hunting
Victoria. It was an inconceivable tragedy. The Apex seemed to know
exactly what to do to take down wardens, dealing each of them
mortal wounds at least twice so that their sentinels could not
rescue them. The term Apex had never been more accurate in
describing a predator.

In all her existence,
Katrielle had only come across one other such Dire Aurum, an Apex
that was half Aurum vampire and half Dire werewolf. Thankfully in
this other case, someone else
had come across him first, in a way rescuing him
by taking him under his wing and into his clan.

The other Aurum she was
thinking of was Nathan Connor of the Monsters clan. The day he had
been turned into an Apex by means of an unfortunate confrontation,
he’d actually been attempting to do something good. Connor had been trying to
rescue someone else from a Dire werewolf attack. He wasn’t even a
warden yet, and he hadn’t hesitated in coming to the mortal’s
defense.

Unfortunately, for various reasons, he also
hadn’t fed on goldblood in far too long and the gold fever was upon
him. That was what certain circles called the sickness that
overcame Aurums when they desperately needed to feed from a
golddust, a person with gold-laced blood rather than iron-laced
blood. When he entered that fight, Connor was weak and not quite a
match for the dire.

Because he was immortal, the dire’s attack
didn’t kill him. Instead, it transformed him, making him an Apex. A
very special, very rare Apex.

Normally, becoming an Apex would have driven
him into an immediate madness of hunger and bloodlust. However, a
certain motorcycle club clan leader intervened, and the new Apex
was taken under his wing.

Nate Connor was a good man. He’d always been
kind, considerate and genteel despite being an Aurum. Cain had no
doubt seen these qualities in him, recognizing them for what they
were. And as usual, Cain seemed to know exactly where to be and
when to be there in order to recruit his next clan member. Connor
had maintained control over the Dire Aurum within himself ever
since.

If not for this, he probably would have
turned out as much a real monster as the Apex who had destroyed the
first Sirius clan – and Victoria’s entire family.

Fifty years ago, when that Apex had finished
off Victoria’s clan, she’d exercised the better part of valor and
run. But he followed her to her home. Her family was killed and she
was taken.

The Aurum kept and fed from
her until she was saved by the new
Sirius clan leader.

Upon rescue, Victoria was first taken
directly to one of the Nomad’s apprentices, who promptly renewed
the spell within her to disguise her gold blood and make her appear
human. However, Victoria was unique in that unlike her Golddust
peers, her overlay disguises were finite. Each time they were
replaced, they didn’t last as long as the time before.

She was then told two of
her children had been revived. She was taken to her children, and
then spent some time with them, staying with the Sirius clan leader
during that time. She and the Sirius leader became fast friends
– best friends.
And in return for switching up the story about the Apex and keeping
Victoria’s existence a secret, Victoria in turn protected the
Sirius clan leader’s secret… which was far more
valuable.

When Victoria’s spell began to wear off once
again, she realized her children were safer with the Sirius clan
than with her and that it would be best if she disappeared. The
Sirius leader more than understood, and Victoria’s children were
raised to be wardens. Since then Victoria had been running and
hiding non-stop.

Referring to Annaleia Faith, Kat said,
“Hopefully, she’ll still be able to perform resurrections after her
transformation.” She heaved a great sigh. “But if not for
Sterling’s spell, she would have died. So I can’t look a gift horse
in the mouth. And if she can no longer revive the dead, then the
girls will remain safely in stasis for a later date. And we’ll just
keep hope.”

“Cryogenics for the
magically inclined,” Victoria muttered softly with a wry
smile.

Kat grinned. “Indeed.”

The information she’d just given Victoria
about the stasis spell wasn’t supposed to be randomly shared. For
one thing, it turned out that it took an exhaustive amount of
magical energy to place a body in stasis, and so far only one
individual had managed to do it – Jarrod Sterling, the creator of
the spell himself.

He’d originally woven the magic into his
transformation spell, and it was no doubt doing its job at that
very moment with Antares Mace and Annaleia Faith. But when he had,
the sovereigns had recognized the magic’s enormous potential and
asked him to isolate and strengthen it. Which he dutifully did. And
though the Time King can not reverse time to the point before
someone’s death, he was able to perform some very draining
time-reversing magic in a restoration spell on Price’s victims to
return their bodies to the state they’d been in during the seconds
directly after death. At that time, if they had been resuscitated,
they would have most likely returned to the living naturally, which
meant their bodies had still been vital.

Which meant that a healer could then be
brought in to alleviate the wounds Price had given them. The healer
was none other than Angela Clemens, the mate to the Monsters clan
second-in-command, Jacob Crow.

After that, thanks to Sterling’s refined
stasis spell, they had all been successfully placed in a stable
state that would last forever if necessary. To do this with one
person, much less many, was so difficult, it placed the sovereigns
and their magic users in a compromised position for a period of
time. Sterling was frankly exhausted. It was a pity the incubus
wasn’t a fan of sex or he would have recharged much more quickly.
But his tastes were refined, to say the least. Katrielle likened it
to a human losing the interest to eat. Which sometimes happened.
Depression, stress, trauma, and in Sterling’s case, existence and
experience, were all possible causes.

In short, the sovereigns
and their mages needed to rest and recharge. And they did
not need to be attacked
while compromised in this manner.

So, the word was mum about the stasis
spell.

But if anyone understood the importance of
staying quiet about such things, it was Victoria Grace. And
Victoria had suffered the added trauma of finding that victim’s
body. Hearing that there was a chance the woman would be saved was
a hopeful thing Kat knew Victoria probably really needed right
now.

Her instinct seemed to be right. With this
new knowledge, Victoria did seem to sit up a little straighter, and
her eyes appeared less distant.

“Victoria… you shouldn’t
have waited so long to come and see me.”

Victoria glanced up, blushed a little, and
then looked away again. “I know. But lately things have been sort
of crazy for you guys. And you in particular have been pretty much
constantly surrounded with people that I didn’t want to… well, I
didn’t want to – ”

“I was surrounded by people
you didn’t want to chance giving yourself away to.”

Victoria shrugged. “Yeah.”

“You know I have people in
the field who are completely trustworthy with situations like
yours, and they’re seldom surrounded with other supernaturals.
They’re there specifically because of their relationships with me.
I trust them implicitly. Were you not given a list of them when you
were younger?” Detective Hendrix James was one such contact, and
one that would have taken very good care of Victoria if he’d only
known.

The fact that she’d managed to hide her
identity as a Golddust from even that seasoned werewolf was
testament to how good she was at maintaining pretext. And how sad
it was that she had to do so.

“I was,” Victoria said. “I
memorized it, as my parents instructed. And then the Apex destroyed
the memory, along with… everything else. That’s why I stuck around
after turning in the girl’s body. I could tell Detective James was
a werewolf, and as you know, golddusts can sense proximity to
Nomads. I knew he would eventually lead me to you.”

Katrielle watched as the
woman focused on a corner of the room, obviously trying very hard
not to break down. I should have
known, she thought. Destroying the memory
of the list of names was of course one of the first things the Dire
Aurum would have done to cut off escape routes.

“Victoria, how did your
parents die?” A Golddust child could only be conceived through the
union of an Aurum and a golddust, both of which were immortal. If
either of them had learned of Victoria’s attacker, they would have
confronted the Dire Aurum themselves. The fact that they didn’t
suggested they were both dead.

“My dad was killed by
Hunters. My mom was then….” She broke off, swallowing back more
pain with audible gulps. Then she whispered, “They kept her and
intended to use her to lure others like my father. But when she
could break free, she used one of their guns to kill herself. I got
all of her memories when she died. Like all Golddust children
do.”

Kat processed that information, and for the
first time in a long time, she felt something emerge of the old
woman she used to be. Lalura Chantelle, the weathered old bat who
could learn of anything, see anything, hear anything, know
anything, and not even blink. Chantelle had lived through wars and
lost loves and witnessed atrocities. She was hardened.

A part of that hardened
crone awakened inside Katrielle, re-birthing itself as needed. It
was the cumulative experience and wisdom of a Nomad, this unfolding
of past lives when necessary. Katrielle looked down at the table
with its multitude of spell components and rather than say,
I’m sorry or
You’ve been very strong,
she instead very softly said, “She sounds brave. And I can’t say I
blame her.”

Victoria looked up at Katrielle, her gold
eyes searching. Then, her expression one of deep gratitude and more
than a little surprise, she nodded. “Nor can I.” She swallowed and
added, “Thank you.”

“Your own children were
adopted, then?” Katrielle asked next, subtly changing the
subject.

“Yes. Oscar and I agreed to
adopt right away once we were married. We took them in at the same
time; they were siblings.”

Katrielle smiled. She had already known the
children were adopted. Oscar had been a magic user, but he was
mortal, not an Aurum. Hence, Victoria hadn’t been capable of
conceiving with him. It was a stroke of incredible fortune for the
three children to have been adopted at once, especially given that
the youngest of the children had been an infant at the time of
adoption. Infant children were so often separated from their
siblings for couples who wanted to adopt babies.

Speaking of babies….

Katrielle lifted her chin then and took a
deep breath before again shifting the subject. “What did you think
of the other people who were in the Monsters garage when Faith
revived her friends?”

“There were more than fifty
people there. Any in particular?” Victoria asked so quickly it was
almost flippant. She knew damn well who Kat was alluding to.
Victoria was smart; she was astute and keen. She
knew.

“You tell me.” Kat glanced
over at her companion – just in time to see Victoria look down at
the table and flush slightly. It was quite a thing to see a
Golddust flush. The blood that rose to her cheeks was not red. It
was gold. On darker skin, this flush would appear as a type of
glow, radiant but often disguisable as bronzer or highlighter. In
someone fair however, it glistened too much to ignore. And for
someone like Victoria who was not only fair but yet had the
remnants of the original magic the Nomads had placed on the
golddusts long ago, it became a very light pink flushed with tons
of shimmer. It was quite fetching, actually.

It was only too bad it was also very
telling. It would have given her away as a Golddust if not for the
fact that her eyes, hair, skin, and nails did so already.

“I thought so,” said Kat.
“You noticed him, then.”

Victoria hesitated, the flush darkening, the
shimmer turning festival-worthy. It was fortunate Golddust blood
didn’t oxidize in the same manner iron did, otherwise Kat could
imagine their blushes might be something like green rather than
gold. They were also lucky magic prevented them from weighing a lot
more than they did due to gold being four times heavier than
iron.

Victoria swallowed hard and stood up, no
longer comfortable staying seated and in one place. The fight or
flight instinct was kicking in already and all Kat had done was
mention the presence of an Aurum. It would most likely be best not
to ask her whether she noticed that he had noticed her too.

Or maybe that was what had
her so fidgety. Maybe she did
notice that.

“There’s no way he could
have seen me through all of that dirt, right?” Victoria asked, as
she turned around and began pacing. “I mean, I paid a mage to put
all kinds of iron in that dirt. It was like I was walking around in
layers of blood. I could smell it.” She made a face and shook her
head. “No. He couldn’t have known.”

An ordinary Aurum so soon after feeding
on Golddust blood and on a day when so much was taking place might
not have noticed Victoria’s presence. But, golddusts literally gave
off a sort of sensation around Aurums, announcing their locations
to goldblood vampires.

Their proximity acted as a kind of drug on
any Aurums who had not recently fed on them, quelling fear and
inhibition and fueling lust. They usually had this sort of effect
on vampires in general, in fact.

Katrielle supposed this sensation they gave
off may have been a survival trait long, long ago, back when Aurums
joined with golddusts much more frequently to breed with them in
exchange for their blood.

But those days had come and gone and soon
Aurums were struck with the bloodlust they called “gold fever” to
an epidemic degree. As a result, golddusts were reduced to a mere
handful before the Nomads had stepped in to protect them.

So much time had passed
since then, Aurums were accustomed to never meeting golddusts in
person, or at least not being aware
that they had. They might chalk up a passing
“high” as perhaps random giddiness or something in the blood of
someone they’d just fed on. They would never suspect it had been a
Golddust in their proximity.

So it was possible
an ordinary Aurum
would not have recognized Victoria for what she really was. Not
under all of that dirt and all of those clothes. Not on that day,
when so much was going down.

But, there was nothing ordinary about any
single member of the Monsters warden clan. Including Nathan Connor.
So of course the “Aurum” in question had indeed noticed her.

But Katrielle didn’t tell her that. Nor did
she tell her that if Nathan Connor wanted to find her again, he
would most likely find a way to do so. She didn’t even tell
Victoria that this might not in fact be such a terrible thing,
Connor being the kind of man he was. And she most certainly didn’t
tell her that Connor was not only an Aurum, but an Apex. The same
kind that had taken her family from her.

