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 Fever Fae 
 
      
 
    Yes, to the hottest, baddest Fae Kings. No, to being their bitch. 
 
    When my parents mysteriously disappear, leaving me to raise my six crazy, younger siblings, my dreams for college are dashed.  
 
    It gets worse when someone sends a slew of monster assassins after me and my family. Their untimely arrival is followed by three devastatingly hot Fae assholes who stalk me.  
 
    Baron, the pompous and dominating Summer King, thinks I’m a dark Fae and wants my head. Then he changes his mind and declares me his fated mate. Hells-a-no. Especially now that he wants me to prove my worth. Really?  
 
    Then there’s Rowan, the possessive and cruel Winter King, who offers to protect me from the assassins, but only if I accept his obnoxious courtship requests.  
 
    And finally, there’s Night King Rydstrom, a dangerous and mysterious Fae with an ass that doesn’t quit, who thinks he has every right to play me like a fiddle.  
 
    Too bad for them, I’m not the docile type they're used to commanding. I might want to screw them, but I have no intention of joining the trail of broken hearts and bodies in their wake. 
 
    For I hold a deep, dark secret. Their arrival has woken in me the very forbidden magic they’ve been hunting, and I, Evelina Greene, am going to have a wicked good time teaching these Alpha Fae a lesson. 
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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The alarm blared in my ears.   
 
    Jerking awake, I swung an arm to hit the retro clock’s bell to stop the shrieks, only to knock over a hummingbird desk lamp. It hit the floor, and its gold-accented glass panels shattered.  
 
    Shit. Mom was going to kill me for breaking her favorite touch lamp. What excuse could I give her?  
 
    A sharp pain surged to my brain, clearing any sleepiness.  
 
    Mom was gone, as was Dad. They’d vanished without a trace three days ago. I’d dropped out of college and left my hot boyfriend to come home to take care of my six younger siblings.  
 
    I hit the clock and the shrieking alarm shut up. I forced my eyes open and stared until the clock came into focus. The needle pointed to five. 
 
    I groaned. Five AM was a goddamned hour.  
 
    I had to get up and make breakfast for my siblings. I’d clean up the mess of the broken lamp after those little buggers were out of the house.  
 
    It sucked to be the oldest child.  
 
    Why did my siblings need to eat? Couldn’t they just grow up like the weeds in the backyard instead of requiring maintenance?  
 
    My mouth drooping, I dragged myself to the edge of the bed and perched there. For a second, I debated throwing myself back onto the pillow and letting the world burn.  
 
    And then my siblings would miss school. Chaos would whip the house with them all home, and I wouldn’t have a moment of peace. Then social services would pay us a visit and take them away because I couldn’t provide for my siblings.  
 
    Anxiety throbbed in my veins.  
 
    I tramped to the window and wrenched open thick curtains. A mass of gray light splashed across the sky. The tiny hairs on my nape bristled. Someone was watching me.  
 
    I scanned the street, skimming beyond the tree lines along the driveway that curved around my Spanish-style house. I didn’t spot any movement, yet I knew for sure I was being observed closely.  
 
    Did this new development have anything to do with my parents’ disappearance? My heart rammed into my ribcage. I’d have to wait until my siblings were out of the house to scout the neighborhood and investigate.  
 
    I yanked back the curtains to obscure the view of any stalker. A foreboding chill slithered up my spine, knocking the last trace of sleepiness from my system. I threw on a pink T-shirt that said: What’s my weakness? Six pack abs and a trail of golden hair. The hem settled a few inches above my knees. I opened the door and bumbled downstairs.  
 
    The house was quiet. All of my siblings still slumbered. Sweet dreams, I thought bitterly. Pausing in the middle of the stairs, I yelled so my voice filled the house. “Wake up! I’m not nice like Mom!”  
 
    “You’re a bitch, Evelina!” A high-pitched voice came from an upstairs room. Safiya was my least favorite sibling, a fifteen-year-old who demanded the world revolved around her.  
 
    “This bitch is the one who puts the bread and butter on the table now,” I said. “Unless you can do the same, you’ll get up, eat something, and go to school to get the fuck out of my sight.”  
 
    None of my siblings reacted to my swearing, not even a sigh. I wouldn’t have dared to whisper an F-bomb in my parents’ presence.  
 
    I stumbled down the stairs to the ground floor, yet I didn’t hear anyone getting out of their beds, other than that three of them pulled up their blankets to cover their heads.  
 
    I had superior hearing. I always knew what my siblings were up to in their rooms. Like Emmett, my sixteen-year-old brother, would always masturbate heavily if he obtained new manga porn comics.  
 
    I jogged to the common room, and from under the counter, I snatched a hyper whistle I bargained off eBay for an occasion like this. I returned to the base of the stairs, put the silver whistle in my mouth, covered my ears, and blew it with my full lung capacity.  
 
    The piercing sound blasted through the house, worse than the fire alarm.  
 
    “Stop, Evie! Just stop!” Siblings shouted their pleas.  
 
    Emmett traipsed down the stairs and shook his head at me in disgust. “You’re the most terrible sister on earth.”  
 
    I grinned. “Depends who’s judging.”  
 
    Safiya stomped after Emmett, glaring at me. The rest of my siblings charged out of their shared rooms toward the three bathrooms, bumping each other out of the way to claim the first right to use the bathroom.  
 
    Those little buggers were unruly. As long as they didn’t bite anyone, I could deal with it. I understood how hard it was for the seven of us fighting for limited resources all these years.  
 
    Turning on my heel, I padded into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. It was mostly empty now. I’d have to go shopping today. 
 
    Tomorrow I’d head to the police station again to check on my parents’ missing case, though I knew it was a long shot that the cops would find anything.  
 
    I also needed to find a job within a week if I wanted to feed a family of seven.  
 
    I forced back the sudden tears stinging my eyes. 
 
    I got this. I can do it, I murmured to myself as I took out a crate of eggs.  
 
    When I was almost done with mixing butter and scrambled eggs, all my siblings arrived, except for Fawn, my six-year-old sweet, youngest sister. 
 
    Asuka and Nox, the dirty-blond twins, rubbed their eyes and yawned at the same time before one of them snatched two bowls and the other fetched milk and Honey Nut Cheerios. The twins took care of each other, and only each other. I had no problem with that since they didn’t bother anyone else.  
 
    “Emmett, could you microwave the pre-cooked bacon, please?” I asked. “Safiya, I need you to set the plates, please. Everyone, I’d highly appreciate it if you could get your lunchbox ready and put it on the counter after your breakfast.”  
 
    “I don’t eat bacon!” Safiya pouted, flapping her long hazelnut hair. “Mom always made me omelets with lots of spinach, mushroom, and a pint of ricotta cheese.”  
 
    “I don’t have time to make omelets,” I said. “There are so many of you, and I don’t want any of you to be late for school again!” I didn’t want to admit that I didn’t know how to make an omelet.  
 
     “Then at least make some pancakes,” Safiya sneered.  
 
    “Make it yourself,” I snapped at my sister. “You’re a big girl.”  
 
    Until this day, I’d never realized how rotten and spoiled we all were. And now these little leeches expected me to take Mom’s role until they could sip me dry. 
 
    “I don’t do kitchen work,” Safiya said.  
 
    “That’s too bad, princess,” I said. “You’re under new management now.”  
 
    Safiya shot me a venomous glare.  
 
    “Evie, I think the eggs are overdone,” Emmett said, laughter in his voice.  
 
    Among us, only Emmett and Safiya resembled my parents. They both got Mom’s hazelnut hair.  
 
    I dumped the overcooked scrambled eggs onto a big plate. They were still edible.  
 
    “I want waffles!” shouted Cassidy, my eight-year-old, pain-in-the-butt brother. He was the only one among us who had curly hair. He could use a haircut soon. Guess I would have to do it for him.  
 
    “We ran out of waffles, buddy,” I said.   
 
    “My name is not Buddy,” he barked. “And I only eat waffles!”  
 
    At the smell of burned bread, I rushed to the toaster and yanked out the toasted slices. I tossed them onto an empty plate. The brown bread looked mostly fine other than the blackened edges. My siblings wouldn’t get cancer eating them, right?  
 
     “You’ll eat whatever I put on the table,” I said, glaring at each of them in turn.  
 
    They didn’t understand that our lives had changed. One moment, everything had been fine. One moment I had giggled in my boyfriend’s lap and drunk my fill of pungent draft beer in a wild Manhattan party. The next I received the phone call that my parents hadn’t returned home.  
 
    The pale-green family van was still parked in the driveway.  
 
    It’d been useless to ask our neighbors if they’d seen anything the day my parents vanished. Our house sat alone at the end of the lane, and the nearest neighbor lived a few hundred yards beyond the trees that lined our property.  
 
    “Cassidy, I got you strawberry jam.” Fawn sounded like a sweet angel as she entered the dining room. She wore a uniform skirt and high knee socks. Her silver-blonde hair flowed down her tiny shoulders.  
 
    Nox poured her a glass of milk as she climbed onto the chair beside Cassidy. 
 
    I strolled to the table and picked up Fawn’s glass of milk. “I’ll heat it for you, angel.” I kissed her crown, and she hugged me. Ever since my parents had adopted my younger sister at age three, I’d always had a soft spot for her. 
 
     “Mom and Dad won’t be back for a while,” Fawn said like a prophet. “But monsters are coming.”  
 
    A chill sliced up my spine, not at my sister’s prediction, but the sudden drop in temperature. My breath puffed out in a little cloud. It was followed by a terrible stench that had me gagging. 
 
    From the corner of the dining room, a beast stared at us, its crimson eyes glowing with a murderous light. It stood over eight feet tall with fangs protruding from its giant, hideous jaw.  
 
    Fear punched my guts. My heart beat so fast that I was afraid it would tear out of my chest. 
 
    My siblings screamed. 
 
    “I locked the doors,” I shrieked. “I closed all the windows last night!” 
 
    “It didn’t come through a door or a window,” Fawn said. “It must’ve escaped my dreams.”  
 