Victoria was not the only one actively
hiding what she was from the world.

What she
did tell her was, “I
believe you are going to be just fine, Victoria. Now sit down; the
spell is ready. We need to begin at once.” Especially if the girl
wanted a hope in hell of escaping Nate Connor.

Victoria sat down on her
stool and took a deep breath, no doubt attempting to clear her
mind. Katrielle watched her a moment or two more, studying her
profile. She was very beautiful in her natural form. She
practically radiated strength and splendor. Like the metal she bore
in her veins. She doesn’t stand a
chance, Kat thought.

And then she began the spell.

 



Chapter Fifty-two – Unknown Locations

It hurts,
he thought helplessly. His entire body just hurt
so much.

Would you like my help, Price?

At the sound of the question so clearly
spoken, Randall opened his eyes. He still couldn’t see anything at
all out of one of them, and vision from the other was fading fast.
Still, it was enough to see that he was alone in the room. It would
have been difficult to miss another person in the plain, white
space. There were no decorations. There were only four white walls,
a plain white alcove where he could do his “business” in private,
and the bed.

The room felt more like an
oubliette, which would be fitting for a holding cell for the
noblesse. That’s what
they were; the bastards who’d taken his angel and then questioned
him. They were the noblemen of the non-mortal world.
Sovereigns. He’d never
yearned so badly for a guillotine.

He’d told them everything
he knew; there had been no stopping the words from leaving his
mouth. The strange thing was, he knew so little. He’d been able to give them
almost no information concerning Victor Maze. Because the truth
was, he didn’t know anything about the man. Randall sighed. Pulling
the air into his lungs and expelling it again was an uncomfortable
process, just like everything was becoming. He looked down at his
body, which had also been clad solely in white. The crisp, clean
linens did little to hide the truth, however. He could see just
enough of himself to tell that he looked as bad as he felt. It
wasn’t good.

Skin wasn’t supposed to be that color.

Could be the light in the
room, he thought, but even his unspoken
words lacked hope. There was nothing wrong with the light in the
room. From what he’d been able to glean, the room was a holding
cell for special prisoners. He’d been transferred to it after being held in a
dizzying number of other locations. Here, Randall figured they were
finally finished with him and probably didn’t even know what to do
with him. Maybe it really was an oubliette.

This final cell was in the mortal realm, and
even guarded by mortal authorities, for the most part. However,
wards had been placed over the cell to negate most magic. Which was
probably why the locks on the door were ordinary locks; he’d
checked. And the plumbing and water and bed inside the room were
all ordinary, mortal constructs.

Even so, there was no way out for
Randall.

He clutched at his guts as an unpleasant
sensation spread outward like a wave on a sea of trash. That was
how he felt inside. As if he were composed of rotting trash.

I’m dying,
he thought. And then he corrected the thought
with a shake of his head as his tongue pressed against loose teeth
with an all-encompassing feeling of dread. He knew the truth. Were
he to make it out of the room and even out of the building, there
would be nowhere for him to go. He wasn’t dying.

He was already dead.

I can help
you, said the voice in his
head.

Randall grimaced, shutting his eyes again
when a wave of pain and nausea claimed him. He doubled over and
retched, but nothing came up. Every joint in his body hurt like
mad. He was sick and disoriented.

He’d just been thinking that he had never
before felt so miserable – when that voice had suddenly spoken in
his head, offering help. Now he wondered if he were just imagining
it. After all, if he was physically falling apart, that meant his
brain was falling apart too.

You’re right about
that, said the voice. You’re falling apart, Price. But I can help
you.

“Maze?” Randall whispered
softly. Now he recognized the voice. But he hadn’t heard from Maze
in so long. In reality, it might not have been as long as it felt
because it honestly felt like forever. There was a sour, iron-laden
taste in his mouth. His nose felt like it was burning and he was so
tired of not being able to see. There was a soup being boiled up in
his belly, he was hearing physical sound at a strange delay, and he
was cold. So cold.

He was miserable.

Allow me, the voice said.

Randall leaned back against
the wall behind him and suddenly every discomfort that had been
piling on his body layer upon layer disappeared. In quick
succession, the pains and aches and bad tastes and loose teeth and
nausea and exhaustion – everything
– was alleviated. Until all at once, Randall
Price was whole for the first time in weeks. It was the most
wonderful feeling he had ever experienced, that cessation of
pain.

He shuddered beneath the very real pleasure
of an end to his suffering, and opened his eyes. Now his vision was
crystal clear, and for the first time in days he realized he still
wore his glasses. They were sitting crooked on his nose, but his
vision had been so bad before, and his discomfort so strong, he had
forgotten about them entirely.

Randall straightened them
absently and sat back up, scooting to the edge of the bed to place
his bare feet on the cold white floor. He looked down at those
feet. His toes were straight, nails trimmed, the skin a good,
healthy pink again. So Randall lifted his head and thought a
question at his savior. Where are
you?

I can’t appear in this
room, Victor said. You will have to leave on your own. But once you’re past the
wards, I can take over.

Randall thought about that. He looked at the
single door in the room, wondering how the hell he was supposed to
get through it.

It’s warded against people
like me, said Maze. Not people like you.

You mean not
humans, Randall reasoned.
I see. He looked down at
himself again, and suddenly – he really did see.

He saw it all. And he understood.

Maze… he thought. I didn’t actually
survive when that plane crashed, did I?

There was a brief beat of
silence in which the truth was ever increasingly plain. Then Maze
said simply, No.

I didn’t think
so. Randall took a deep breath, nodded to
himself in a strange kind of acceptance, and then turned and knelt
facing the bed. He knew the camera above the door was watching, and
that if anyone was monitoring its feed, they would be able to tell
immediately what he was doing if he wasn’t covert about it. Of
course, they would be able to tell he was no longer decomposing
too, if they looked closely enough.

Hence, he hoped that by turning his back to
the camera as he was, they would only be able to see his clothing
and his hair, which would hide the state of his body. He also hoped
they would simply assume he was praying.

I can take care of the
cameras, Victor offered helpfully. That
made sense; the camera’s controls and viewscreen were outside the
room, beyond the wards.

In the meantime, Randall bowed his head and
focused on his task. As he thanked his lucky stars that he had read
as many books as he had in his life, he set about sliding his
wire-rimmed glasses off his face so he could turn the wires into a
make-shift lock pick.

Amazingly, he could see with perfect clarity
even without them.

He knew who he had to thank
for this now. Thank you, he said, meaning it whole-heartedly.

The response came like a
warm blessing in his mind. It’s my
pleasure, said Victor.

*****

The man’s hair grew damp beneath Randall’s
grip, and though it was an interesting change, it was not
necessarily surprising. The man’s face was being left behind in a
red line along the wall as Randall dragged it from one corner of
the home to another. But the blood was counterproductive. His hold
had to get tighter and tighter due to the fact that his victim was
growing heavier and more slippery.

The man was clearly giving up the struggle,
and as he did he became a dead weight in Randall’s insanely strong
grip. The victim’s hair was also a little long, well past trim
time. It was natural for some of the blood and even brain matter to
seep into the shafts under Randall’s fingers.

But again, it was counterproductive. Randall
was losing his grip.

Fortunately when it became
too slippery to keep without effort, he knew there was also no
further point to his actions and the job was done. He let his
victim go. The body dropped to land face-down before the bottom
steps of what was apparently one of Antares Mace’s many homes. This
one had been just slightly less protected than the others, and with
Mace so busy right
now, Victor had managed to get past the wards so Randall could
enter.

He wondered if anyone noticed yet that the
bumps under the blankets in his holding cell were not in fact him.
It was a classic ruse for a reason. He was almost sorry he wouldn’t
be there to see the looks on their faces when they realized he was
gone.

Randall considered the
motionless body at his feet for a few seconds before he lifted his
head to turn his attention to the domicile itself.
Nice, he thought with a
countenance that expressed the opposite sentiment. “Guy sure likes
marble,” he muttered, his now uniformly green eyes roving over the
opulence of black marble and gold veining that included a foyer
large enough to play sports in.

The stairs he stood at the
bottom of were one of two separate sets that started on opposite
ends of the foyer and then joined at the top in a balcony of sorts.
Between the stairs was a fountain, its water crystal clear.
Chandeliers that probably were
crystal hung from a ceiling what looked like
approximately a mile overhead. Lavish would have been an
understatement.

“Quelle bourgeoisie,”
Randall muttered as he slipped his hands into his jeans pockets,
but remembered too late that those hands were covered in blood.
“Oh, damn,” he said softly, looking down to yank his hands back
out. He took a deep breath and sighed.

Then he looked back at the body. Maze had
already done so much for Randall, and there were other jobs Randall
needed to get to right away for his savior, but Maze was allowing
him this final act, just so he could have closure. Of a sort.

There was
one more thing Randall
could do to make certain the message of disapproval he was sending
was clearly received. He hadn’t been planning on it since the
victim possessed a motorcycle and a black leather jacket, and he
figured that was message enough.

But it wasn’t a Monsters jacket,
specifically. So he shrugged now and pulled his favorite folded
blade from the inside pocket of his jacket. His hands were already
covered in blood, and he felt like he had just enough time to do
this right. “In for a penny,” he said pleasantly as he bent to
leave the finishing touches on his work.

He’d had a lot of practice over the last few
weeks, and once he got the man’s jacket and shirt off, he was able
to quickly and accurately carve out the image he wanted. The man’s
blood hadn’t yet stopped flowing; he was probably not yet fully
dead. So the cuts blossomed with red almost immediately upon having
been made, but refrained from overflowing, resulting in deep
scarlet lines that were really quite perfect.

When he’d finished, Randall stood and
repocketed his blade, slipping his hands into his jeans pockets
again, no longer caring about the blood. He looked around a final
time, the lights from the chandelier reflecting on his glasses. He
didn’t need glasses any longer, but they’d proven so useful in that
holding cell, he figured it would be wise to have them on hand from
now on, so Maze had given him a second pair.

Randall smiled to himself
and began to whistle a tune from his childhood, one he’d had stuck
in his head since he’d been rescued from beneath his library’s
rubble. With Au Claire de Lune
in perfect pitch on his lips, he turned on his
heel and took two steps before vanishing from the scene without a
trace.


Chapter Fifty-three – Dragon’s Den

“You know what just
occurred to me?” Anna asked absently as she stared into the flames
of the fire. Antares looked down at her profile where she lay in
his lap. For the billionth time since meeting her, he was struck
with her beauty. She was wild and carefree, like a field of
wildflowers. He smiled to himself when he realized that Annaleia
Faith had always reminded him a little of the bloom on a weed. She
was strong and hard to kill – and her blossom was impossible to
ignore. It was always the wildflowers that bore the most beautiful
color.

“What’s that, little one?”
he asked, his voice a rumble of part satisfaction and part hunger
as he tucked a shining strand of her passion-blown hair behind her
ear. She was dressed in one of his shirts and nothing else, and the
t-shirt’s bottom hem ended mid-thigh, revealing to him the long
expanse of her muscled legs. God, he loved those legs, especially
when they were pulling against his restraints in impatient, wanton
bliss or wrapped around his waist in ecstasy... as they had been
less than an hour ago. It had been a good night.

And now he wanted more. Again.

However, his lust was
tempered a little by his thoughts. The fact that one of those
luscious legs had been shot
and then carved into by a psychopath not long ago
sat like a lead weight in Ares’ stomach, despite the fact that her
skin was smooth and unmarred now. He hated that she’d gone through
that. He hated everything hard and painful she’d gone through in
her life, but especially
that because it seemed so unnecessary. If Cain
hadn’t given her his gun, she never would have been shot, and Price
never would have taken a blade to her.

Damn. Now he not only wanted to fuck, he wanted to
fight.

It was admittedly the norm for Antares.

“I was thinking about
Randall Price and that woman and her two dogs,” Annaleia said, her
voice still distant and soft.

She was thinking about Price too? That
didn’t sit well with Ares either. No woman should be thinking about
another man when wrapped in the arms of her lover during what
should have been post-coital bliss. The fact that Price was a
serial killer didn’t make it any better.

Ares asked, “What about them?” His voice was
a little tighter now.

If Anna noticed, she chose to ignore it or
simply understood it and let it slide. “Well, I realized that if it
hadn’t been for that fight and the fact that the woman shot me… If
Cain hadn’t given me his gun in that portal, I probably wouldn’t be
here with you right now.”

Ares blinked. The fact that they were
thinking about the same thing – Cain’s gun – took a back seat to
the surprise her reasoning made him feel. “How do you figure?” he
asked.

“Think about it,” she said
easily, her gaze still locked on the fire. “Price had to take time
to pry the bullet out of me because it was a Hunter’s round, and it
prevented me from transporting away with him. And you guys barely
made it through all those wards to find me before he was finally
getting ready to leave with me. I mean, it was down to seconds.
Without the bullet, or without the gun, I would have already been
long gone.”

Ares let that wash over him.

If Cain hadn’t given her his
gun… she wouldn’t be here with me. It was
true. It was actually true. It had been next to impossible
to track them down in the hidden dimension Maze had created for
Randall Price and his goons. Without the delay of having to remove
the bullet slowing him down, Price would have taken Annaleia and
disappeared immediately. She would no doubt have put up a fight, or
tried anyway. But then he could have just threatened the lives of
her friends and she would have caved. That was always the Achilles
heel for people like Leia.

That bullet alone saved her from Price.

Cain saved her from Price.

Fuck, he thought, bewildered. But then a few seconds later, he
wondered why he was surprised. “Cain,” he muttered
aloud.

“Yeah,” Annaleia agreed
softly. “It was pretty lucky.”

Luck had nothing to do with it, and Antares
damn well knew it.

“Ares?”

He straightened a little beneath her,
adjusting her on his lap so he could see more of her face as she
spoke to him. She pulled her gaze from the fire and looked up into
his eyes. “What kind of dragon will I become?”

Again, he blinked. He actually hadn’t even
thought about that. “I… honestly have no idea, little one. You’re
actually the first person to be turned into a dragon. Dragons are
normally born.”

“Maybe a black dragon,”
Annaleia reasoned.

“Maybe,” he replied, though
he couldn’t really see his Raindrop as a black dragon. They were
mean. He was mean. She was anything but. She was just wild and
strong.

“I guess we’ll find
ou-”

Annaleia stopped talking when Ares sat up
bolt-straight beneath her and easily lifted her off his lap. He
felt his eyes shift at once, slipping into full dragon mode.
Annaleia placed her hand on his arm. “Ares, what is it?”

“Someone is trespassing on
one of my properties,” he told her. “They’re injured. Bleeding.” It
was worse than that. He felt death out there somewhere, cruel and
wrong.

Annaleia got to her feet, pushing away from
the couch. “Then we need to go see who it is.”

He shook his head as he rose to stand before
her. “Leia, we can’t leave this cave until the spell is complete.”
If they did, she would die.

“Okay… What if you just go
and I stay here?” she suggested.

“The spell is two-part, and
I started it. Neither of us can leave.”

But something inexorable was pulling at him.
It was some kind of threat, something heavy with ominous
foreboding. He couldn’t contact anyone he knew from the dragon
realm; even the realm’s king and queen were currently in the mortal
world. There was no way for him to have anyone from his clan check
on things for him.

“Then finish the spell,
Ares,” said Annaleia. She rolled her shoulders back and pulled the
mass of her shining hair to one side, exposing her neck and his
bite marks. They’d faded to four bruise-like points of telling
dimension, evidence that he’d taken them two-thirds of the way
through the transformation. “Finish it right now,” she told him,
her tone final. “And make me the dragon I was meant to
be.”

Her voice wavered
very slightly with the
fear and anticipation she felt concerning the spell’s culmination.
But it was so slight, no mortal would have detected it. She was as
brave as ever in the face of something that scared her, and Ares
knew that if he didn’t do what she was asking of him now, he was a
coward. That was all there was to it.

As he stared down at her, thunder rolled
from some building storm in the distance, barely audible through
the layers of cavern wall. It seemed to echo an inner tumult… and
Ares couldn’t exactly figure out why.

Why?

Why was he hesitating? Why
was he holding back? Annaleia was ready. She was waiting. This was
as easy for her as it was going to get. It was Ares who was stalling, despite
whatever was happening out there that was setting off alarm
bells.

Why the hell?
he thought.

…Make me the dragon I was
meant to be…. Her words repeated in his
head, rolling through him just like the thunder outside. The storm
was coming closer.

And something hit him right then and there.
It was a truth that had been there all along; he just hadn’t been
willing to acknowledge it.

Ares was afraid.

Right now, he was the dragon and Annaleia
was the human and he had that advantage over her. As brutish and
primeval as it may be, there was a certain amount of comfort in
knowing that if she tried to get away from him again, she would
probably fail. The dragon in him wouldn’t let her get far this
time. He’d made that promise to himself long ago.

But if she were a dragon?

It tipped the scales back toward even. And
Ares desperately didn’t want to lose her again. Not for anything.
He stood staring down at her and realized that he would honestly
and truly rather face death than a continued existence without the
woman standing in his living room, wearing his favorite vintage
rock tee-shirt. She was a part of him. She was his mate.

“Leia,” he swallowed over
something annoyingly tight in his throat, “tell me you won’t leave
me again.” He hadn’t meant for it to sound as desperate as it did.
But in that moment he was laid bare before her, and the truth was
always desperate.

Annaleia’s eyes flashed
with hurt. She reached up, and Ares exhaled shakily as she slid her
fingers around his neck. “Ares… my perfect, beautiful, dragon.” She
shook her head as if she were filtering to make sure only the most
important words came out. Finally she said, “You won’t be able to
get rid of me.” Not now, she added mentally. Then she smiled. Because I’ll be a dragon.

Ares let that smile imprint itself on his
soul. His little mate stood on her tiptoes and leaned into him with
the obvious intent of kissing him, and her clean rain scent washed
over him like a drug.

The dragon in him took over, dwarfing her
smaller form like a solid shadow. His hands cupped her face,
pulling her hard against his chest as he claimed her lips with his
and opened her up beneath him. He kissed her long and deep, with a
ferocity that he could only imagine told her all the things he
couldn’t bring to words. As he tasted her and the storm moved in
outside, his mind could think only one coherent, inescapable
thought… Mine.

You are
MINE.

 



Chapter Fifty-four – the Dragon’s Den

Anna railed as Ares broke the kiss, caught
her eyes a final time, and fisted her hair in his hand. She gazed,
rapt, into purple lightning as thunder rolled over them and Ares’
fangs grew to wicked points that promised a blissful agony. He
tugged at her hair, forcing her head back. She gave in to his
demand, arching her neck.

She tensed when he lowered his lips to her
throat, confused and frustrated when she felt only his lips brush
softly against her pulse point. A split second later, his teeth
pierced the taut skin and sank deep. A soft cry escaped her; she
didn’t have time to process the sensations as they layered one over
another and her legs gave out beneath her.

Somehow Ares had wrapped his arm around her,
his hand at the small of her back, his inhuman strength holding her
against the hardness of his body as lightning struck inside Anna.
There was a cracking sound in her head, the epicenter of a bolt of
electricity that spread like a shockwave, riding the map of neurons
through her body. She lost herself to it, helpless in the grip of
its white-hot transformative power.

“Ares,” she choked out, her voice overwhelmed by the sensation of
pure power, a cacophony somehow louder than the ever-increasing
storm outside the cave.

Yes, little dragon?
Ares answered, his voice in her head full of
reverence for her, a reverence she could not only hear but
feel as he reinforced the
connection between them with this final, fateful
monster’s kiss.

She felt
everything, in fact. In
the spell’s culmination, this moment that pulled the switch on the
tracks of Annaleia’s existence, she suddenly and clearly
knew. The train shifted,
her fate changed, and the world was turned inside out for Anna,
bared wide open.

She was the Great Black Dragon Bantariax,
struggling in a stoic and mighty silence in the vast ether of
space, as he held captive the lord of chaos – in order to protect
the one he loved.

In the next moment, Anna realized the great
dragon was Antares, the thing he held captive was his own inner
monster, and the reason he had done it – was to protect Annaleia.
The one he loved. She felt his anguish as if it were her own, knew
his longing. Then she felt his salvation as Antares pulled her
tighter to him and sank his teeth in deeper.

His reverence for her grew; she heard his
passive thoughts, felt their emotion. That she would allow him to
take her blood and give her new life, to bite her so deeply, to
mark her as his, that she essentially entrusted to him all she had
ever held dear… it was the most precious treasure the dragon had
ever owned.

Anna’s consciousness
shifted again, this time thrown wide as it struggled to accommodate
the building store of power within her. In that widened
consciousness, images flashed before her, feelings rushed over her,
words and numbers and music and knowledge – so much knowledge – swirled around
her and then zeroed in on her and dove in, furrowing
deep.

She couldn’t form coherent
words any longer; she was a theater to her own awakening changes,
helpless to stop the process or interfere. It occurred to her that
she might be going insane... all of this was so strong. Waves of
power rode her so thoroughly, her cohesion to the real world seemed
weakened. This was too visceral, too primal; she felt as if she
were feeding from the vein of the cosmos itself. She was doing
something forbidden.

This was black magic, after all.

But Ares’ teeth were unmoving in her throat,
like steel bindings, and the storm of energy flowing through Anna
was unrelenting. It continued to rise in power, obliterating all
other sensation until at last it reached a deafening crescendo,
striking hard and fast in synchronicity with the thunder outside.
All other sound was drowned out by the deafening cacophony of a
final lightning bolt that illuminated the cavern through the
illusory ceiling overhead.

“Annaleia.”

Anna slowly opened her eyes. She blinked up
at the man before her, her dark-eyed fallen angel in blue jeans and
motorcycle boots. His fangs were gone from her neck, the tender
spot now cupped gently by his warm hands where they encircled her
throat. His thumbs brushed the line of her chin as he gazed down at
her, his expression one of wonder and hope.

Shakily, he asked, “How do you feel,
Raindrop?”

Anna smiled up at him,
suddenly at peace, and rested her head against his chest. He moved
his hands from her neck to wrap his arms around her, hugging her
close. She felt good. She felt really good. But… she knew what he
was really asking. He wanted to know if she felt like a
dragon.

“I don’t know what it feels
like to be a dragon,” she told him from her place against his
chest. The muscle of his torso was honestly too hard to be
comfortable against her cheek, but he was warm and secure and he
smelled like the soap he’d used in the shower. Anna didn’t want to
leave his embrace, not yet. She looked down at what she could see
of her body from her vantage. It appeared to be unchanged; she
looked human.

However, Ares seemed to notice something
different about her because he suddenly fingered the collar of her
shirt. “The pendant,” he said softly. “Is it gone?”

Anna glanced down. The chain for the pendant
he’d placed on her neck was no longer visible where it had been
peeking out from beneath the tee she’d borrowed and thoroughly
planned on stealing from him. He gently pushed the seam of the
shirt aside, exposing more of her collar bone and skin.

As usual, it flushed pink under his
attention and when she looked up, his eyes cut to hers.

She knew she was blushing, and she knew they
had little time to spare right now, but she didn’t try to stop him.
“It’s gone,” she told him. She remembered now. It was one of the
many things she’d seen and learned during his last bite. All those
images, those facts and truths that had appeared before her mind’s
eye one after another as if someone had been flipping through a
deck of cards, were things she needed to know. She couldn’t
remember it all right now, it was too much. But she did remember
the pendants.

“So is yours,” she said. “I
saw it flash bright under your shirt when you were….” She broke off
slowly and palmed the side of her neck where he’d left his marks,
wondering what they looked like now.

Ares grinned, his eyes missing nothing.
Which made her blush deepen. She cleared her throat and looked
away. “The chain vanished, so I know it’s gone. It makes sense that
mine’s gone too.”

“Do you feel any
different?” he asked next.

She’d known he was going to ask that.

“Not terribly different,
just peace-” Suddenly she stopped talking and blinked rapidly as
surprise flooded her. With what she knew was a stunned expression,
she raised her hand and slowly pressed it to her chest.
“Oh my God,” she
whispered. “Ares, I think I can feel….” She swallowed hard, her
eyes wide as she focused hard on the sounds coming from her
chest.

Her hearing was supernaturally enhanced when
she concentrated. She heard the sounds beyond the deafening mass of
lightning-wrought chaos outside, such as the baying of a wolf, the
flapping of mighty wings in the distance, even the water flowing in
some river or creek nearby. She heard an owl… someone’s footsteps…
she heard voices speaking a language she didn’t know.

Yes I do, she realized. I know that
language.

She knew it now. And she
could hear everything.

Including, most amazingly of all, her own
three separate heartbeats.