    The monster snarled. Thick fur rippled and muscles flexed along its massive shoulders.  
 
    I glanced at the glass of milk in my shaking hand—the only weapon at my disposal.  
 
    Dad had trained me in swordplay since I was old enough to hold a stick, but the strenuous physical training was useless without a weapon in reach. Even if I’d had my dagger on me, I had no advantage over a monster from a nightmare. 
 
    The monster growled gutturally, and the terror that kept my siblings frozen in place hit me like a living black wire. My anger rose to a blaze of fury. I leapt around the counter with the glass of milk still in my hand and stepped in front of my siblings, shielding them from the fiend’s view.  
 
    “Dark. Princess. Kill.” The fiend uttered the three broken words, its fangs dripping a string of saliva.  
 
    I didn’t recognize its speech as any human language, yet I understood the words perfectly.  
 
    It raised its claws and lunged.  
 
    I chucked the glass of milk at the monster’s snout. The glass slammed into its nose hard enough to stun the beast, and the liquid splashed into its eyes. 
 
    “Run!” I shouted as the glass crashed into pieces on the floor.  
 
    My siblings screamed and bolted toward the stairs. 
 
    Every one of my instincts urged me to follow them before the monster finished wiping the milk from its eyes, but running would only doom my siblings. Trembling with fury and fear, I snatched a fork and a butter knife and jumped onto the table, planning to flip and land on the fiend’s back so I could stab it in the eyes. 
 
    I prayed I wouldn’t miss. 
 
    The beast snapped its eyes open and snarled viciously. An answering roar tore out of my throat, a sound so savage I could scarcely believe it was my voice. 
 
    A wave of unexpected energy rolled across my belly, and a surge of shadow fire blasted out of me, crashing into the monster. The nightmare sailed across the kitchen and smashed out of the window, howling in pain and surprise.  
 
    The glass shattered and shards fell all over the counter, followed by a loud thud outside.  
 
    I shook, staring at the broken window. I’d somehow shot out a dark fire, and it had flung the monster out of the house.  
 
    What kind of freak was I?  
 
    Panting, I looked around wildly in search of more threats.  
 
     “You’re the Night and Dawn Star, Evie,” Fawn said with pride.  
 
    I gazed down, my pulse still pounding in my ears, as my sister hugged my leg from behind.  
 
    My other siblings had fled, locking the door behind them and not making a sound.  
 
    “Go up the stairs, angel,” I warned as I extracted myself from her. “And don’t come out under any circumstance!”  
 
    When she disappeared upstairs, I padded across the kitchen to the mudroom by the back door. An umbrella with a wooden shaft and a metal point leaned against the corner. I grabbed it, then saw a bottle of bathroom refresher on the bench, and snatched it, too.  
 
    I yanked the back door open and peeked into the backyard, checking for the whereabouts of the monster.  
 
    The sky had brightened, gracing me with more pink than gray now. It promised a lovely California sunny day, yet I still shook in dread. I’d have crumpled onto the red wooden stairs outside the door if I hadn’t been running on a rush of adrenaline.  
 
    I surveyed the butterfly bushes all around the fences. The beast could be badly wounded or even dead, but I needed to be sure it got the fuck off my property. I wouldn’t allow it to remain a threat to my siblings.  
 
    That’s when I spotted it. The nightmare crouched under a lemon tree. A hummingbird fled from picking honey from a blossom.  
 
    I charged down the steps, hissing, ready to throw my shadow fire at the monster again. This time I’d make sure it stayed dead, for it had uttered the word “kill” with the very intention of harming my family and me.  
 
    The thing glared at me, hatred glowing in its murderous red eyes. Then it turned to a plume of smoke and sank into the ground.  
 
    Just like that, it was gone.  
 
    I cursed and halted in the middle of the yard, staring at the space where the nightmare had been, waiting for my brain to work again as reality and unreality blurred the line. Renewed fear washed over me, seizing my throat. How could I protect my family when no door or wall could stop the smoke monster from returning?  
 
    The uneasy feeling of being watched pulsed in me again, and the space between my shoulder blades prickled in cold air.  
 
    I snapped my attention in the direction I felt the unwelcome weight of the scrutiny. A giant man tried to blend into the shadow of an oak tree at the far end of my yard.  
 
    I narrowed my eyes in cold rage and fear. Had he sent the creature? Or did the monster turn into the man while it vanished as a puff of smoke? After that mind-bending phenomenon happened right in front of my eyes, I’d believe anything was possible.  
 
    Shadows hid the details of the stranger’s face, but surprise flitted across his expression as I stared him down, as if he never expected me to bust him.  
 
    The man peeled from the shadows and strolled toward me, his cold gray eyes never leaving mine. I sucked in a breath as the morning light revealed his gorgeous features. Silver hair flowed past his massive shoulders, complementing the high cheekbones and regal nose that could have been carved from ice. He was large, yet perfectly proportioned.  
 
    “Stop there!” I barked at the silver-haired dude. I wasn’t going to let my guard down just because he was pretty, especially after the assault of the monster.  
 
    From the corner of my eye, I caught another flash of movement.  
 
    A similar giant man with claret hair down to his tanned chin jogged toward me like a glorious sun god, his bright, predatory amber eyes snagging on me.  
 
    The tiny hairs on my arms stood to attention, yet part of me purred.  
 
    He wore a scarlet designer shirt and stretch leather pants. Very few men could pull off that kind of flamboyant style and still look classy, but this guy made the fashion statement work. He didn’t button his shirt up, but showed off the top part of his chiseled chest, a trace of golden hair leaving less to the imagination.  
 
    I tore my gaze from ogling the newcomer’s smoking-hot body and let it stay on his obscenely beautiful face.  
 
    Perfection like these two specimens should be ruled as illegal.  
 
    The golden dude winked at me. His smile was flirty, yet his eyes appeared cruel and dismissive. He must have brushed me into the same category of those women who drooled over him and wrote their numbers on his pompous ass.  
 
    How had he even gotten past the fences around my house? I hadn’t seen him a second ago.  
 
    Annoyed with how he strode across my backyard as if he owned the property, I pointed the sharp tip of my umbrella at him. “You stop there, too, mister. I haven’t invited anyone to a tea party in my yard.”  
 
    And I wasn’t the only one who was irritated.  
 
    The silver-haired hottie, his thin trench coat billowing in the morning breeze, stalked to the scarlet-shirt dude, stopping a few feet from him to block his advance.  
 
     “Baron, what are you doing here?” the silver-haired man demanded in an icy voice.  
 
    “You shall address me as Summer King,” Baron sneered. “Certain court courtesy and formality should remain, King Rowan of the Winter Court.”  
 
    These two were nuts.  
 
    Before I could shoo away the crazies with my umbrella, they talked over each other, trading insults. And I shockingly registered a new detail—they were speaking in the same tongue the monster had used.  
 
    The men sounded refined, velvety, and musical. Yet every timbre in their speech carried hostility and cruelty.  
 
    Both men and the monster showed up almost in the same time frame, and spoke the same exotic tongue. That couldn’t be a coincidence.  
 
    And how could I understand their language when I’d never heard it spoken before?  
 
    So, instead of marching to them right away and interrogating them about trespassing in my backyard, I opted to listen to their squabble while putting up a befuddled expression to indicate that I had no idea of what the fuck they were arguing about.  
 
    After a few more insults, both males glanced my way.  
 
    “Did you enthrall the pretty peasant mortal, Winter King?” Baron demanded.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Peasant? 
 
    Seriously?  
 
    This farm girl would have laughed if I hadn’t been angry. The two men strutted around on my turf like overblown peacocks, as if the entitled dicks owned my family’s home.  
 
    But I didn’t rain down my blaze of fury on them. Not yet. First I wanted to learn what these two dangerous crazies were up to.  
 
    “I didn’t need to lift a finger to charm that poor girl,” Rowan said coldly, breathing out a trail of icy steam into the summer air.  
 
    I narrowed my eyes. Was he sick or something? Was that why Baron called him Winter King?  
 
    “She’s already dazed by me, like all mortals,” Rowan continued. “Not even a high Fae is immune to my presence.”  
 
    “This girl is prickly,” Baron said with a chuckle. “She dared to shout for us to halt.”  
 
    They talked as if I didn’t exist. My fury burned hotter. They had no idea what kind of things I dared, like sticking the endpoint of my umbrella up their obnoxious asses.   
 
    “Did you track a Nightling here? Shouldn’t you get your knights to do the dirty work, Summer King?” Rowan demanded. 
 
    A Nightling? That must be what they called the nightmarish creature. 
 
    My heart pounded painfully, and I inched toward them as I didn’t want to miss an answer. If either of them had dispatched that monster, they’d be sorry. Messing with me? I might let it slide, but if they messed with my family, they didn’t get a nice way out.  
 
    “Calling the kettle black, King Rowan?” Baron asked in a sardonic tone. “Not that I’m surprised.”  
 
    The wind blew, tossing Rowan’s silver hair forward across his face, revealing a pointed ear that no human bore before he brushed his hair back. And at the same time, I caught Baron’s fangs as he snarled.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    My eyes widened. The gorgeous dudes were monsters in beauty’s skin. No wonder they spoke the same language as that Nightling. The only difference was these two looked angelic, while the Nightling bore the appearance of a demon spawn.  
 
    That dark creature’s last words echoed in the chamber of my head, chilling my bones. “Dark. Princess. Kill.”  
 
    I staggered back, my knuckles white on the handle of the umbrella.  
 
    The strangers didn’t notice my reaction, their gazes still fixed on each other. Rowan ignored Baron’s jab, his expression thoughtful. “You think the Night King sent his creature?” 
 
    “Who else?” Baron said.  
 
    “I’ll get to the bottom of this,” Rowan said. “It’s prohibited to release a Nightling to the mortal world. When I prove it’s the doing of that insufferable bastard, I’ll take him down.”  
 
    “We can’t take him down alone.” Baron shrugged when Rowan gave him a scathing look. “We’ve tried many times.”  
 