“Your hearts,” he told her
gently, his eyes shining. “I can hear them too.” He waited as she
continued to stare up at him wide-eyed, processing the sensation.
“One beats with the knowledge you obtained when you became a
dragon, the knowledge of evolutions of our kind and all we have
seen and done. Another beats with the magic that you have inherited
as one of our own. And your third heart… beats with everything that
makes you a dragon.”

He paused, brushing the backs of his fingers
over her hand where it rested against her hearts. “You know, that
third heart even looks different than the other two. I’ve seen it
myself. Held it in my hands until its final beat….” He stopped as
if suddenly realizing what he was saying, and then cleared his
throat nervously. “That might not have been a morally shining time
for me, in all honesty. It happened during one of my meaner
centuries, you know dragons being dragons and all, and black dra
–”

“Yeah,” she cut him off,
her tone becoming snarky. “Black dragons being particularly morally
ambiguous. I remember my dragon lessons.”

His eyes darkened, and he went eerily still.
“Do you, Raindrop?”

Anna felt all three of her hearts skip
beneath her palm as memories cascaded in her mind – his bed with
its four stone posters, the strength of his hold, the painful
pleasure of his very sharp teeth.

She swallowed hard.

“Damn,” he said, exhaling
as he turned away to run a stiff hand through his dark hair. “Not
for the first time, I find myself hoping you are not a black
dragon, Raindrop. This relationship only needs one of
me.”

Anna’s gaze slid over his profile, the
tenseness in his muscles, the hard line of his jaw – the bulge in
his pants that betrayed how hard he was.

Suddenly her hand fell from
her chest as her senses became hyper-focused in a way they never
had before. It was dizzying, actually. She saw everything around
her and heard everything around her – but she also saw
something elsewhere. And she heard something elsewhere. And she didn’t like either one of them.
“Ares, something’s wrong.”

But his hands were already
on her arms, steadying her. She hadn’t followed his movements;
whatever was happening inside her head was distracting her. Was
this a vision? No, it’s because they’re
linked to me now through the resurrection.

“I know,” he told her
gently. “Someone’s hurt. We’ll go in –”

“No.” She shook her head
and looked up at him, her expression now fierce. “It’s Carmen and
Piper. Those two idiots are in trouble again, and this time it’s
their fault.”

 



Chapter Fifty-five – Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania

He knew it wasn’t his job to watch over
them. Literally, no one had tasked him with the responsibility.
That responsibility had in fact gone to a few select wardens, who
were to carry out the task as covertly as possible so as not to
upset the two women.

But they’d meant enough to
Annaleia that she had nearly sacrificed herself to save them. And
now…. Sterling sighed. He ran a hand through his hair and shook his
head. He couldn’t figure it out; he was too weak at the moment to
properly scan either one of them, but there was something different
about them now. If he didn’t know any better, he would think they
had changed. Not
on the surface, not in their appearances, but on a molecular level.
No, deeper. In what some would consider their souls.

Their
anima, Sterling thought to himself as he
watched them sneak from their parked car to a building across the
street. Even in his weakened form, he could sense the strength of
that anima in them
both.

Not that he’d known Carmen Seville or Piper
Maddox before a few days ago. In fact, all he’d seen of them were
glances in Austin when Sterling had been hanging back, biding time
in the shadows, so to speak. Waiting for Annaleia to let him in
again.

She never will
now. That boat had sailed, thanks to the
dragon. But he makes her
happy, said that voice in his head. It
sucked sweaty ball sacs because it was his own voice. Because he damn well knew
the truth and simply didn’t want to face it.

And the truth was, Antares
Mace was more monster than man except when it came to
Anna.

Sterling remembered the way the dragon had
held Annaleia when she was dying. The way he’d fallen to the
ground, pulled her into his lap, and rocked back and forth with
her. His expression was desperate, his entire being radiating
terror and despair. He’d been utterly wrecked, cut down by
something bigger than him, something he couldn’t handle.

The prospect of losing his soul mate.

“Damn it,” Sterling
muttered now, rubbing his eyes. When he dropped his hand again, it
was to find the subjects of his spying had moved. Very quickly,
too. “These two are trouble,” he told himself. He’d known they
would be, though. Especially since he’d had that dream-vision a
week ago, the one that confused the hell out of him.

He’d seen a storm cloud swirling madly,
lightning flying from it, sparking like wool on a dry winter’s day.
Suddenly two huge bolts shot out from it at once and slammed into
the ground. From that ground sprouted two separate trees, both
glowing.

He wasn’t a newbie when it came to visions.
He couldn’t help but interpret the storm cloud as Annaleia. She was
wild, volatile, powerful. And so he couldn’t help but wonder
whether her two friends were the trees. It would make sense, given
that her power had “raised them” from the dead the way the trees
had been raised from the earth.

But… what the hell was that supposed to
mean? The only thing he knew for certain was that it meant trouble.
And he’d been right so far. Because here they were in the middle of
the night – trying to break into a locked building that clearly
wasn’t theirs.

And succeeding!
Jarrod’s jaw dropped open. He stood from where
he’d been crouched in the shadows of the copse of trees across from
the building they’d entered as they disappeared inside and closed
the door behind them. He wished with all his might that he had even
a semblance of the strength he normally had at that moment. He
could have stopped them, questioned them, subdued them with no more
than a thought and will. He was an incubus; they would have even
loved it.

But, no. He had to be picky about who he
slept with and now the fact that he cared who and what he put his
dick into was going to bite him in the ass. Figuratively speaking,
of course.

There was no hope for it but to follow the
girls. As he did however, he pulled his cell from the inner pocket
of his hoodie – he’d dressed down for comfort, and frankly because
he was depressed – and called for back-up the old-fashioned
way.

He dialed the only number that made sense
for this region, given the situation. He was a supernatural being
who was for all intents and purposes stalking two human women, and
he was in unfamiliar territory. If wardens got to him first, he
would most likely receive a British welcome – guilty until proven
innocent. What he wanted right now in his weakened state was
honestly more of an American welcome – innocent until proven
guilty. So he hit the phone icon beneath the number for Detective
Hendrix James and let it ring.

The detective picked up after the first
ring. “This is James.”

Of course the detective
wouldn’t recognize the number calling. Sterling knew he would also
probably be a little surprised to learn that the Nightmare Warlock
had his number. But Jarrod was
a warlock.

“Detective James, this is
Jarrod Sterling. We met in Austin.” Jarrod kept his voice low as he
crossed the street and peered up at the towering edifice of steel
and dark windows.

There was a brief pause on the line before
the rather renowned werewolf said, “Ah, yes. I remember. The man
with the contraband spell that saved the day.”

Sterling could hear the smile in James’
voice. Right away, he decided he liked the detective. Some of the
tension eased out of him as he said, “I’m sorry to bother you at
this hour, but… I need some help. It’s about Faith’s two
friends.”

Another brief pause, and this time when the
detective spoke, the concern was plain in his tone. “Where are
they?” he asked abruptly.

He knows, thought Sterling. He knows they
aren’t where they should be and he knows they’re in
trouble.

“The wardens assigned to
watch them got sloppy. Or maybe they simply underestimated these
two. Piper Maddox, in particular, is one determined individual.” He
thought of the woman’s face, the way her jaw set and her teeth
clenched. Something inside him tightened, and he steadfastly tried
to ignore it. Especially when he thought of her eyes and the way
they sparked with righteous fury. It was….

He crouched again as he moved in front of
the windows, sticking to the shadows until he reached the same door
the girls slipped through. “I know she wanted to go after Price.
Said something to her friend about how she owed him a death.
Something about keeping her promise to him. Seville tried to steer
her clear of the subject, but Maddox was having none of it.”

Detective James made a sound on his end,
some soft exclamation between irritation and proud amusement.
Sterling could relate.

“I wasn’t really worried,”
Jarrod continued, “given the fact that neither Maddox nor Seville
is a magic user. But the next time I went to check on them, they’d
slipped away. Right past the wardens assigned to watch over
them.”

“Interesting,” said James.
“How are those wardens not following them right now?” It was a
pointed question, one that told Jarrod the detective already knew
the answer. But Jarrod supplied it anyway, wanting to get on the
man’s good side. Since he needed him right now.

“They haven’t yet learned
the girls are missing.” He realized when he said it out loud that
he was breaking all sorts of rules. And why? Because he was being…
selfish? Over-protective? He couldn’t put a label on these new
urges, honestly. He just didn’t want other men anywhere near the
girls. Especially Piper.

“I see,” said the
detective. From the tone of his voice, Sterling could tell he
really did see. Maybe he understood. It was hard to say. “Where are
you right now?” James asked next.

“In your neck of the woods,
but that’s as precise as it gets. It took everything I had left for
me to trace them and transport here. Which is why I’m calling. The
transport magic fucked up my phone’s GPS. The map function won’t
even load.”

“I’ll have a detector track
you down and send help. What are the women doing right
now?”

“Well, they just broke into
what appears to be the first floor of a multi-level abandoned
building,” he told the detective as he slipped through the door and
pressed to the wall on the inside. “And I just followed them in.”
He paused, then added, “Price did escape the holding facility. And
Piper Maddox is smart. If she was that determined to go after him,
and she’s here…
it’s possible she actually found a way to locate him, and he’s here
too. I’m tapped out, so I can’t even sense whether or not that’s
the case. Much less defend them against Maze if he’s here with his
puppet.”

“I’ll be there right away.”
The detective hung up, and Sterling pocketed his phone, leaving it
on, but silenced, just in case.

He then allowed his eyes to change in the
darkness, taking on their incubus properties. He knew this would
make them glow, alerting anyone who saw them to his presence. But
it would also give him perfect vision in this darkness, which was
by far an advantage.

Sterling knew he would have to rely on good,
old-fashioned mortal fighting if it came down to it, but for some
reason that didn’t stop him. It didn’t even slow him. Instead, he
moved hastily and smoothly through the darkness, his keen gaze
searching the shadowed depths for any sign of movement. They were
nowhere on the first floor, so Sterling made his way to the
stairwell on the opposite end of the building and started up.


Chapter Fifty-six – Temporary Hideout,
Pennsylvania

Piper pressed her body tightly to the
darkness along one wall and strained to hear. Beside her, Carmen
obviously tried to calm her breathing, bending over at the waist in
an attempt to get it under control and quiet it down. Piper knew
she shouldn’t have allowed Carmen to come. She shouldn’t have let
her friend decide to do something this admittedly crazy so soon
after they’d both been through so much.

This is
nuts, she thought as she squeezed her eyes
shut tight and rested her head back against the cold cement behind
her. What the hell am I doing?

Her anger had been her fuel
for the last two weeks. It was just that – here was this mother
fucker who had killed several women, tortured her and her friend,
and then killed them both as well, and Piper was able to find his location
when he escaped from prison? When the sovereigns and their
super-wonderful supernatural ilk hadn’t been able to? What was
wrong with this picture? Other than absolutely
everything?

She had to admit she hadn’t expected it to
be so easy to find the bastard.

Actually, it hadn’t been
easy, it had just been less complicated than she’d thought it would
be. Because rather than use good old fashioned time consuming
methods such as receipt trails, facial recognition software crossed
with security feeds, and word of mouth – Piper had used
magic to do
it.

It was a sensation she
couldn’t yet describe to suddenly wake up one day and stare at the
ceiling and think, “I should try a spell to find him,” and realize
that you’re utterly serious. Because you totally
can.

It wasn’t as if she hadn’t ever thought of
using magic before. When Annaleia had first come clean with Piper
years ago about what she was and told her about the world and all
of its otherworldly phenomena, Piper had gone through two stages:
The first had been a short little phase in which she made sure Anna
wasn’t fucking with her. And the second was an even shorter stage
in which she asked point-blank, “Can you teach me some magic?”

But apparently magic was something inside a
person to begin with. Learning spells simply channeled that magic.
There were wardens who could and could not use their own magic –
those were spell casters, mages, magic users, witches, and
warlocks. They came in all sorts of shapes and sizes and names to
boot. And then there were the wardens who had no magic of their
own. This was the majority population of wardens in fact, utterly
mortal beings who utilized bespelled items given to them by their
warden leaders to use in lieu of their own magic. These items
transported them from point A to point B, counteracted offensive
spells, created shields or wards, and so forth. They came in the
form of pendants, rings, tattoos, bracelets, embroidered clothing –
the sky was the limit.

It had always comforted Piper to know that
if she – a normal, magicless human mortal – ever decided she wanted
to join her best friend in the world of wardens, she would have
these items to rely upon. But that comfort was nothing compared to
what she felt when she woke up that morning with the absolute,
certain knowledge that she could now use magic all on her own.

It had to be what Annaleia had done to her
and Carmen. Piper could think of no other reason she would suddenly
gain the ability to cast up her own spells. Somehow Anna had not
only transferred renewed life into Piper, she’d transferred a
second life into Piper. Perhaps it was a little like being
Withered, but without that scythe mark.

The first thing she’d wanted to do that
morning of course was contact Annaleia and set something up, some
sort of guided trial where she could attempt a spell or two. But
Anna was unreachable in the dragon realm, so Piper had gone to
Carmen instead. She’d hurried her friend into Carmen’s apartment
bathroom, turned on the shower and the fan so her visiting family
wouldn’t hear, and whispered, “Dude. I think I can do magic. Can
you?”

Carmen’s eyes had gone very
wide and she’d nodded in emphatically. In a rush, her words falling
over one another in rapid succession, Carmen told her, “I was
baking casadielles instead of frying them for my nieces and nephews because
they’re getting chubby, but it’s Christmas time and you know how I
love to cook, so I was also making pestiños, I mean they’re a tradition,
and I lost track of time so the casadielles burned and I was furious
and suddenly I was swearing and wishing with all my might that the
damn things weren’t burned – and suddenly….” Her voice finally
trailed off as her eyes grew even wider. “They weren’t. They weren’t burned!” She
shook her hands as if she couldn’t get enough air. “Piper, they
were cooked perfectly!” She grasped Piper’s arms tightly.
“Madre de Dios,
I knew it was
magic. I just knew it! That bruja
made me into a witch like her!”

From that point, it had simply been a matter
of finding alone time to test Piper’s theory. What they’d come to
realize was that whatever magic they had access to was residual,
like left-over carpet remnants when someone had finished laying a
fresh living room. Piper imagined that Anna had poured so much of
herself into the act of resurrecting her friends, the two of them
had a little extra mojo to work with right now.

And that was awesome. What
was not so awesome
was that it was slowly running out.

They had to be smart about how they used
what they had left. Piper wanted to use it to track down the
escaped serial killer and make sure he never hurt anyone ever
again. Carmen was less willing to go this route. She was afraid for
obvious reasons. And she had a big family to live for.

Piper had no one but her friends. They were
everything to her. The fact that the madman responsible for hurting
them was free again and out in the world rather than dead was too
big a pill for Piper to swallow.

So the very first spell she cast after
they’d figured out their magic was a spell she’d cast when she was
alone. She’d escaped into her bathroom and turned on the taps and
the fan, just to be on the safe side. And then she’d filled the
sink up with water and begun chanting. She just said what came to
her, what she felt was right – trusting her gut instincts. It was
so easy; the words had just poured out of her, the magic in her
causing the water to ripple with the force of it.

What resulted was a sort of scrying spell,
one she directed at something specific: She wanted to “see” what
the next step was in successfully tracking down Randall Price.

And the answers had played across its
surface, giving her everything she needed to go on.

Now here they were in a
three-story building in the dark in a mostly abandoned part of
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania during a time of heightened crime, riots,
and basic unrest. And damn
was it cold. New Year’s was in two days and the
Midwest had hunkered down for its long-haul hibernation.

Carmen had been the one to transport them.
They’d wound up in a parked car across the street from the exact
address they needed. Not bad for her first transport ever.

Piper could sense that she had used far more
of her residual magic than Carmen had up to this point, so she
couldn’t help but wonder if that was the real reason she’d wanted
Carmen to come with her. Was that selfish of her?

Oh, who am I kidding?
She asked herself now as she glanced back at
Carmen in the darkness of the building’s second-story hallway.
Carmen was there because the woman had come pounding on her door on
a Tuesday night insisting that it was girl’s night – which it
wasn’t – and they were going to watch rom-coms all night – which
they never did because they all preferred sci-fi – and Piper caught
on right away that Carmen was trying to tell her they were being
watched.

Piper had suspected as much anyway.

As soon as they’d managed to get alone in
the bathroom again with the water and fans on, something that was
now simply customary for them, Carmen had opened a very old book to
a transport spell page, pointed at it, and they’d nodded at each
other in silence. It was now or never.

“I don’t hear anything, do
you?” Carmen asked very, very quietly.

Piper shook her head, still straining to
listen. It was strange, but she was almost sure she could feel the
son-of-a-bitch here, but there was absolutely no sign of life in
the building so far. There were no footprints in the dust, there
was no fresh, dust-free broken glass to indicate a break-in, there
were no body guards – or bodies in general. Did they have the right
place?

“No,” Piper told her.
“Let’s go up another level.”

But before Carmen could agree and they could
begin heading up another level, someone shouted from the opposite
end of the level behind them. “Get down!” Piper thought she might
recognize the voice, but she had no time to ponder its owner before
she and Carmen were hitting the deck – as the ceiling above their
heads was violently ripped away from the rest of the building to
reveal the cold winter night beyond.


Chapter Fifty-seven – Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania

It was beginning to storm when Detective
Hendrix James brought his car to a screeching halt and threw open
the heavy metal door. It creaked, but stayed open despite the
building rage of the wind that whipped at Hendrix’s trench coat and
stung his eyes. This was not a normal building blizzard. Every
molecule in his body could feel the magic underlying it.

His gaze skirted across the street, where
trash, branches and leaves skittered or were picked up and pulled
into swirling updrafts high overhead. There was no sign of Sterling
outside; James was the only one in the street. He looked at the
building he knew Sterling had been referring to. It was obvious
that this was the one, due in no small part to the eye of the
amassing storm sitting like a vortex of evil directly above it.

“I hate Tuesdays,” he
muttered to himself before he pulled his weapon from its shoulder
holster and held it pointed downward as he ran across the
street.

After he’d hung up with Sterling he’d made a
few select calls, gotten the information he needed from a scryer
who’d mailed the address to him in a text, and then he’d sent a
message to Katrielle. Backup was on the way, but if that storm
overhead was any indication, time was of the essence. He couldn’t
afford to wait.

Once he was across the street, he stopped
beside the building’s front door and listened. He lifted his chin
and inhaled slowly, concentrating on the surrounding scents. It was
next to impossible to isolate any of them in this gale; he could
only scent that there were humans nearby and that they were
female.

He allowed his vision to shift next. He knew
his eyes were taking on a yellow glow when his vision sharpened,
contrasts became clearer, and hot and cold differentiated
themselves by color.

And then the wind switched
again and James caught the unmistakable scent of
Time Enough perfume. His
partner’s signature fragrance, accompanied this time by the scent
of her shampoo and soap, and a hint of cinnamon toothpaste. She
must have been coming straight after a shower.

James swore under his breath and willed his
eyes to shift back, returning to human sight a split second before
he heard a car door slam shut down the street. He turned to see his
partner running toward him from her pickup truck, which she’d
parked right behind his. The wind caught at her hair and clothing,
freeing long strands from her ponytail to send them whipping around
her face.

“Henry!” she whisper-called
under her breath, trying to be loud enough over the building storm
that he would hear her, but not so loud that anyone else
would.

He ran to meet her, his teeth clenched in
anger he fiercely tamped down. “Tess, what the hell are you doing
here?” He felt his eyes heating up and forcefully willed them to
remain brown. This was not the time and place in which he wanted to
reveal his true nature to her.

But her expression was confused and even a
little hurt, which threw James. “Henry, you jackass, tonight’s
poker night! When you didn’t show, Madds and I got worried. She
helped me track down your car.”

Crap, he thought as he glanced back at his car, which had a
tracking device on it like most cop cars did. She’s right. Sterling’s call had
thrown him into trouble-shooting mode and he’d forgotten to call
and cancel. “Tess, you need to leave,” he told his partner firmly.
This was absolutely the last place he wanted her right
now.

But he didn’t know why he
bothered; she was not the type of person to be derailed. She looked
him up and down, noting the gun in his hand. Then she looked him in
the eyes, and he knew she was reading him. She was human, so she
couldn’t read him the way a vampire or incubus could. She
simply knew people. And she knew him.

“Detective James,” she said
carefully, using a no-nonsense tone. “I need you to tell me what
the hell is going on here.” She pulled her weapon as he had and
pointed it down in the same practiced manner. “Right
now.”

“Damn it,” he hissed, his
jaw clenched. He ran a hand through his hair, but it did no good.
The wind shoved it right back into his face again. He glanced back
at the building and the storm swirling directly above it. He saw
her gaze follow his.

“Holy Mother…
what the hell is that?” she asked.

He had just about decided to use one or more
of his decidedly non-mortal abilities on her to get her to go home
before it was too late when suddenly the roar of the wind was
overshadowed by the long, terrible moaning of metal being stretched
and rendered apart. His attention fixed on the building, his ears
pricking and his eyes focusing. As he watched, the outer wall of
the building began to tear apart horizontally, the edifice ripping
itself in two right down the middle. Somewhere inside the building
beyond that widening tear, a male voice shouted out a command to
“get down.” This was followed by more ripping metal before there
was a scream that was most likely one of Faith’s wayward
friends.

James had time to do only one thing. He
spun, grabbed his partner by her arms, and yanked her into his
body, bending himself over her to take them both to the ground as
the top half of the building came away completely and architectural
materials went flying everywhere. He felt his partner stiffen in
fear beneath him, her heart hammering, her breaths fast and
terrified. On the other side, debris battered his back, some pieces
as large as basketballs. They would have killed him if he’d been
human.

He shut his eyes tight and whispered the
words of a shielding spell as he waited out the shower of metal,
concrete and glass. He’d no sooner whispered the final words than
the mighty war-cry bellow of a dragon filled the night, so loud
that it caused the ground beneath them to vibrate.

Lightning speared into the ground somewhere
nearby, riding the coattails of the roar, and thunder
simultaneously slammed over them like a metal blanket of tangible
sound. For a beat, James wondered whether he’d actually been hit
with the bolt. But once he determined it was only close, he grabbed
his partner’s chin and forced her to look into his eyes. He knew
they were glowing, but it couldn’t be helped. He would have to hope
she would think this was all a dream.

He hesitated, his gaze getting lost in her
wide, hazel-colored eyes. He’d never before been this close or held
her this tightly in his arms. Here, her scent washed over him like
a primal call. To make matters worse, it had been a while since
he’d hunted. She was entirely too much of a distraction.

When a second bolt of lightning hit close
enough to raise the hairs on his arms, James claimed his partner’s
lips with his own, sending werewolf magic coursing from his body
into hers. Werewolves had always had this strange ability, the
ability to render their victims unconscious with a kiss. He had no
idea why and he’d never heard any feasible theories. He only knew
it was something they wound up having to use quite often, as he did
now.

He felt his partner go limp beneath him, her
breaths slowing, her heart rate quieting to something less frantic.
She tasted wonderful…. A growl of frustration escaped him as he was
forced to pull away. But again – this was something he could deal
with later.

The detective’s ears were ringing when he
rose off his partner and bent to lift her into his arms. He strode
quickly to her truck. She weighed next to nothing in his unnatural
embrace, so he was able to open her door with a free hand. Once he
had her settled onto the bench seat, he shut her door and then kept
pushing until the metal was warped. It would not easily open
again.

He stepped back, vaulted over the truck to
the other side, and did the same to the passenger-side door. Then
he peered down at her through the window. His safety shield lay
over her, and hopefully she wouldn’t think to kick out a window in
order to run into the fray.

James turned to the torn-apart building and
looked up. Above the building, at the storm’s center, a massive
shape was forming. Wings. A tail. A dragon’s maw. The smell of
fresh-fallen rain permeated absolutely everything, pleasant but
highly unnatural. Storms of this magnitude normally smelled like
ozone and dust.

Lightning struck,
illuminating the beast within the gale’s eye. A storm dragon, James thought,
bewildered. He had never seen one. They were supposed to be
mythical.

There was a flash, and James shifted into
his wolf form. The mighty black wolf lunged across the street to
disappear into the chaos of the building beneath the dragon’s
fury.


Chapter Fifty-eight – Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania

Sterling had made it to the second floor
when he heard another man’s warning call out. “Get down!”

Jarrod’s head whipped in the direction the
voice was coming from. It was none other than Randall Price,
looking disturbingly whole and healthy and obviously having been
lurking in the shadows like the creep he was, just watching the two
girls move through the building. But now the serial killer stepped
out of the shadows to warn the girls, and Piper Maddox met his
be-speckled gaze.

Sterling’s lips pulled back
in a sneer of disgust. “Mother
fuck-”

And then the top half of the building tore
completely away from the bottom and Sterling found himself bolting
toward the girls. One of the women screamed, but the sound was
mostly ripped from her and sucked into the spinning void overhead.
In the next hyper-instant, Sterling was diving for cover as debris
began sailing in every direction like deadly poltergeist
weapons.