    Rowan’s attention snapped toward me, a puzzle arising in his glacial eyes. “Why did a Nightling take an interest in a simple mortal girl? It ran from her house. She shouldn’t be able to chase it off.”  
 
    “Why don’t we ask the pretty thing?” Baron asked, his gaze roving me, his mood improving. 
 
    “I was about to before you rudely interrupted me,” Rowan grated.  
 
    “Let’s play with her first,” Baron said. “I haven’t done it with a human girl for a long time. Mortals burn brightly before they’re no fun anymore. This girl will beg me sweetly for the taste only a high Fae can give her. Watch and learn.”  
 
    A fit of cold anger shot straight to my head. It took all my willpower not to slam the sharp end of the umbrella where he’d definitely feel it. I forced myself to hold still, gazing at them with an innocent expression and big green eyes.  
 
    Rowan folded his muscled arms over his broad chest. “Just make it quick, Summer King. I don’t have all day for your frivolities. I must return to my court after I get some answers from the girl.”  
 
    “So you can play house with the Dawn Queen?” 
 
    “She isn’t in my court,” Rowan said, ice in his every word. “And it’s none of your business.”  
 
    “Her spies are everywhere. You think she’s the one?”  
 
    “One for what?” 
 
    “The one woman for all the kings,” Baron murmured, his tone somehow still completely menacing. “As the oracle prophesied.”  
 
    “I don’t believe in such things,” Rowan said, his face stony. “And she’s still hung up on the Night King.”  
 
    “That asshole thinks he has the first pick on any woman,” Baron sneered, every humor dropping from his face.  
 
    His mood turned sour again, the Summer King wheeled toward me, a cruel smile spreading across his lips. If I hadn’t eavesdropped on him and understood all the nasty things he’d said, I’d have regarded him as fuckass hot.  
 
    Well, he was still first-class hot, and I wasn’t completely immune to a gorgeous man even though I knew he was a monster. One of them had said not even a high Fae could resist their power, and in their eyes, a mortal girl like me was lower than a low Fae.  
 
    “Come, mortal,” Baron commanded me in English.  
 
    His sexual power slammed into me. I parted my lips in shock and struggled to get a breath of air into my lungs. My body was more than eager to respond to his command, eager to go near him. He smirked, a little bit amused and mostly bored. I was too easy, just like every girl he’d played with.  
 
    But maybe I wasn’t exactly like an average Jane. The logical part of me was still in control, and that part screamed for me to run from the predators. Yet the wildly emotional part wanted to go to Baron and win his affection. It liked bad boys. The Fae’s animalistic power and wicked beauty called me like a moth to the flame.  
 
    While the two parts of me wrestled, I hesitated.  
 
    Surprise and irritation flashed in Baron’s amber eyes.  
 
    “She’s seen through your glamour,” Rowan chimed in with an uncharitable smile. “Her eyes widened and she looked freaked out at one time. This mortal girl might be more than meets the eyes. She has the Sight.”  
 
    “That’d only make the game more interesting.” Baron didn’t even bother saying it in the Fae tongue to disguise his wicked intention. He was cocky enough to believe I was a fly in his cruel net and that all he needed to do was to lift a pinkie to prod and then squash me. “I’ve been so bored for centuries.”  
 
    Centuries?  
 
    Literally? But they looked in their late twenties.  
 
    By now, I was sure they were a different species. No human could hold that kind of perfection—that is when they didn’t display fangs. They moved differently too, their gaits lithe and lethal at once.  
 
    Run! The smart part of me screamed again. But fleeing would be futile. The predators had come to my turf, ready to pounce, and my siblings were huddled together inside the house, terrified. I wondered if Emmett had the presence of mind to call the police as I’d instructed him.  
 
    I didn’t hear a siren approaching.  
 
    If I ran back to the house, I’d bring danger to my family. The two Fae would get off by chasing me. I had no one to rely on but myself, and my siblings depended on me for their survival.  
 
    Cold reality cleared the residual power Baron had imposed upon me. I must drive away the hunters and make sure they never returned.  
 
    The shadow fire had aided me. Maybe it would blast out of me once again to counter my foes?  
 
    “Come now, mortal,” Baron commanded impatiently in British English, flashing an impish grin that showed his fangs. “Let’s play. After I’m done with you, I’ll have questions for you, and you’ll answer them truthfully.” 
 
    The compulsion touched me again, but I was too busy staring at his fangs for the power in his voice to affect me.  
 
    Oh. My. God. A vampire! He’d said he was Fae, but he’d been using his power to compel me. Vampires did that all the time in the movies.  
 
    Whatever he was, he’d read me all wrong. I wasn’t the type of girl to let a man use and discard me like trash. 
 
    A deep part of me suddenly swirled alive at the thrill of danger and provocation. The call of battle started to sing in my blood.  
 
    I leveled my gaze on Baron. He looked annoyed as he waited for me to obey his command.  
 
    I sauntered toward him, swaying my hips for good measure.  
 
    He chortled in vicious delight. “See how easy it is with a mortal girl?” 
 
    Rowan kept up his icy demeanor and stepped a few paces away, his aloof eyes glazing with boredom and distaste. “Seems like overkill to coerce her with your power.” 
 
    “Are you always a sore loser when it comes to a female?” Baron bit back.  
 
    “Am I?” Rowan snorted.  
 
    Anger flashed by Baron’s eyes, which now glowed deep gold to match his long, golden eyelashes.  
 
    It seemed these two douches had a history of fighting over women.  
 
    “Get down on your knees, mortal,” Baron ordered me, not even bothering to learn my name. “And suck my cock. If you prove to be good, you’ll be rewarded.” 
 
    I stopped two feet away and gave him my best sultry smile. “With pleasure, sir,” I purred. “But you need to unbutton your fly for me to get your junk out for a good suckle.” I smacked my lips. “I hope it’s big, babe.”  
 
    He looked confounded at my glee, then he shrugged, his hand reaching his fly. Rowan thinned his lips, yet he was waiting to see me perform a blow job for his rival.  
 
    “This wench talks too much,” Baron said in Fae tongue and chuckled, his foul mood gone. “And she’s a bit crude for my taste. But I can’t blame her for her ardor, though. The good fortune of sucking a Fae king’s cock doesn’t just fall onto every mortal girl. Even the high Fae ladies compete for such delightful sports. Who doesn’t want to be my consort?” He drifted his gaze toward me, ready to grab my lush hair for his pleasure after I went down on my knees. “Let’s see how good she is.” 
 
    Rowan arched an eyebrow. “And if she isn’t any good?” 
 
    “Then this pathetic creature will get a good smack, to say the least,” said Baron. “No one who offends the Summer King will go unpunished.”  
 
    I was raised in the South most of my life, even though my family constantly moved around. In South, manners still mattered. Though I’d changed and swore more than I should, I still appreciated good manners in my core.  
 
    And how did I handle rude people?  
 
    I whipped the bathroom refresher up toward Baron’s eyes, faster than anything, and squeezed the handle. The chemical shot into his beautiful, predatory eyes. He shouted in shock, and I adjusted my aim toward his curvy lips.  
 
    He needed to wash his mouth.  
 
    While he was distracted and hurt by the content from the refresher, I stepped closer and rammed my knee into his groin.  
 
    He had a sizeable erection. Too bad for him.  
 
    He roared in pain and rage as he staggered back, one hand rubbing his eyes frantically, the other hand cupping the front of his pants. The next, he sneezed so hard I almost felt sorry for him. 
 
    “What the bloody hell!” he said, spitting out the chemical that had gotten into his mouth.  
 
    “Don’t complain, dude,” I said. “I hate people bitching for no good reason.”  
 
    “Bitch!” he uttered.  
 
    “That’s not nice,” I said as I swung my leg—faster than committing a sin and not giving him a reaction time—and kicked the side of his face. Really hard.  
 
    It’s a shame. I thought ruefully. He’s so damn good-looking.  
 
    However, the kick didn’t dent his face like I wanted. Instead, it was like booting a boulder, which was a shocker to me, but then I was barefoot. I regretted greatly not wearing my army boots.  
 
    But when I studied the dirt I left on his cheek, a small satisfaction swelled in my chest.  
 
    While I had disabled one dude, the other watched from the sideline. To prevent retaliation from the other “king,” I popped open my umbrella and aimed it at him like a shield.  
 
    Rowan opened his mouth in shock, which lasted less than a second. Then he threw his silver head back and roared to laughter. I almost laughed with him because his laugh was just that infectious and sensual.  
 
    Damn these two Fae, or vampires, or whatever they were. They could influence people like that. Lucky for me, I might be among the few who could resist their X-men power.  
 
    Rowan raised his elegant hands in the air in a gesture of surrender, still laughing his ass off. “I won’t hurt you, girl. I have no quarrel with you.”  
 
    “You’re wise for your age,” I said. “But to prove you’re truthful, you’ll stay where you are. And stop laughing.”  
 
    “I obey. I stand still,” he said. He stopped laughing, but amusement still danced in his piercing gray-blue eyes.  
 
    “What did you use on me, woman?” Baron glared at me, redness rimming his amber eyes. “It’s the foulest thing ever!”  
 
    He seemed to recover fast, but since he called me woman instead of bitch this time, I decided to tell him the truth.  
 
    I beamed at him. “It’s a refresher. My little brother uses lots of it after he poops. I can sell it to you for twenty bucks, so you can use it too after you’re done with your business. You should try it. It’s a good brand.”  
 
    We got it from the dollar store.  
 
    He stared at me incredulously.  
 
    “Or better, you should use it to wash your mouth, Scarlet-shirt,” I added, my body staying tense and alert, ready for his revenge. I folded the umbrella, my hand tight on the handle, the sharp metal shaft pointing at him.  
 
    Rowan shook with laughter again, the ice in his demeanor melting. “This has turned out to be the best day ever. I haven’t laughed for a long time. Should I thank you for this entertainment, Scarlet-shirt?”  
 
    Baron’s handsome face distorted with rage.  
 
    “How dare you, peasant girl!” he snarled, his fangs showing again. “Not even the Dawn Queen taunts me this way.”  
 
    He zoomed toward me, a murderous glint in his eyes. I dashed, too, trying to dodge behind him so I could stab him in the ass with the umbrella’s sharp point.  
 
    Then the peripheral of my sight caught Rowan joining the fray. The three of us zoomed and circled like racing cars on the expressway.  
 
    The dudes were superfast, which didn’t surprise me. I was only shocked by my speed. I hadn’t known I could do this and that I could move this damn fast. But then I’d never had a challenge before. I guess I just proved myself to be the girl who could rise to the occasion.  
 
    “Stop!” Rowan called. “This is going nowhere. Blame yourself, Baron. You misjudged and underestimated the girl.”  
 
    After a few rounds when no one could get the upper hand, Baron gave up, ceasing his chase. As soon as he returned to where he had stood and remained motionless, I stopped, too, and shrugged.  
 
    Rowan positioned himself between Baron and me.  
 
    “You won’t touch that girl, Summer King,” Rowan announced. “I now declare she’s under my protection. Harm her and you’ll go to war with me, brother.” 
 
    My mouth dropped open. They were brothers? No wonder they argued incessantly. 
 
    “Only because she insulted me,” Baron said sullenly. “Half-brother.” 
 
    “She has spark,” Rowan said. “I don’t see that often.”  
 
    “She isn’t what she appeared to be,” Baron said accusingly, switching to the Fae tongue, and glaring at me with his bloodshot eyes. “No humans can do what she just did. Not even a High Fae can resist me. Whoever glamoured her used a very powerful spell or charm that even we didn’t see through it. I’ll find out who she is. If she’s the dark one, I’ll have every right to eliminate her.” He sneered at Rowan. “That’s the agreement all four courts signed, and I don’t think you’ll go to war with three courts for a girl.”  
 
    My throat tightened with cold fear and fury. I had defied and humiliated him, and in return that asshole could falsely accuse me, then try to kill me again.  
 
    I had made an enemy of a monster. 
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    What the fuck is the dark one?  
 
    Like Darth Vader?  
 
    But I couldn’t ask either of the Fae dudes since I still pretended to not understand their language.  
 
    “She’s not a dark one,” Rowan snorted in his Fae tongue. “You just can’t handle having your ego bruised and your pompous ass kicked.” 
 
    “She shot foul liquid into my eyes!” Baron said, squinting to show that he still suffered pain. “If I weren’t so powerful, that little twat would have blinded me.”  
 
    So I was a twat now. This asshole couldn’t make up his mind. 
 
    Rowan nodded. “She also kneed your balls. I hope you got some pleasure out of it. In the Night Court, don’t they say that pain breeds pleasure?”  
 
    Baron hissed.  
 
    “You started it, anyway,” Rowan continued, his voice icy again. “But if you brand her as a dark one, every bounty hunter will come after her, and I’ll hold you personally responsible. I’ll become your true enemy in every sense. So be reasonable, Baron. Does she look like an abomination to you? Look at her lovely and bright golden hair.”  
 
    “Appearances can be deceiving,” Baron said, but he gave my hair a few glances. My sister, Safiya, was forever jealous of my hair. “What does she have to hide that she has to wear such a powerful glamour?” 
 
    “She isn’t aware of our kind,” Rowan said. “Did you see how confused she looked when we first came to her land? All she has is attitude, which I appreciate. And to be level with you, I’m sick and tired of this whole hunting the darkfae sham.”  
 
    “Careful, Winter King!” Baron warned.  
 
    “Threaten me again and see how far that carries you,” Rowan said, his voice colder than frozen steel. “Your court might be diligently hunting dark and rogue Fae, but this girl isn’t one of them. Look the other way, Summer King, and tell your knights so.” 
 
    “Still love playing the noble king?” Baron asked, hatred burning in his eyes. “That was how you stole Minerva from me. Too bad you couldn’t protect her either, and you let her die in your court.”  
 
    “Don’t test me.” A muscle jumped on Rowan’s jaw. “I don’t plan on failing again.”  
 
    “This girl will suffer the same fate,” Baron said vindictively. “But first thing first. Let’s find out who the fuck she is.”  
 
    Both gorgeous “kings” snagged their intense stares on me. Two pairs of eyes, one amber and one gray, roved over me inch by inch.  
 
    My cheeks flamed as I remembered I wore only a long, pink T-shirt that said: What’s my weakness? Six pack abs and a trail of golden hair. Maybe that’s why Baron thought he could play with me. The hem dropped a couple inches down my thighs. 
 
    At their scrutiny, my breasts grew heavy. And before I knew, my taut nipples pricked against the fabric.  
 
    What the actual fuck? 
 
    Angry and uncomfortable with this sudden hotness washing over me, I popped up the umbrella to block their view of my breasts and bare legs.  
 
    “Do you realize it’s rude to stare?” I hissed.  
 
    “I apologize,” Rowan said, a hint of a fancy smile tugging up his curvy lips. “I wasn’t staring, my lady. I’m merely studying you as I’m mesmerized.”  
 
    Now I was a lady? 
 
    “You stared at me,” I said, refusing to accept the role of lady after they’d been so rude. “You also checked out my boobs, which was super impolite.” I spun the umbrella to cover myself more and snickered. “See any better?”  
 
    Then a sudden knowledge came over me from reading a paranormal romance book a few years back. The author classified Fae as a cruel species who, unlike humans, lacked the ability to lie. But should I trust a novel for crucial information?  
 
    Baron grinned, inflating his sexy bad boy charm. Other chicks might dig that, but it was lost on me. I knew he wasn’t any bad boy.  
 
    He was a monster with fangs, and he’d intended to kill me. I’d always remember that.  
 
    “I can do more than stare,” he purred.  
 
    “I’m sure. You tried that already.” I raised the bathroom refresher to remind him. “Many dudes, like you, thought it was cute to use the pickup line, ‘suck my cock,’ before they realized that they might not like how they were being sucked.”  
 
    Rowan laughed. “I told you she’s got spark. Maybe you should go somewhere else to try your charm that never failed before, Baron.” 
 
    Baron ignored his half-brother’s jabs, but he dropped his sexy grin. “What are you, girl?” he demanded instead. “Show your true self.” 
 
    “I don’t have a whole day for this bullshit,” I said. “Get off my property.”  
 
    A sudden searing wind whipped at me, and I yelped as the wind tore the umbrella from my hand, nearly throwing me to the ground on my ass. As soon as I steadied myself, I was busy holding onto the hem of my T-shirt and keeping it down.  
 
    “She’s also foul-mouthed,” Baron commented with a smirk.  
 
    “Drop the sun wind, Baron,” Rowan said. “You’ll show the lady respect.”  
 
    Then an icy wind came out of nowhere and crashed into the hot wind. A sheet of steam rose where two winds met, and then the wind ceased.  
 
    My eyes went round. Holy fuck. They weren’t just nuts. They had elemental magic, too, something I never would have believed before today. 
 
    Yet I wasn’t the only one whose eyes widened in shock.  
 
    Both Fae stared at me, an uncomprehending expression rippling across their faces. They staggered back, putting their shaking hands in front of them, whether to reach out to me or to fend me off, I couldn’t tell.  
 
    Baron gasped as if he suddenly had a hard time breathing. “Her scent.” 
 
    Now they blamed my smell? They had conjured up the wind. 
 
    Sure, I hadn’t showered yet today, and I’d been cooking eggs and serving bacon, and I had sweat a lot due to fear and fighting monsters, including them. But I shouldn’t have smelled horrible enough to gag them. 
 
    My face flushing in humiliation, I turned my nose down my left shoulder and sniffed my armpit as subtly as I could manage. I did not stink. 
 
    “Impossible,” Rowan croaked. “I’d given up the hope a century ago. How can this happen now?”  
 
    “How dare you attack a good American citizen with your voodoo in broad daylight?” I yelled at them. “There’ll be consequences. And I don’t smell!” 
 
    “What’s your name, my lady?” Rowan asked, his eyes no longer icy and hard. Instead, concealed pain and longing shone in his eyes, which were more blue than gray now.  
 
    Baron nodded at me, too, wanting to know my name as well.  
 
    The heat in their intense gazes threatened to combust me. A trace of gentle air current swept by me, twirling my hair and caressing my skin. A complex scent assaulted my nostrils—summer sunlight shining through rain, honeydews in the frost, sandalwood and sex. The intoxicating scent stole my breath and lit all my nerve endings on fire, making me instantly and embarrassingly horny.  
 
    I’d never felt such unholy lust for anyone before. Not for my good-looking boyfriend whom I left behind at Columbia University. Not even for the quarterback of the high school football team—the hottest boy I’d ever met.  
 
    Yet now I was vomiting lust, eyeing the two fanged monsters in front of me like they were the most delicious cake.  
 
    I stalked toward them, my hips swinging, eager and desperate to get my hands on them. I’d slide my wanton fingers down Rowan’s cut chest to his hard stomach, then slip further down. After I had some fun with him, I’d try his brother. I’d take them both.  
 
    Judging from the devouring heat in their heavily lidded eyes, I was confident they desired me just as much.  
 
    “Evie!” Fawn’s calling through the broken window in the kitchen reached me, a swirl of cool air chasing away the excessive heat in my mind.  
 
    Fawn, my innocent, defenseless sister. I had a family to protect.  
 
    I forced myself to halt, but my body wanted to keep going. It craved the beautiful monsters more than anything. It answered their mating call like hearing a siren song. Their scent and desire flowed in my veins like liquid fire. 
 
    Just let me taste them a little, and then I’ll stop.  
 
    My will said no, and my fingernails dug into my palms until they bled. Pain lanced through me, cutting a path to my lust-addled mind and finally cleared the rest of the haze. I looked at the males and the curved alley and the sky behind them and swallowed. I hadn’t thrown myself at them and performed whatever they wanted me to. Relief flooded me that I’d stopped myself before it was too late.  
 
    Rowan and Baron stepped toward me with their arms open, insane hunger lighting like fire in their lust-filled eyes.  
 