After a few breathless moments of very hard
wishing, Sterling pushed himself to his feet, taking his chances
with what was left of the airborne shrapnel. Carmen and Piper had
hit the deck where he’d last seen them around fifty feet away.
Sterling ducked beneath a swinging metal desk piece from the
nineteen-fifties and dodged some kind of concrete and wood
conglomerate before he was again running toward the pair.

Half-way there, he skidded to a halt, his
incubus eyes beginning to glow with furious magic.

Randall Price had made it to them first. And
now he stood staring coldly at Sterling while he held Piper Maddox
in his arms and a knife to her throat.

“Not another step, warlock!
It would be a real shame to waste skin this fantastic
twice!”

Piper turned to glare at her captor. “Fuck
you, asshole!” she hissed at him.

But anything he might have said in return
was swallowed up by an enraged roar from overhead. Sterling looked
up, again shielding himself from flying debris, and watched as a
darker shape first formed within and then separated from the core
of the storm. Lightning illuminated it in all its glory, and
thunder threatened to deafen everyone.

A storm
dragon, Sterling thought,
wide-eyed. By the gods… that’s
Annaleia.

When he looked back down it was to find that
both Piper and her captor had also looked up. Piper’s teeth were
gritted, perhaps in anger, but most likely also in pain – Price’s
knife had begun to slice into her skin, and a thin line of blood
was trickling slowly down her neck from the blade.

Sterling closed the distance before he fully
realized what he’d done, and the next thing he knew, Price’s face
was making contact with his fist. Jarrod’s fingers wrapped around
the hilt of the knife just as Price’s grip loosened on it and his
body went flying.

Halfway along his arcing trajectory, Price
was struck again, this time with the hard end of a dragon’s wing.
This second impact was accompanied by streaming electricity, a
thunder blast, and was so strong, Randall Price disappeared from
view altogether, sailing into the shadows.

Now released, Piper swayed on her feet.
Sterling spun to catch her, tossing the knife as he wrapped both
arms around her and lowered her back down to the cement floor.
Overhead, the dragon beat its mighty wings again then pulled both
wings in to tuck them at its side as it dove toward the Earth like
a tail-spinning jetliner.

“Annaleia?”
Carmen whispered. She’d risen to her hands and
knees and was watching the storm dragon with one-step-from-crazy
eyes.

“It’s her. I know it is,”
Piper whispered in response from where she lay in the cage of
Sterling’s arms. Carmen began to get to her feet and Sterling felt
time pressing in on him. He needed his magic.

He loosened his grip on Piper and pulled
away just enough that he could peer down into her eyes. “Piper,
look at me.”

Piper was clearly confused, overwhelmed, and
in no state to question the command that came from a stranger and
demanded a strange thing. She simply turned her head and met his
gaze. Sterling held it hard and fast, utilizing the only magic he
had left within himself – that of an incubus. “I’m going to kiss
you, Piper. Do you mind?”

She stared at him, her gaze shifting from
one of his glowing eyes to the other. She shook her head.

Relief flooded him. As much sway as he held
over her right now, she would not have been able to give consent if
she truly hadn’t wanted him to kiss her. He simply needed to bypass
all the niceties at the moment. Of course, he could have just
kissed her without asking for her consent. But incubi who did such
things – and far worse – were the bane of the Nightmare reputation,
especially when consent could be verified so easily even in the
most dire situations.

“That’s good,” he told her
with a small smile. That’s very
good, he thought as her lips parted and he
captured them with his own. Warmth spread through him, rare and
divine. He groaned, rapt despite the chaos around them, and opened
her up further beneath him, his tongue delving deep, his incubus
drinking like a man in the desert.

A kiss was like a snack compared to the more
involved acts of sex, but it was special in that it was more
intimate. It was personal. It packed more of a punch in that
respect; like a protein shake versus mashed potatoes and gravy.

As he kissed her, Sterling
realized Piper Maddox was a fucking banquet. He was afforded a small but
rich taste of all she had to offer him. There was no time for
anything more.

But this was enough.

With regret he hadn’t felt since he’d been
with Annaleia, the Nightmare Warlock broke his kiss and peered down
at the woman in his arms. Piper’s eyes were closed, her lips plump
and red from his kiss, her hair whipping around them both as he
stared down at her. He brushed his thumb gently over her lower lip
just before his head snapped up to the sound of Carmen Seville
calling out a familiar name.

“Anna!” she
cried.

Sterling carefully released
Piper and turned on his side, lifting himself to his feet. Across
the room, Randall Price was just straightening from where he’d
retrieved his discarded knife. Damn, thought Jarrod.
That’s on me.

Between Price and Carmen stood Annaleia,
once more in human form, albeit draconic human. She was dressed in
charcoal gray leather from motorcycle jacket and gloves to
motorcycle boots, the entire ensemble sporting a subtle purple
gradient. Her long, beautiful hair was more wild than it had ever
been. Electricity rode along the surface of her skin like St.
Elmo’s Fire, honest-to-goodness purple lightning born of the storm
within and ignited by the storm without. But it was her eyes that
were the most striking. They glowed bright with that electric
power, that innate change, and her beautiful white teeth now bore
fangs. They were bared; she was ready for a fight.

Sterling could imagine what had just gone
down. Anna had shifted to her human form, Carmen had rushed to meet
her and most likely hug her, Randall Price had appeared from the
shadows, and Carmen had called out a warning to her friend.

Price’s expression was one of disappointed
resolve. Sterling had seen that expression before. It was the “If I
can’t have you, no one will” look – but at this point, Sterling was
almost hoping Price would try. Annaleia Faith was not the Withered
angel of resurrection she’d once been. And there were just too many
delicious ways in which she could illustrate as much to Price.

But he would have to touch her for that. And
whether Anna was mated to someone else or not, Sterling would
always care for her. Allowing her to come into physical contact
with the serial killer again was something he simply couldn’t
stomach. So he straightened and rolled back his shoulders,
delightfully surprised at how much strength a single kiss had
elicited him.

He glanced down at Piper a final, grateful
time as she rose to her feet behind him, and then he raised his
hand palm-out toward Price with the intent of blasting him out of
existence.

“No, Sterling.”

The incubus warlock flinched and hesitated.
It had been Annaleia speaking. She’d done so without taking her
eyes off Price as if she could sense his intent behind her. Her
voice boomed throughout the destroyed space, so powerful that the
concrete flooring beneath Jarrod’s feet vibrated, sending rubble
skittering.

“He’s mine,” she said.

For his part, Randall Price
narrowed his gaze and all hint of residual lust for Annaleia that
he may have been experiencing moments before dissipated, leaving a
mask of sheer determination and betrayal-heavy hatred. “You sure
about that, angel?” Price asked conversationally. “You don’t want
to leave me for your boyfriend to rip to shreds?” Randall pretended
to look around. “Where is
the bully, anyway? Frankly, I’m surprised he’s
letting you fight all on your own.”

“He’s busy dealing
with your boyfriend,” Annaleia said with a beautiful fang-filled
grin.

Sterling almost laughed. Except that Price’s
chin lifted then, his green eyes glinted behind his glasses, and a
bit of that lust was back. Price smiled. “He’s wasting his time.”
Then he laughed mirthlessly, shaking his head. “Hasn’t he learned
he can’t face Maze alone?”

But Annaleia wasn’t fazed. She tilted her
head slightly to the side, lightning cascaded across the sky, and
she said, “He’s not alone.”

Price blinked, his smug expression slipping
as his brow furrowed slightly. His gaze became calculating as it
slid from Annaleia to Carmen to Piper, and finally to Sterling. He
looked back at Anna and took a breath as if preparing to monologue
in order to buy himself time to execute whatever sick plan he was
concocting.

But before he could speak a single word,
Annaleia raised her arm toward him, and neon purple and blue
lightning whipped out from her palm, slamming full force into
Randall Price’s chest. The blast was so loud, Sterling’s eardrums
shut tight to protect themselves. A ringing started up to fill the
silence.

Price must have cried out in surprise and
pain, but all traces of any noise he might have made were swallowed
up by Annaleia’s cacophony as her stalker was picked up and thrown
backward with hurricane force. He moved so fast he blurred,
slamming into what was left of the wall behind him before he broke
right through it to fly into the darkness beyond.


Chapter Fifty-nine – Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania

Annaleia turned away from the hole Randall
Price’s body had left and faced her friends. “Are you all okay?”
she asked, suddenly feeling exhausted. The lightning cascading over
her skin dissipated almost at once. Her vision switched out from a
highly contrasted dragon’s sight to the human vision she was
accustomed to. And the storm overhead broke up and stopped
spinning. Immediately, objects that had been previously airborne
were dropped, fortunately not on anyone she cared about.

She looked from Carmen to Piper, both of
whom were obviously shell shocked, and finally to Sterling. Jarrod
met her eyes, held her gaze, and nodded, his smile genuinely kind
but a little sad.

She understood.

“Anna-freaking-leia, you’re
a mother-freaking storm
dragon!” Piper suddenly cried out just
before she broke into a run. She and Carmen reached Anna at the
same time, both girls tackling her with fierce hugs and manic
talking that was nearly too fast for anyone to comprehend. “I mean,
did I say that right? Is that what you are? Storm dragons are a
thing, right?”

Anna found herself laughing one of those
deep, genuinely happy belly laughs that only the truly grateful can
feel. Her response was to simply hug them back harder.

The sound of a gun being fired into the
night broke up the reunion. Anna separated from them and spun
around. It was difficult to determine from which direction the
gunshot had come. The sound ricocheted in echo just as much as the
gun’s bullets sometimes did.

But it was fired three more times in quick
succession, and Anna and Sterling wound up standing side-by-side at
the brink of the building’s destroyed wall, right in the middle of
the hole Price’s body had left moments earlier.

Anna stared down at the unfolding scene
below. A dozen men in black leather jackets faced off with men Anna
didn’t recognize but who were very obviously not human. Their eyes
glowed a number of different eerie colors, and they were strong
enough and fast enough to challenge the Monsters clan without being
instantly defeated. Anna was guessing they were Dires or Apexes,
perhaps both, though that was rare.

There were a few other wardens below as
well, some she recognized such as Conall Tiarnahn. The warden world
had answered the call for help with record speed, and good thing
too – given the fresh wave of dangerous creatures moving in from
the shadow line around the abandoned building. All manner of beasts
began to emerge. She could make out a bookah, a real, live
fuatharkan, and a cantorip, to name a few.

The clan wardens could have handled them
all. This was what they trained for.

However, everyone had stopped fighting, the
sound of shots fired bringing them to a sober halt. Anna recognized
that this was because the wardens realized a gun would be useless
in the fray against Victor Maze. The chaos he emitted would twist
barrels, knock aims off center, and send bullets into the wrong
recipients. Hand-to-hand combat was the safest bet, so no one was
using guns. Hence, the sound of one going off was unexpected.

Anna followed the line of their sight as
they all stopped and turned to face someone else. At their front
and center, she found Antares. Across from him was the tall man in
a white suit. The suit was torn in several places and stained with
blood. Anna smiled with the knowledge that her love had managed to
harm the god somehow, but her smile slipped away when she then
followed Ares’ line of sight.

To where Randall Price stood in the middle
of the street twenty yards down, his arm wrestle-wrapped around a
woman’s throat as if he were going to choke her off, his other hand
pressing the barrel of a gun to her temple. The front of his own
clothing bore a massive hole, right over his chest. That was where
Anna had struck him with her dragon magic. The hole was smoking –
but he was absolutely unmarred.

How? she wondered in frustration. Why?

Anna didn’t recognize the woman he held. She
was Caucasian, she had long dark hair that was pulled into a messy,
loose ponytail, and she was dressed in jeans, boots, and a
practical winter coat. Beneath the coat, she wore a sky blue
sweater, and when she struggled in Price’s grip, Anna could see
that she wore a shoulder-holster over the sweater.

A badge flashed from the side of the woman’s
waistband. She was a cop.

Anna refocused her senses,
attempting to see, hear and smell the scene as would a dragon. One
after another, new observations opened up to her. She heard the
faint tinkling of tiny fragments of glass hitting the ground and
saw windshield glass break free from the woman’s clothing and hair
to hit the tarmac. A broken car
window, she thought as her eyes skirted
quickly over the few parked vehicles in the street. It didn’t take
long to find the truck – with its windshield broken out.