    “Stop!” I shouted, lifting my refresher and spraying in their direction.  
 
    They blinked as if they just woke up, and paused their advance. Yet they still leaned forward, eager to pounce.  
 
    “What the fuck, dudes?” I yelled at them, mimicking how the street gangs talked to scare these two away. “What did you do to me? It’s uncool.” My accent thickened. “You fuck with me again, I’ll fuck you up.” I shot two fingers toward the level of their eyes.  
 
    “I think you fucked us up already,” Rowan said grimly, his eyes remaining bright with a trace of a red ring around his irises. A puff of icy steam escaped his lips as he exhaled.  
 
    Damn his kissable lips. I wanted to tangle my fingers in the silky, thick mane of his hair and drag him down toward me, so I could lick them like the goddamn forbidden fruit— 
 
    I ripped my gaze away from his mouth.  
 
    “Normal people don’t do that, dude,” I murmured over his confused look. “It’s summer. You shouldn’t feel that cold. Your trench coat is also out of season.”  
 
    An understanding flashed by his eyes, easing off the haze of lust in them.  
 
    “I’m from the Winter realm, my lady,” Rowan said. “I can’t change my nature anymore than my heritage. However, to please you, I’ll put up the glamour. But then, you might see through it.”  
 
    We were so not on the same page. We weren’t even carrying on the same conversation.  
 
    “Sweet girl.” Baron’s voice dripped with honey as he put on one of the most striking smiles a male could do. If I hadn’t seen his vicious side not so long ago, I’d have bought his new persona.  
 
    “I’m not sweet,” I said before he could go on. “You should not pretend, either, Scarlet-shirt. You won’t get a damn thing from me with your sweet talk.” 
 
    Rowan chuckled in approval. “You’ll fit in with the Winter court just fine, my lady.”  
 
    “Like hell she’ll go with you.” Baron pulled his lips back and snarled at his half-brother.  
 
    I stepped back in alarm. Were they going to kidnap me?  
 
    When Baron turned to gaze at me again, he was all sugary as he prowled closer. “I just want to talk to you undisturbed.”  
 
    “Stop!” I ordered, waving my refresher in front of me. “Keep your distance.” 
 
    Rowan darted into Baron’s path. “She said stop, and you’ll keep your distance. I won’t let you screw this up.”  
 
    The air current still circulated between the three of us, and both Fae sniffed again as if they couldn’t get enough of the scent in the wind.  
 
    Lust coursed in me again, making me think of their cocks. I pictured myself writhing beneath Rowan while he pounded between my thighs, his hard muscles flexing with the movements. Or I could ride Baron while Rowan drove into me from behind.  
 
    I’d never had two dudes at once. It could be fun, right?  
 
    Liquid fire inside me burned hotter, licking my cunt. And I had no armor against my dirty thoughts.  
 
    Perhaps it was something in the air that stripped off my control. I was never this outrageous. 
 
    I held my breath. If I stopped taking in their intoxicating scent that must have pumped my sexual drive, then maybe I wouldn’t want to fuck them so badly.  
 
    The kitchen door behind me clanged open, followed by a rush of footsteps.  
 
    I shifted my pose to face the Fae sideways and watched in horror as my siblings poured out of the house.  
 
    They were my vulnerability. They should never have come out to be exposed to predators.  
 
    “Evie, where did the monster go?” Emmett asked in his lenient voice.  
 
    “What did I say about staying inside and locking the door?” I snapped at them. My voice had never been this steely and sharp. As I turned to glare at my siblings, they cringed, even Safiya. But then she raised her chin and roamed her eyes over Baron, then Rowan, stars filling her eyes.  
 
    My stupid, spoiled, entitled teenage sister was instantly smitten, not knowing what kind of danger she faced.  
 
    I sighed. I couldn’t really blame her. Even I wasn’t immune to the beautiful monsters’ allure, and I was older and more experienced. I’d almost become their victim. Even now my body still hummed with lust.  
 
    “Hi.” My sister flashed a sweet smile that she used for older good-looking boys and waved at the Fae. “I’m Safiya.”  
 
    Baron and Rowan gave her and my other siblings a passing glance before sliding their gazes back to me, a question in their eyes.  
 
    “Get in the house now and lock the door!” I barked in a cold voice that I’d never used on my siblings. “Including you, Safiya. Do as I said.”  
 
    They didn’t move, still darting curious, hesitant gazes between me and the two Fae. 
 
    “Now!” I barked. Power rippled off me.  
 
    My siblings widened their eyes before fleeing back into the house. Someone slammed the door.  
 
    They could hate me for being unsympathetic and rough, but I’d do anything to keep them safe. That was the silent vow I made to my parents when I returned home, put aside the life I wanted, and focused on getting us through this.  
 
    My frosty gaze flickered to Baron and Rowan. I needed to chase them away and return to finish packing my siblings’ lunchboxes and drive them to school.  
 
    “You have many younglings in the house?” Rowan asked softly.  
 
    Baron regarded me, something I didn’t like flashing by his golden eyes.  
 
    “I’m the head of this household,” I said, my voice sharp and firm. “And both of you are trespassing. Leave my property now. My brother has called 9-1-1, and the authorities will be here any second.”  
 
    Baron chuckled, his sensual sound making me hot all over again. “But you said you were the authority figure here.”  
 
    “You think this is funny, prick?” I said. “You invaded my property and threatened me. You probably set that monster loose on my siblings.”  
 
    “I’d never harm the young,” he grated. “Where are your parents? Shouldn’t they be the ones taking care of the children?” 
 
    “That’s none of your business,” I snapped. “And for your information, my parents work in a top security company. We have shotguns that I won’t hesitate to use if I see you again. Leave now, and don’t you dare come back.”  
 
    Rowan sniffed as he pondered. “They aren’t your real siblings. None of them are. They don’t smell anything like you.”  
 
    Baron nodded. “You aren’t human. I didn’t realize it at first.”  
 
    “Fuck off. Now,” I said, acid and steel in my voice.  
 
    “My apologies, my lady,” Rowan said, his gray eyes still brimming with heat that made my heart flutter, no matter how angry I was. “I mean you and your siblings no harm.”  
 
    He gave me a respectful nod before he strode away, his trench coat flapping in the wind. When I blinked, he was gone beyond the alley.  
 
    A strange sense of loss sputtered in my stomach.  
 
    I returned my blazing fury to Baron. He held my gaze with a wicked, hungry fire of his own, and it somehow also stirred something inside me. I glared at him.  
 
    “I see I overstayed my welcome,” he said.  
 
    “You were never welcome,” I said.  
 
    He smirked. “We’ll meet again, Evie, and we’ll start over. I promise you.”  
 
    “It’s best you don’t keep that promise for your own sake,” I said, licking my lips before I knew what I was doing. I withdrew the tip of my tongue and pursed my lips to a thin line when I spotted his heated gaze dipping to my mouth. “And it’s Evelina to you. Only my friends and family call me Evie.”  
 
    “I accept your bargain,” he said, his smile still ghosting his perfect, suntanned face. And then, he was suddenly in front of me with a hundred dollar bill in his hand as if he’d just conjured it up like a magician. He put the wrinkled bill in my hand and snatched the refresher from me. “Here’s for your bathroom refresher. Keep the change, Evelina.”  
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    Baron stalked off my property, and I watched until he disappeared in the trees. His comments burned in my mind as I crossed the yard to the back door. 
 
    I’d always thought our family wasn’t normal. We’d never stayed in one place for more than six months until I left home to attend college.  
 
    I’d been grumpy about the nomad lifestyle. The last time I’d seen Dad, I had shouted at him about the unfairness of uprooting us constantly and pleaded with him not to continue to do this to my siblings. I had left seven high school boyfriends behind, and long distance relationships never worked.  
 
    But after fighting off a handful of monsters today, I started wondering if my parents had been running away from something. For the first time when we stayed in one place for more than eight months, my parents just disappeared, and then this supernatural world I never knew existed showed up at my door.  
 
    I stared at the broken window, trying to string things together. The nightmare creature, the Nightling, had looked straight at me and called me Dark Princess before it went for the kill. I was as far from a princess as east from west. The two Fae dudes claimed that my siblings and I didn’t share the same bloodline, that I wasn’t even human.  
 
    All of today’s misfortune came from one giant misunderstanding—all of them mistook me as someone else. They got the wrong girl.  
 
    What if the Nightling came back? What if the Fae posed as a threat to my family? The Fae courts had been hunting the dark one, and Baron had said he’d have to kill me if I was dark. I didn’t even know what that meant. 
 
    Just remembering Baron’s vow to eliminate the dark one made me shudder.  
 
    Maybe we should move again?  
 
    But where could we go? We didn’t have much money left. If we ran blindly instead of having a solid plan, we’d all be homeless. 
 
    I shook my head and stomped into the kitchen. Six pairs of still terrified eyes stared at me across the island.  
 
    Then my siblings all started shouting questions at me.  
 
    I listened for about three seconds before I yelled back. “Shut up and finish your breakfast. If you’re done, get your school bag and lunchbox ready. You’re already late for school, and I don’t want you to make a habit out of it. And don’t tell anyone, not even your besties of what happened this morning. You know the rules Mom set, and we’ll keep following them.” I waved a hand at them. “Wait for me in the car.”  
 
    My siblings rushed into action. It was a wonder they kind of obeyed me this time. Safiya gave me a glare, but she picked up her backpack.  
 
    I turned to Emmett. “Did you call the cops? They didn’t show up!”  
 
    “Uh, the phone line was cut off,” he said. “We haven’t paid the bill.” 
 
    I sighed heavily. “I’ll take care of the bills today.”  
 
    “Who were the gorgeous guys?” Safiya repeated her former question with a dreamy look in her brown eyes. “Why didn’t you invite them in?” 
 
    “Seriously? You developed a crush on the two hooligans already?” I said, rolling my eyes. “Stay away from them if you ever see them again.” 
 
    Her eyes brightened. “So we’ll see them again?” 
 
    “I’ll make sure they don’t come back,” I spat. “They’re more dangerous than bad men.” 
 
    Every instinct told me they were the ultimate predators, even though their intoxicating scent still flowed in my bloodstream.  
 
    “You just want to have both of them for yourself,” Safiya sneered. “I watched through the window. You tried to throw yourself at them shamelessly. You’re the biggest slut—” 
 
    I slapped her.  
 
    “Bitch!” She lunged at me, but Emmett was faster and grabbed her around her waist.  
 
    “Chill out, Saf,” Emmett said. “You crossed the line, and you aren’t Evie’s match. She can easily take you down. You think she drove away the monster and then faced off the two scary men without all those years of martial arts training?” 
 
    “That’s just it, isn’t it?” Safiya said, angry tears streaming down her face. “She’s the only one who got all the training. Mom and Dad always made sure she had everything. They revolved around her. They treated her like she was the princess and the rest of us didn’t matter. Why do you think we kept moving around? It’s all because of Evelina! It’s her fault that Mom and Dad are gone.” 
 
    My face paled. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I overheard a conversation between Mom and Dad before you took off for college!” Safiya kept yelling and crying, and my other siblings were frozen on the stairs, watching the drama unfold. “Dad said we’d need to move again since we’d stayed in one place for too long, and then Mom said it didn’t matter because you were in college now and we should be safe. Mom wanted us to settle down like a normal family, so we could finally have a life!” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me this earlier?” I asked.  
 
    “I’m telling you now!” Safiya said.  
 
    “What else did you hear?” My throat tightened, as if I couldn’t get air into my lungs.  
 
    “Nothing else mattered because Mom cried!” she said.  
 
    That might be one of the reasons Safiya hated me, but then she never liked me. I didn’t put up with any of her crap ever since she was a toddler. I just didn’t have the patience for anyone’s nonsense.  
 
    “I’m working on finding Mom and Dad,” I said, scanning my siblings as I tried not to let my voice go weak and croak. “We’ll get them back, I promise. I know you’re all hurting and afraid, so you act out. I’ll do my best to put the food on the table. As long as I’m standing and breathing, I’ll make sure you’re safe and you’ll never go hungry. But in the meantime, you’ll cooperate like soldiers, and I’m your commanding officer. When I say hide, you hide. When I say run, you run, like today. Today you did well. And when I say go to school, you’ll grab your lunchbox and backpack and get in the car. That’s how we’ll operate and get through this crisis together as a family. Understood?”  
 
    For the first time since my parents vanished, hope bloomed on my siblings’ faces, and my heart ached.  
 
    “Crystal clear, Captain Evie,” Fawn said and nodded at me like we were conspirators. “We won’t let you down.”  
 
    Again, she didn’t talk like a six-year-old. But I’d make sure she still got all the things a six-year-old should have.  
 
    One of the twins snapped to attention on the stairs. Sometimes I still had a hard time telling them apart. “Is that why you blew the whistle today? Are we your soldiers now?”  
 
    As he spoke, I realized he was Nox, the slightly more sociable one.  
 
    “Sure,” I said.  
 
    “But could you not blow the whistle again?” Asuka, the other twin, looked at me ruefully.  
 
    “I can’t promise that,” I said. “But I won’t need to do that if you all behave.”  
 
    Cassidy raised his hand.  
 
    “Yes?” I frowned at him. He was a troublemaker under any circumstances, though his nuisance was more tolerable than Safiya’s.  
 
    “I want to be your lieutenant!” he said.  
 
    I stared at him hard. “You’ll have to earn it. I don’t just hand over that high rank to anyone that easily.”  
 
    He pursed his lips together in determination and nodded. “I’ll earn it, but you must teach me how to fight monsters!”  
 
    I sucked in a breath. I was sure none of my siblings had seen the shadow fire surge out of me and toss the Nightling out the window, or they’d have asked a million questions. They’d only assumed that I defeated the monster when they saw the broken glasses in the kitchen.  
 
    I did not want my own family to think I was a freak.  
 
    “No more Q&A today,” I said. “We don’t have time for that. Get your asses in the van.”  
 
    I picked the car key hanging on the wall and tossed it at Emmett. “Get it started, please,” and scrambled up the stairs to put on a pair of jeans.  
 
    When I came down the stairs and out of the front door, my siblings had buckled up the safety belts and sat tight inside the green SUV, their eyes staring out of the windows nervously, still worried about the monster.  
 
    Emmett sat shotgun, grinning at me.  
 
    I pulled the van out of the driveway and sped down the street. I darted my eyes all around in high alert and constantly checked the rear mirror.  
 
    The Fae weren’t in the perimeter, and somehow I felt both relieved and disappointed. I shoved those feelings away. They didn’t matter. Nothing mattered except my siblings, and they needed a period of stability more than anything.  
 
    We’d only run when I was sure we were losing the battle against whoever came after us, and I hoped it didn’t come to that. I’d make the monsters see reason that they’d gotten the wrong family. If I had to resort to violence to kick some senses into their thick skulls, so be it.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said softly. “We got this. I got you. And we’ll get Mom and Dad back.”  
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    After I dropped off my siblings, I went straight to Costco and bought as much food as my credit card limit allowed.  
 
    Then I drove home. As soon as I veered into the narrow lane a mile away from my house, the hair on my neck stood up. Once again, I had the uncanny feeling of being observed.  
 
    I surveyed my surroundings, unleashing all of my senses, as Dad had taught me when he took me hunting.  
 
    “Never act like prey, princess,” Dad had warned.  
 
    That was the only time he’d called me princess. He never called my sisters that, not even Fawn.  
 
    Now in retrospect, I got it why Safiya was jealous of me. My parents spent most of their money on me to make sure I got the best of everything, especially all sorts of training and private tutoring, even though we kept moving around. They’d never trained my siblings, and I’d bitched about how they were too hard on me and demanded too much of me.  
 
    I’d been a rotten brat.  
 
    The van cruised down the lane, passing by a small vineyard, a junkyard, a farming pond, and the old woods no one dared to visit. Plenty of places for someone to hide. 
 
    After a quarter mile, I sensed that someone was still following me, though I couldn’t see anyone. My foot hit the gas pedal, and the aspen trees blurred beside my window. The stalker sped up as well. I couldn’t explain how I knew, except I felt their shadowy energy no matter how fast I drove. My senses seemed to have powered up since the incident this morning.  
 
    Part of me wanted to get out of the van to investigate, maybe catch my pursuer. But I quickly abandoned that idea. I might be a daredevil sometimes, but I still had a healthy dose of fear. And I wasn’t stupid enough to walk blindly into danger or a trap. Dad had taught me that much.  
 
    I didn’t let my foot ease on the gas until my house loomed ahead at the end of the alley. I passed the house, then slammed the van into reverse and zoomed into the driveway back end first, and killed the engine.  
 
    Unsheathing a hidden dagger from my boot, I scanned the road and saw nothing out of place. I exited the van as quietly as possible, dagger in one hand, keys in the other. Wind shuffled in the bushes near the white fence as I snuck up to the back door.  
 
    I slipped into the house as quiet as a cat, paused at the back door, and let my hunter sense take over.  
 
    There was no presence in the house, but I sensed that someone had invaded my space while we were gone. I glided into the kitchen and peered around. I couldn’t see any further traces of the visitor that had violated my family’s privacy. Just a gut feeling, and I knew I wasn’t wrong.  
 
    I exhaled long and slow. Once again, my instincts screamed for me to grab my siblings and run and never return. 
 
    We weren’t safe here. But logic also told me that we’d already been marked. Running would bring the hunters closer on our tails. After encountering a Nightling and two Fae, I knew our pursuers weren’t ordinary Joes. They were a supernatural force.  
 
    We’d be more vulnerable on the road, and no one could run forever.  
 
    I had to stay. We had to stay. All I needed to do was to show whoever stalked us that they got the wrong family, and then I’d make sure they left us alone.  
 
    Another thought trickled into the back of my head.  
 
    The stalkers might have something to do with my parents’ disappearance. If I was clever and sneaky enough, maybe I could stalk the stalker and find new clues that would lead to my parents.  
 
    I slid the dagger back into its sheath in my boot and steeled my shoulders. I’d keep a close eye on my siblings while we were in the house at night. In the daytime, they’d be safe at school, and I would show my unwelcome visitors they were messing with the wrong girl.  
 
    Half of my confidence returning, I strode across the house to the front door, pulled it open, and strolled out. The trunk of the van opened with a click of the remote on the keys. 
 
    As I stood by my car, once again, I had the unpleasant feeling of being watched. I scanned the perimeter of my house, and whoever stalked me hid from sight. Someone had followed me to my house. And I had a hunch that it wasn’t just one party spying on me.  
 
    Perhaps the two Fae had returned.  
 
    I kept vigilant watch as I carried groceries into the house. Once I had put the perishables in the fridge and freezer, I grabbed a couple canisters of salt and trekked around the outside of the house, pouring a steady stream of the white crystals along the foundation and across every entrance. Then I hung strings of garlic above the front and back doors and the windows on the first floor. Lastly, I hefted the bag of iron crowbars I’d picked up at a hardware store and secured one across every window as well.  
 
    I’d checked Google in the Costco parking lot, and every search result agreed that Fae were allergic to iron. Witches and demons couldn’t cross pure salt. The garlic was to ward off vampires, just in case.  
 
    And if all those preventive materials failed to stop the supernatural beings from getting into the house, I had a failsafe.  
 
    I climbed upstairs to my parents’ room and strode to the heavy metal cabinet in one corner, then punched in the combination to unlock it. Dad’s three shotguns rested safely in their spots. The .308 Winchester looked like a classic hunting rifle, equally suitable for stopping coyotes or intruders. The black AR-15 shotgun was an upgrade from .308 Winchester both in looks and power.  
 
    My gaze lingered on the last weapon, the Legend Heavy, an elephant gun in every sense of the word. It was my dad’s beloved. It was worth a low-income family’s yearly salary. The rifle used .458 Lott cartridges and came with a four-round capacity magazine. Never mind an elephant, that gun could take down a dinosaur. I’d told Dad so when he brought it home. 
 