Anna returned her attention
to Price and his captive. Her vision intensified and she noticed
that the sweater the woman wore set off a pair of lovely hazel
eyes. She smelled the perfume she’d just written the ad campaign
for – Time Enough.
And she heard the woman breathing, her heart pounding with ragged,
petrified speed. She even caught the scent of gunpowder.

She reeled physically when
Victor Maze coalesced into solid form behind Price and his captive.
Anna’s gaze flicked from him to the Victor Maze look-alike Antares
had been fighting. Fuck, she thought as she realized what the man was.
A goddamn doppelganging Terror.

The real Maze was utterly unharmed and
looking as sharp and healthy as ever. He’d clearly been the one to
heal or protect Price as well. And now the good guys were all right
back where they’d started – trying to fight an enemy that grew
stronger the more they fought him.

Damn, she thought as she touched her forehead with her fingertips
to brush against feverish skin.

“Anna, are you alright?”
Sterling spoke quickly beside her.

But Annaleia ignored him; she had no choice.
She was still in human-dragon-sense mode, and she was brand new at
this. She was being overwhelmed with the scents of far too many
angry male supernaturals. She couldn’t concentrate on the threat at
hand. She grew dizzy beneath the heady soup of pheromones,
bloodlust, and fury and barely felt it when Sterling’s arm came
around her to steady her.

She prepared to pull back and try again with
perhaps less focus when a fierce, deep growl had her eyes snapping
open. She hadn’t even realized she’d closed them.

She quickly looked down, swinging her line
of sight a sharp left, past Price, Maze, and the woman. An enormous
black wolf came bounding from the shadows across the street behind
the three, and everything dropped into slow motion.

Price turned in place to see what the hell
the noise was, his prisoner attempted to take the opportunity to
escape, and Maze instead reached out and grabbed the woman by the
back of her jacket, spinning her around.

The woman saw the black
wolf and her eyes grew enormous. And then Maze said,
“Now, Mr.
Price.”

Randall Price returned the
gun to his target, this time pressing its barrel against the
woman’s chest. He fired four times in quick succession just before
Maze waved his hand at the wolf and it flashed into shift mode,
transforming back into a human. The man that hit the ground after
the transformation was a cop Annaleia vaguely recognized. A
detective. “No!” the man bellowed, his still-glowing eyes filled with agony,
his expression pained as he met the wide, shocked eyes of the woman
who’d just been shot.

Maze looked pleased. With a small,
thoroughly evil smile, he let the woman go and said, “That’ll do.”
Then he turned to Price, Randall nodded at him, and the two men
vanished.

The gun Price had used to shoot the woman
hit the ground at the same time she did.

 



Chapter Sixty – Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania

The creatures that had been flooding the
wardens in the street all disappeared when Victor Maze and his
serial killer crony disappeared, leaving the wardens, Anna and her
friends, Jarrod Sterling, and Detective Hendrix James to deal with
the aftermath.

“Can… can you bring her
back to me?” the detective now asked, his shaking voice cracking
under the weight of his feelings. The woman Price had shot lay
cradled in his arms. He’d dropped beside her, pulled her into his
lap, and rocked gently back and forth with her the way Antares had
done with Annaleia not so long ago.

This keeps happening, she thought. Victor
Maze keeps putting us in these positions. Something needs to
change.

“Can you?” he asked again
as if she hadn’t heard him. “Faith, please bring her back to me.”
He brushed the woman’s hair from her face and peered down at her as
if she would open her hazel eyes any second now.
She’s his partner, Anna
thought. But also more.

“I can’t,” she admitted to
him softly, shaking her head. But she kept her expression serene –
because she knew something they didn’t know. She knew it because
she could smell it, she could feel
it, and because it was knowledge of magic, and
its verity moved through two of her three hearts.

She turned to her friends, who were standing
with Sterling just off to the side. “But she can.” She nodded at
Piper.

Piper stared at her, mouth agape. She stared
a little more. Her gaze flicked to the woman in the detective’s
arms. And then flicked back at Annaleia to continue staring. “What
was that?” she finally asked.

Anna couldn’t help but
grin. “Piper, this is going to be hard for you to accept, but the
truth is you now
possess my ability to revive the dead.” Annaleia had unwittingly
transferred the power when she’d saved her friends. Along with
something else.

She looked at Carmen next.
“And I know you’re not going to want to hear this,
bruja,” she told Carmen
with perfect Spanish pronunciation and more than a little sass.
“But you got my
ability to cast spells as a magic user.” Affecting a truly horrible
British accent, she grumbled, “You’re a witch, Harry.” She
smiled.

Now both girls stared at
her. Carmen said, “No, mija
you’re wrong. This was just residual magic.” She
shook her head emphatically and gestured to her friend. “Piper said
so.”

Anna nodded. “No doubt
there was some of
that. I poured everything I had into the two of you. But that’s
just it…. I gave you everything I
had.” She waited a beat for that to sink
in, but she could hear the detective’s shallow, shaking breaths and
his rapid-fire heart and she knew he was suffering. They were going
to need to accept the truth with record speed.

“And now? When all is done
and said?” Anna continued. She searched the crowd until she found
her own warden leader. She met Conall’s gaze and nodded
respectfully. “The torch has been passed,” she said. “And all is as
it should be.”

Conall’s expression was
both resigned and hopeful. He’d lost his clan’s resurrecting angel.
However… Anna knew Piper well and she knew the Draco clan leader
was thinking the same thing she was. There was always the
possibility of gaining another
“resurrecting angel.” It was possible Piper would
join the clan. Conall could be very convincing.

Which would mean that in
the end, he would have lost nothing. Instead, he would have gained
a dragon. A storm dragon.

“Anna, you’re wrong,” Piper
said.

Anna turned back to face her friend. Piper
shook her head; she’d gone pale. She no doubt felt the immense
amount of pressure that had been shifted onto her shoulders. Anna
could hear her heart speeding up dramatically. “I don’t feel any
magic left,” Piper insisted. “All of that residual stuff I had at
first is gone. Carmen is the one who had to transport us here, in
fact.” She looked over at Carmen. “Maybe you should try to
resurrect her,” Piper suggested.

Carmen’s eyes got very
wide. “Son of a bitch Piper, I would know if I were
Jesus Christo.”

“No, Piper,” Anna told her gently but firmly. “It has to be
you.”

Piper turned back to her helplessly, the
wind taken from her sails. Anna gently took hold of one of her
hands and pulled, leading her to a spot directly beside the
detective and his fallen partner. “Here,” she told her, gesturing
for Piper to kneel next to them. “Just do what I tell you to do and
trust me.”

Annaleia understood what
Piper was going through. She was familiar with that “lack of
magical feeling” that Piper was describing. The ability to revive
the dead wasn’t something felt the way that magical energy could be
felt. It was only its absence
that could be felt, because it was draining.
Unfortunately it never worked the other way around. That was where
candy could help, at least a little. She’d learned that the hard
way during her own baptism by fire.

And now here she was putting her friend
through the same.

Piper gave her a final uncertain look before
slowly lowering to her knees beside the detective and his partner.
James looked from Annaleia to Piper, his gaze searching. He seemed
so lost in that moment. And Anna could feel the shared anxieties,
hopeful fears, and strained anticipation that everyone around them
echoed where this was concerned.

Her gaze searched the faces in the crowd.
Beside Conall, Antares stood watching her in silence. He gave her a
nod of reassurance but kept his distance, allowing her to lead
where needed. His expression was sure and proud, but worried. He
knew she had to do this. But she could tell he just damn well hoped
it all worked out.

Anna took a deep breath and knelt down
beside Piper then closed her eyes, concentrating. She slipped her
hand into the pocket of her grey leather jacket and sighed with
relief when her fingers closed over the object she’d been
concentrating on. Antares was right. She was going to thoroughly
enjoy some of the perks that came with being a dragon. Such as
wishing for a specific sugary sweet, and having it appear in her
pocket.

The clothes Anna now wore were the dark gray
leather clothes that had formed over her body when she’d shifted
back into human form. Because of her inherited draconic knowledge,
Annaleia innately understood that the clothing was an extension of
her, the charcoal gray leather a reflection of her inner storm,
shot through with the gradient purple of her own electric magic.
She loved the outfit. Especially the boots. Plus, she looked really
damn good in it.

But the sweetest thing
about the clothes was that as an extension of her, they were
capable of rooting her in the dragon realm. As long as she wasn’t
somehow permanently separated from them, she could pull things to
her from that
other world. Such as candy from her own candy closet. Every dragon
had one. Every dragon had a den.

She didn’t know where her
own den was yet, but it seemed to already be well stocked, because
when Anna pulled her hand back out, she was holding the
Australian Violet Crumble
chocolate bar that she’d hoped for. It was
Piper’s favorite candy.

Along with about a million other interesting
draconic facts, Annaleia had been given the knowledge that every
born dragon was automatically granted their own den. The dens were
similar to the one Ares possessed, but each was catered to its
dragon owner. The den would appear somewhere in the ever-expanding
dragon realm as soon as all three of the new dragon’s hearts beat
their first beat. The dragon only then had to find the den and
claim it, which was easy since the den would call to and guide its
dragon home and would open for no one else.

Anna had a lot to look forward to. But for
now, she showed the bar to Piper and said, “Eat this.” She wished
dragons had sway over mortal will the way vampires did, but alas
that was not one of their natural talents anywhere but in their
dens alone. Otherwise she could have just forced her friend to eat
it. She held the candy out to Piper and added, “And trust me.
Okay?”

Piper regarded the chocolate bar with more
confusion, her brow furrowing. “What? Why – Anna, I’m so sorry but
I’m telling you I don’t feel like I have your ability –”

Jarrod Sterling stepped toward them, moving
so that he took a knee directly behind Piper. He leaned in close to
her, his lips to her ear, his gaze locked on Anna. “Take the candy,
Piper,” he told her softly. Anna could feel his incubus magic
wrapping around her friend; small measures of it rolled off him,
enough for Anna to feel it brush against her own skin. She gave him
a very slight nod of appreciation, and he smiled at her.

“Take it and eat it,” he
told Piper, his eyes glittering as his small smile became decidedly
wicked. The command was an innuendo if ever there was one, but he
was a sex demon, so she wasn’t the least bit surprised.

Besides, it worked. Piper’s
eyes glazed over. She reached out and took the bar from Anna’s
hand, unwrapped it, and took a bite as around twenty supernaturally
gorgeous men in leather and blood moved closer to watch with hungry
eyes of their own. Anna glanced up at them all, her radar going
wary. But they were the good guys. Members of her clan, members of
Ares’ clan. It was just that looking the way they did now, it was
hard to forget so many of them were… monsters.

Anna straightened where she
knelt as her eyes moved from one Monsters clan member to another.
Her dragon senses pricked as their scents moved through her.
They’re all
monsters, she realized.
Every one of them. Ares wasn’t alone among them in his supernatural
status; not a single Monsters clan member was mortal.

It wasn’t just Maze’s goons she’d been
scenting earlier. There were some very, very powerful players in
this crowd.

She’d always suspected the Monsters clan was
more than they appeared to be and that they’d chosen their name for
a reason having nothing to do with hubris. She was right.

When she’d processed this and looked back
down at Piper, it was to find her swallowing her last bite of bar.
Sterling took the wrapper from her and it vanished. Annaleia
concentrated again, this time on a drink, and a very small bottle
of water bulged out her pocket. She pulled it out, twisted the cap
off, and handed it to her friend.

Piper drank without
question, even though her eyes had nothing but questions in them.

Once she’d finished, she lowered the bottle,
handed it to Sterling, and looked Anna in the eyes. “If I try this
and I fail, I’m going to look like the worst person in the
world.”

“You won’t fail,” Anna told
her firmly. She turned to the detective. “Detective, please lay
your partner down.”

Detective James nodded once, his eyes
bloodshot, and his face pale. He scooted back, gently laying his
partner out on the concrete of the sidewalk in front of Piper and
Annaleia.

Anna turned back to Piper. “Okay, you’re up.
Now place your hands palm-down on her chest.”

Piper looked down at the body, no doubt
considering the amount of blood soaking through the woman’s shirt.
But she swallowed audibly, rolled back her shoulders, and placed
her hands on the woman’s chest just as Anna had instructed.

Annaleia turned to the detective. “You know
that the last thing she saw was you shifting from wolf to man. This
isn’t the way you wanted to tell her, I’m betting. But you’ll have
to come out of the closet now no matter what.”

The detective nodded. “I know.”