    “We don’t have a T-Rex for you to blow up, Dad.” I’d rolled my eyes at him. 
 
    “You never know, Evie,” he’d said. “Sometimes the world shifts in a blink of an eye. Anything can happen.” 
 
    “You’re such an optimist. Does Mom know about this shit?” I had asked.  
 
    “Language, young lady.” 
 
    “Sorry, sir. I’m not going to rat you out to Mom. But it seems overkill to get that fancy rifle. You could have used the money to feed the poor.”  
 
    “We’re the poor,” he’d said good-naturally. 
 
    “Not that poor, if you could get your hands on a weapon like that.” I had laughed. “When can I try it?” 
 
    Dad had given me an indecipherable look. “That rifle was a present.” 
 
    “Who would give you such an expensive gift, Dad?” I’d fished.  
 
    He didn’t answer as he carefully put it in the gun cabinet. 
 
    “I’ve never met your associates. I’m still not convinced that you aren’t working for a secret agency or something.”  
 
    “You have no idea, baby girl.” He had flashed me a doting smile. “At least we aren’t in a cult.”  
 
    My eyes misted at the memory. To this day, I still didn’t know whom my parents worked for or the actual sources of our income. And the owners of all the houses we’d lived in, including our current one, were untraceable. 
 
    My parents’ disappearance wasn’t random. I knew for sure now, as I started to pieces memories and clues together. They should have told me if something was wrong. They could have trusted me and I would help.  
 
    I placed the .308 Winchester above the highest cabinet in the kitchen and pushed it farther back, so my siblings wouldn’t see it. Then I tucked the AR-15 under the folding top of the side table in the foyer, where it would be within fairly easy reach near the front door. I debated if I should hide the Legend Heavy in the van, just in case we got attacked while on the road, but it was risky to carry a rifle in the vehicle. Instead, I brought the powerful gun to my bedroom and leaned it against the wall by the bed.  
 
    I also activated the trapdoor in the basement, which would hide my siblings when I battled our enemies. They could evacuate through a short tunnel and reach the backyard of our neighbor a few blocks away and escape.  
 
    Another suspicion rose in me as I stared at the trapdoor. Had my parents thought of the worst-case scenario and prepared long before?  
 
    Why hadn’t I paid attention?  
 
    When I was in high school, all I’d worried about was boyfriends, clothes, parties, and if we’d move again in another two months. I blew air out my nose and stomped back upstairs. Now I paid the price for being shallow and spoiled and rotten.  
 
    The phone vibrated on the kitchen table where I had left bags of groceries. I’d talked to a T-mobile representative and paid the balance when I was shopping in Costco. I scooped up the phone and saw a waiting text message from Richie. 
 
    We’d dated for two months at college. When my parents had vanished, I’d texted him that I had to go home to deal with a family emergency.  
 
    I’d vaguely explained a bit more to him later on when I got home and tucked in my crying siblings. He’d encouraged me to hang in there and let him know if I needed anything. He hadn’t asked for more details since then. There was nothing he could do anyway while he was thousands of miles away.  
 
    Alive, babe? Richie texted. He thought he was funny. When r u back, sexy girl? Miss u. 
 
    I sniffed, feeling tears coming up. He had no idea how much I wanted to return to the college life that I’d fought to have. Suddenly I wanted to hear his voice and see his face. I needed some comfort from my boyfriend.  
 
    I hit the video call button and waited while it rang. 
 
    Richie was a heartthrob from a rich family. He majored in landscape architecture, and I thought that was quite hot, too. I didn’t know why he liked me. He was out of my league, and we had nothing in common except that we both enjoyed wild parties. 
 
    “Hey, babe.” Richie picked up on the third ring, his voice sounding like he’d had a bit more hard liquor than usual, and his blue eyes laughing at me. That was the thing with Richie. He forever had this careless charm that made you unable to focus on any problems. 
 
    I grinned back, wishing I could lean on his shoulder and cry into his designer shirt.  
 
    “Hey,” I said.  
 
    He stood in a stylish bedroom, not in his luxury Westside apartment. His back faced a window that overlooked a lush garden. Booming music and laughing voices filtered in the background. He was enjoying the party life as usual, only without me now. 
 
    My tears vanished before they could sting my eyelids.  
 
    “Everything good, babe?” he asked.  
 
    I’d have loved to get that life back, but it was out of my reach now. I might never have it again. A sense of loss and depression hit my chest, and I shrugged one shoulder. “I’ve been better.” 
 
    The music blasting in the background got louder, and Richie’s gaze moved past me. The door must have cracked open. A girl’s sweet, sultry voice purred. “You coming or not, Richie? Tania isn’t happy you kept her waiting, jackass.” 
 
    Tania? Who was Tania?  
 
    I searched for a spike of jealousy, but didn’t find any. I only felt lost and sad and afraid.  
 
    “Let her wait. Like I care.” Richie waved a hand, then laughed, returning his attention to me. “Look, Eve, I gotta—” 
 
    “Actually, I need to go, too.” I cut in and blew him a farewell kiss. “My little sister is calling for me.” 
 
    “Give her my best,” Richie said, a drunken smile still in his blue eyes.  
 
    I ended the call and scrubbed my face, trying to get my emotions under control again. It took me a minute to realize someone was knocking on the door. I listened as the knocker paused for a second, then tapped on the wood again.  
 
    I jogged to the door and peeked through the peephole, not sure why my heart started to stutter as soon as I spotted who was on the other side.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Should I grab the AR-15 I’d stashed in the foyer?  
 
    A second later, I shook my head. That might be overdramatic. No matter how annoying and dangerous he was, Baron didn’t have the thick skin of the African buffalo.  
 
    And judging from the bright, sexy smile he pasted on his too-handsome face and the amused spark in his amber eyes, I bet he knew I was checking him out through the peephole.  
 
    He thought I’d open the door for that devilish smile?  
 
    I couldn’t ignore him though. He’d just keep knocking, or worse, go around back and trespass on my property again. I took a deep breath, trying to calm my erratic heartbeat, and opened the door a few inches.  
 
    “What now?” I snapped, refusing to be enchanted, or worse, ensnared by his looks.  
 
    “I like your sharp tone,” Baron said, still smiling. “It’s refreshing.”  
 
    “Don’t tell me you came to borrow eggs or sugar,” I sneered. Manners were important to my parents, but I had no intention of wasting good manners on this prick. “I have limited resources, dude, and my siblings are my priority.”  
 
    His tanned face scrunched with confusion. He must have spent a lot of time under the sun. He looked like he played tennis a lot, too, if Fae ever played sports like humans. 
 
    “I do not need eggs or sugar. I don’t even like them,” he said. Then horror filled his eyes. “I’d never take food out of the mouths of the young. I’d be more than happy to put down those scumbags who do. We protect our young.” 
 
    I snorted. “So you’re a nobleman now? When did that happen?” 
 
    “I don’t blame your suspicion toward me,” he said with another bright smile intended to disarm me. “I am sorry for our misunderstanding earlier.” 
 
    There was no misunderstanding. He’d planned to murder me if he deemed me a dark one, but I couldn’t call him out on it since I didn’t want him to know I could understand his native language.  
 
    Worse, he’d almost compelled me to suck his cock. Rowan had seemed like less of an asshole, but even he had showed interest in watching. I clenched my jaw. If Baron’s power had worked on me and I had knelt to give him a blowjob, my siblings would have all seen that.  
 
    “My beautiful, fierce maiden,” Baron said, not flinching from the anger rolling off me. “I said we’d meet again and I kept my promise. And I apologize once more for being rude to you. Allow me to make it up to you.”  
 
    He offered a bundle of fresh red roses with morning dews still on the tender petals. I blinked at the unexpected gift, and his smile turned smug. 
 
    “I’m full of surprises,” he said.  
 
    “Not in the positive way you think,” I said, hating how he sounded pleased with himself. I suspected he’d used this stunt to charm many other women. “I’m not your type, and I don’t accept things from strangers.”  
 
    “But I’m not a stranger anymore,” he protested. “You know my name and I know yours, Lady Evie.”  
 
    My gaze swept over the roses again. They were double the size of ordinary roses. And I’d never seen any rose as splendid as these.  
 
    “Where did you get them?” I frowned at him. “The nearest shop is five miles away.”  
 
    He flashed me another striking smile, as if he would never run out of them. Yet I had to admit, though I hadn’t caved in to his supernatural charm, I wasn’t completely out of the woods. In his presence, my heart still raced and my lungs couldn’t get enough air.  
 
    Even my lips parted involuntarily as I stared into the depth of his amber eyes where heat pooled inside. His smoldering gaze dipped to my mouth.  
 
    I flushed at the sudden intensity and electric vibration between us. I could feel his body heat radiating to me like the warmest summer sunlight. Maybe there was a reason he’d insisted on being called the Summer King.  
 
    But I wouldn’t allow this stupid sexual tension to keep rising or I might just die of asphyxiation. And then what would become of my siblings?  
 
    I cleared my throat and glared at him more to remind him where he should look—not at my mouth.  
 
    His sensual lips tugged up in amusement, not embarrassed at all that I’d caught his indecent intention, and then I found I was staring at his lips. I cleared my throat again and tore my gaze up to stare at his long brows.  
 
    “I’m impressed that you noticed the difference between the immortal roses and the mortal counterparts, Evie,” he said.  
 
    I squinted. “Immortal roses? Why have I never heard of them?”  
 
    “You’ve been living in the human realm all your life, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Why should I offer you valuable information?” 
 
    “Then let me offer you invaluable intel for free first.” He grinned down at me. “These roses are from the royal garden of my Summer Court, the most lovely and formidable realm in fairyland.”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I said in a sardonic tone. “At least your pickup line is more interesting than other dudes’, though you’ve missed the mark all the same.”  
 
    It was his turn to blink. “I beg your pardon, Lady Evie. I thought bringing roses was the proper custom for courtship in the mortal realm, as one of my advisors highly recommended.” Now his tone carried a hint of irritation. “Domino must be out of touch since his last visit thirty years ago. Perhaps I should ask him to retire.”  
 