“That’s why Maze did what
he did,” Carmen said from where she stood looking down at them.
“Because he knew it would cause upheaval. Victor Maze is like
my Tio Tony. He
isn’t happy unless he’s pitting one family member against
another.”

Anna looked up at her friend. No doubt, she
was absolutely right.

“Ready Piper?”

“No,” said
Piper.

“Okay, good. Now close your
eyes.”

Piper closed her eyes.

“Good, keep them closed and
imagine what I tell you to imagine.” Anna gave Sterling a pointed
look, and Sterling placed his hand on Piper’s shoulder to lend her
a little dream-inducing magic. “Now imagine you’re standing on a
dark and cold plane. The only thing on this cold, dark plane other
than you is a hole in the ground with a staircase leading down. But
at the bottom of the stairs is a faint light. So you descend the
stairs toward the light, and once you reach the bottom, you find a
well.”

The world had grown very
quiet around Annaleia. She licked her lips and continued. “It’s a
wishing well, like the one from Snow
White. It’s dark everywhere else but in
this well. You make your way toward it and as you come closer, the
light grows brighter. This light is the most beautiful, hopeful
thing you have ever seen. You need more of it so you pull the
bucket up with the well’s rope. The bucket comes up filled to the
brim with that wonderful, warm glow.

Suddenly you want nothing more than to
spread the well’s light around in the dark and cold that you left
behind up those stairs. You take the bucket off the rope and carry
it to the stairs. Then you climb the stairs. As you reach the top
of the stairs, the light leaves the bucket all by itself. It leaves
trails like shooting stars as it spreads out to fill the darkness
and the cold.”

Anna opened her eyes as very soft whispers
and gasps sounded around them. She grinned, but managed to quell
her outcry of joy when she saw a familiar light beneath Piper’s
palms. She watched as that light spread over the fallen officer’s
chest, then rapidly shot out toward her extremities, lighting up
the fingertips of each hand.

She took a breath and said to Piper, “Now
imagine that the light replicates itself. The more it spreads, the
more light there is, growing exponentially. Until finally there’s a
very bright flash. When you can see again, the once dark and cold
plain has become a lush garden that stretches to the horizon.”

Piper’s brow furrowed. Her lips parted. She
shuddered as the light enveloping the fallen detective grew to a
bright flash before dying out.

Annaleia shielded her eyes and held her
breath.

When she lowered her arm, it was to see
James’ partner’s chest rise and fall again as it drew in renewed
life before she opened her beautiful hazel eyes to the world.


 


Epilogue – Pacific Northwest

“So I hear,” said Cain. He
held his phone to his ear out of habit, but he could have heard the
person on the other end if he’d put the damn thing in his back
pocket. Cell phones were loud. Plus, with his hearing he could have
heard it several blocks away.

It was Katrielle on the other end, giving
him the update he’d requested in return for his own. He listened,
but his eyes never left his target as she moved from room to room
within the house across the street. Her windows were closed, but
Cain could easily “see” past the curtains.

When Kat had stopped
talking, Cain said, “Well, the new reviver has joined the Draco
clan to be with Faith. She’ll get all the training she needs to
keep her from doing anything suicidal from now on, not to mention
her very own sentinel.” To say nothing of
the watchful eyes of both Conall Tiarnahn and Jarrod
Sterling. Piper Maddox wasn’t going to be
able to brush her teeth without someone checking to make sure the
bristles weren’t too hard.

And maybe that was a good thing. The girl
was all spark. Not that Cain minded that kind of person at all – it
was just that the world was a powder keg these days.

Cain listened as Katrielle shot him a
question. In turn, he gave her what information he had. “The body
on Mace’s property belonged to a random. Twenty-two years of age,
parents divorced. He ran away to join a gang at fifteen, never
graduated high school. We’re pretty sure Price chose him for the
jacket and the bike. Any ambiguity was cleared up with the carving
Price added to the kid’s back.” It had been a stylized dragon. And
the message was clear.

Petulant. But clear.

“I don’t think so,” Cain
said in response to Kat’s latest question. “I think that was
closure for him. He no longer considers Faith his perfect work of
art. She’s been re-painted. Unfortunately we’re not done with him.
My guess is he just gives Maze too much energy to be disposable.
Or….”

Cain’s vivid blue gaze remained locked on
the woman moving through the two-story home. “Or Maze needs him for
something specific, something the much more human Randall Price
might be able to get closer to right now.”

Or
someone, he thought. He watched from where
he sat on his bike across the street as the woman under his
scrutiny bumped into a table he could have sworn wasn’t there a
second ago and cursed under her breath. He could imagine it would
bruise.

“Price is handy. He can get
closer to anyone who hasn’t met him and who would recognize Maze’s
signature giveaways, like different colored eyes or different
cufflinks or even the chaos power boiling out of him.” Cain studied
the woman as she reached for her computer and knocked over a glass
of water in the process.

He waited as Kat asked him one final thing.
He said, “I don’t think there’s any point. Maze’s magic is what
Sharpe would call, ‘Forrest Gumped.’ It’s a box of chocolates. We
have no idea what the hell will happen next, so stretching
ourselves any thinner to prepare for it makes no sense. Rest and
training are our best options right now.”

He fell silent, then said, “Got it.” He
tapped the phone off and pocketed it. Then he rested back in the
motorcycle’s saddle and took a slow, deep breath.

Beneath his ever-watchful gaze, the woman
stopped in her living room and seemed lost for a moment. Cain went
eerily still. She slowly put her hands over her face. His piercing
eyes flashed, sparking to a blue fire glow for several seconds
before he managed to tamp them down again.

She dropped her hands and carded her fingers
through her hair.

Cain caught the scent of her shampoo, even
from outdoors and across the street. He caught every tiny movement,
every breath, every slight shift in the expressions on her
face.

Not once did he attempt to brush her mind or
read her thoughts. Instead he remained where he was and watched for
close to an hour. Then he cocked his head to the side, his gaze
slipping from his target for the first time since the sun had gone
down. His inner radar went off. He was needed elsewhere.

Cain started up his bike. It would have
alerted the neighborhood to his presence if not for the magic that
cloaked him. He kicked up the stand, revved the bike’s engine, and
rode it out into the street until he was hitting the highway.

Ten minutes later, he was pulling the bike
up alongside a similar cruiser and shutting it down across the
street from a different kind of building. The wards that protected
him from detection by most people were still active, but the other
Monsters clan member in the street still noticed him.

Nathan Connor was leaning with his shoulder
against a brick wall in the shadows beneath a street light. His
arms were crossed over his chest, his face was dark, and his eyes
were hard. Cain could sense the plethora of extra blanketed shields
he’d placed over himself, no doubt to hide his presence from the
person he was watching, just as Cain had been doing a few minutes
earlier.

Connor met his gaze but said nothing before
returning his attention to the object of his scrutiny three stories
up. Cain shoved his hands into the front pockets of his jeans and
casually joined him in the shadows.

“So… how’s tricks, Nate?”
he asked with just as much casual ease before he, too, looked up at
the feminine shadow that passed before the living room window’s
curtains on the third floor.

Nathan tensed; Cain could feel something odd
in the man’s aura, a kind of strain in the magic coming off him. He
recognized it, but it made little sense. It was old-school basic
hunger, in Nate’s case a hunger for goldblood. Except it was far
too soon for him to be feeling that hunger. Nate had just recently
fed. He should have been good to go for a few months, usually a
year minimum under Cain’s flag.

Right now the hunger wasn’t too strong yet,
and certainly not desperate. But it shouldn’t have been there at
all. This was what Cain had sensed earlier, when he’d changed
course on the highway.

He had a feeling the increased hunger cycle
could be chalked up to the same cause of just about every other
strange or unexpected turn of events right now:
Victor-fucking-Maze. He’d had a similar effect on the Taal, after
all. Werewolves were feeling an increased need to hunt. Hell, even
humans were rioting.

Cain watched carefully as Nate slowly drew
in a deep breath and let it out with practiced patience. His gold
gaze still trained on the window up above, he said, “I know why
you’re here.” His tone was lower, colder than usual. “You could
tell what she was in the garage, couldn’t you? Were you planning on
telling me?”

Cain chose his words very carefully.
“Nope.”

But then he always chose his words
carefully. Which was why he was a man of few words.

Nate let out a short laugh under his breath.
“No, I don’t suppose that would have been my move either if I’d
been in your shoes.”

But now Cain drew in a quick breath and
said, “Nate, I wasn’t going to tell you because I knew you were
already aware of what she was. So there was no point.”

Which was all true. Nathan
Connor was a powerful Apex and a member of the Monsters clan. Of
course he’d noticed. And this right here, Cain had
also known was going to
happen. Because Victoria Grace was not only a rare and beautiful Golddust.
Cain had caught the way she’d looked at Connor before she was taken
away by Katrielle so that her spells could be
reinforced.

No… this here was bound to happen. This and
a hell of a lot more.

Nathan seemed to consider Cain’s words, and
at long last he turned away from the building to face his clan
leader. “So then… why are you here, boss?”

Nathan was one of the few
members of the clan who frequently referred to Cain as “boss,”
despite him being the most off-hands “boss” a clan leader could
possibly be. Most of them simply deferred to him. They refrained from
phrases like “boss” and “sir” because they were men in a
motorcycle club, and
because they knew he didn’t give a shit. But there were a few
members who’d come from a place of certain civility, and that
sophistication and adherence to convention was just an unshakable
part of who and what they were. Nathan was one such
member.

Cain shrugged, glancing up. “I know what’s
going through your head right now.” He watched as the light in the
living room behind the curtains went out, casting the apartment in
darkness. Then he looked back down at Nathan.

Nate was watching the dark window, his jaw
set tight.

“So I’m going to give you a
piece of advice,” Cain continued.

Nathan tensed even further. But he lowered
his head and looked at the ground, the corners of his mouth turning
up in a small smile. “Tread carefully?” he offered in
assumption.

“No, jackass.”

Nate’s head snapped up. Gold eyes met
blue.

Cain’s gaze narrowed. “Don’t waste any
time.”

Now Nathan’s brow furrowed uncertainly.

Cain sighed. “Connor, you
and I know damn well you would never hurt a woman, and that
includes Golddusts during a hard gold fever hunger. It’s the reason
you are what you are in the first place.” He’d been weak when he’d
faced off with the Dire werewolf all those years ago because he’d
refused to take something from someone without their permission,
and there was simply a shortage of freely-offered goldblood. “I
don’t have to worry about you in that respect, and neither does
Grace. What I do have to worry about is the fact that Michael Clemens is still
out there somewhere and he’d love nothing more than to capitalize
on the known whereabouts of a Golddust. You know how much he loves
making money off the blood of beautiful women.”

He let that sit for a
moment and watched Connor’s expression darken dangerously before he
continued. “To say nothing of a chaos god who would love to use her
to create a rift in our little world, or of Dmitri Voronoi, another
Apex whose agenda is still very much unclear but who’d be crazy not
to follow a golden scent when he catches it.” He paused, took a
breath, and said, “And then there’s Victoria Grace herself. And the
fact that her spells aren’t lasting like they should.”
Just like your own feeding isn’t lasting like it
should. Cain thought the words in Nathan’s
head, and saw the recognition flash in the Apex’s eyes. Nathan
hadn’t been certain that Cain could tell he was getting
hungry.

But he was certain now.

“Time is of the essence,”
Cain said. “So yeah, tread carefully.” He looked away, releasing
Nate from his gaze to turn and head back toward his bike. “Just
don’t fucking crawl,” he finished over his shoulder.

When he got back to his bike, swung his leg
over, and looked up from the saddle, it was to find Nathan Connor
looking at the ground and lost in deep thought. The hunger Cain had
sensed in him earlier was still there. But it was tempered by
strength.

Some of that strength was lent to him. Cain
would always take care of his clansmen.

But some of it was just
Nate. Cain trusted he would do what needed to be done. Nonetheless,
the next few days and weeks would be interesting. Victoria Grace
was so used to running and hiding, she was bound to turn rabbit at
the slightest hint of Connor on her trail, no matter how down-wind
of her he was. She would need to be tailed. And guarded.

With that thought, Cain’s attention turned
inward. In his mind’s eye he saw a woman beyond the clean panes of
a white window sill. He saw her stop in her tracks, lower her face
to her hands in exhaustion and desperation, and he felt his eyes
begin to glow once more.

He closed his eyes and shoved everything way
the hell back down before he started up his bike and pulled away
from the curb and the neighborhood.

The next few weeks were
going to be more than interesting. There was a bad moon rising, and the coming
days were sure to be nothing less than the perfect
storm.
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