    “Listen,” I said. “I don’t know about this beef you had with your advisor, and it’s none of my business. But this courtship you mentioned is not happening. I don’t like you, and I don’t ever want to see you again. If you keep violating my boundaries, you’ll force my hand to take you to the human court, which is much stricter than the fairy court you mentioned.”  
 
    I wondered if a restraining order would work on someone like Baron. Not that I had much confidence in our court system, but it wouldn’t stop me from scaring him a little. He looked a little bewildered, then smiled and opened his mouth as if to try again. 
 
    “Is Baron even your real name?” I cut him off before he could speak. I was so done with his games. “I need your legal name in case I need to file a restraining order against you in court. And finally, it’s Evelina to you. Only—” 
 
    “—your family and friends are allowed to call you Evie,” an icy, deep voice answered for me. Rowan advanced to my front porch, and I swore I didn’t see him anywhere a second ago.  
 
    Somehow, both Fae could do just that—coming into existence out of nowhere, the same way the Nightling that had appeared in my kitchen. 
 
    “I’m your friend, Lady Evie,” Rowan said.  
 
    “What are you doing here, Rowan?” Baron grated. “You aren’t welcome here, and you’re stepping into my territory.”  
 
    At least they didn’t call each other kings this time. What a relief.  
 
    “This is Lady Evie’s land,” Rowan said coldly. “I’ll be protecting her from you and any others who might come to harass her.”  
 
    More might come?  
 
    My heart skipped a beat, and worry dropped like a stone in my stomach.  
 
    Both Fae turned to me as if they sensed the dread filling me. “Do not fear, Lady Evie,” they said at the same time. 
 
    They returned to glaring at each other, their possessive attitudes offended that the other had tried to comfort me. The glare match escalated, cold and hot winds whipping in the porch, until their elemental ice and fire crashed into each other. 
 
    My golden hair flew up wildly, responding to the electric particles in the air. My eyes widened as both magics buzzed on my skin, yet they did not harm me. The thrill of danger charged inside me, riding in my bloodstream.  
 
    Then their intoxicating male scent and potent powers hit my senses like hard waves, bruising me while pulling me under their influence.  
 
    Liquid fire licked the tender flesh between my thighs, and the heat grew hotter, making my sex ache. As I tried not to squeeze my thighs to relieve the pressure, I made myself stand straighter, my chin held high. 
 
    There was no good news when these two were involved.  
 
    Before I could shout at them, they suddenly ceased their pissing contest and turned to me, inhaling deeply as if the sweetest perfume floated in the air. The heat in their gazes increased a few notches, which only made my pussy clench in burning need. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and put a scowl on my face.  
 
    “Fight somewhere else,” I said and shoved them back. It was like pushing boulders. “You aren’t going to blow my house down!”  
 
    Baron grinned at me, sexy and predatory, and I tried not to lean toward him as my body urged.  
 
    “I’ll never hurt you, Lady Evie,” he said. “If Rowan ever lifts a finger to try, he’ll regret it with his every counting breath.”  
 
    “Didn’t you try to compel me but failed just this morning?” I asked. “You must think I’m really dumb to believe you’re harmless.” 
 
    “You’re not dumb, Lady Evie,” Roman chimed in. “You’re right about the Summer Fae’s conniving and untrustworthy nature. He did try to use his glamour on you, but you fended him off like he was a buzzing insect. You held your ground, and I admire you for that.”  
 
    Baron growled at Rowan threateningly. “Do not interfere with my affairs, Rowan. This is between Lady Evie and me.” When he turned to me again, the charming smile was back. “As I said, Lady Evie, it was all a misunderstanding.” He moved the bunch of roses toward me, intentionally holding them to block my view of Rowan. “It would please me greatly if you accept my apologies.”  
 
    Rowan brushed aside the roses. “If Lady Evie wants roses, she can pluck plenty of them from her own yard.” He flapped his trench coat and pulled out an exquisitely packed box of chocolates.  
 
    I glanced at the chocolates and licked my lips. Chocolate was one of my weaknesses, and my siblings, especially Fawn, loved it. We couldn’t afford fine chocolates while we were on a budget, and the one in Rowan’s hand looked like one of the best kinds.  
 
    “My compliments, my lady,” Rowan said, pleased with how I eyed the chocolates. Then he turned to sneer at Baron, apparently satisfied to see the veins jump on his half-brother’s temple. “This is the correct courtship custom, Summer King,” he taunted. “Your advisors, your court, and you all need to keep up with the current fashion in the human world.”  
 
    They certainly had a strange way of talking. However, I wasn’t the kind of girl who would just accept anyone’s gift, no matter how much I wanted it. Mom had taught me better.  
 
    Before I could turn Rowan down, movement on the front lawn caught my eye. Six men wearing armor and longswords prowled across the grass. The new arrivals all looked like eye candy, and they all had pointed ears.  
 
    They were all Fae, then, and they marched toward the house like a pack of soldiers with kill orders.  
 
    Was Baron trying to stall me while he called for his backup thugs to subdue me? No wonder he called himself a king, like some mafia boss. Baron was the ringleader of a Fae gang! 
 
    “What the fuck?” I cried as I jumped back into the house to slam the door shut, planning to grab the AR-15.  
 
    We’d see if these Fae thugs’ skin was thicker than a Russian bear or not. And I’d bet my shotgun had more power than those swords.  
 
    Faster than sin, Rowan wedged a booted foot into the doorway to prevent the door from closing.  
 
    “Calm, Lady Evie,” he said. “No one dares to harm you as long as I’m with you. I can take out all Summer knights easily.”  
 
    Icy wind twirled around the front of the house and formed a shield before me.  
 
    Baron’s amber eyes flashed. “You thought I was sending my knights to harm you, Lady Evelina?” 
 
    “They carry swords,” I said. “But I’m not afraid of any of you. I’m perfectly capable of defending myself. I have two full loads of silver and iron bullets!”  
 
    Google had said the silver bullets could kill werewolves, and iron bullets were reserved for Fae. If you were zealous enough to take down a vampire, the best weapon was an ash wood stake. I made a mental note to acquire a few wooden stakes, just in case.  
 
    Baron hissed at Rowan. “You know as much as I that I’ll never hurt Lady Evie after I’ve learned what she is to me, yet you still encouraged her to distrust me. You’re playing dirty, like always, and I’ll remember that, Winter King.”  
 
    What she is to me?  
 
    Now he decided I wasn’t the dark one, but something else?  
 
    Rowan shrugged, his gaze icy.  
 
    Baron turned to me with a wounded expression. “You hurt my feelings, my lady.” 
 
    My heart fluttered at that hot, puppy look. I furiously ignored it. 
 
    “Sue me,” I told him.  
 
    Baron sighed, and Rowan grinned, his smile with icy fire caressing my every line. I had to hold myself still to not shiver.  
 
    “Put a smile on your face, knights of the Summer Court,” Baron snapped at the six dangerous men. “Soften your expression whenever you’re in Lady Evelina’s presence. Your images are important as you’ll represent me when I’m not around the great lady.”  
 
    His knights darted puzzled looks at me, as if they didn’t think I had the looks of a great lady. Then they grimaced, their version of a friendly smile.  
 
    “Drop it,” I said, waving a hand at them. You couldn’t force people to smile. “But don’t come any closer, or you’ll be sorry.”  
 
    Baron nodded at his men. “Lady Evelina is jumpy today, but I don’t blame her. Instead, we’ll respect her every wish. The Winter King has issued a challenge, and as your king, I’ve responded. King Rowan thought his chocolate pleased Lady Evelina more than the immortal roses of the Summer Court, so I want you to go to the human stores and collect hundreds of the best chocolates for Lady Evelina. Empty the shelves if you must.”  
 
    The six men bowed at Baron, each murmuring, “Yes, my King,” and turned on their heels.  
 
    Was he for real?  
 
    “Stop!” I barked. I didn’t want them to come back with hundreds of chocolates heaping outside my door. It’d be another disaster.  
 
    Baron raised an eyebrow at me. “But I thought you preferred chocolate over roses.”  
 
    Was he trying to punish me for favoring Roman’s gift? I hadn’t accepted either bribe.  
 
    “Candies are bad for teeth,” I said. “I can’t afford a dental plan for my siblings!” 
 
    Rowan whistled, and seven new men filed into my front yard.  
 
    While these men also wore menacing armor, they were different than Baron’s tribe. Baron’s knights seemed to appear from the warmest area on Earth, with tanned skin and short hair. Rowan’s group looked like they were all carved from ice with pale skin and long hair of different shades of silver. The new group also carried longswords behind their backs, the hilt sticking out above their shoulders.  
 
    So, this bunch was called Winter Fae.  
 
    Seven against six was a statement of power and arrogance. Rowan had outmaneuvered Baron again in numbers.  
 
    “They must halt, too,” I shouted. “It’s already bad enough the two of you are standing right outside my door.” 
 
    Rowan raised a hand, and the Winter Fae stopped advancing. The Summer and the Winter knights glared at each other. When someone in the Summer camp snarled, a few knights in the Winter group growled back. When the snarling escalated, both sides drew their swords. With a battle cry, they charged each other. 
 
    What the bloody hell?  
 
    The swordsmen crossed their steel. They swung, ducked, parried, and lunged. Every single knight was ferocious and vicious, worse than career criminals. Blades found their targets on both sides, and blood sprayed on the ground in front of my house. 
 
    As if this day wasn’t bizarre enough, a freaking battle had just broken out in front of my family home, which sheltered four children and two teens.  
 
    A blaze of fury shook me.  
 
    “Fuck off!” I shrieked, my eyes burning with rage. “Everyone back off! I’m using my elephant gun with iron bullets on you assholes if you don’t comply. Get out of my yard and never come back!” 
 
    “Back off,” Baron called.  
 
    “Stop,” Rowan ordered.  
 
    The two opposite groups immediately broke off and stayed in their lane but still glared at each other, eager for another bloody conflict, if their Fae mafia bosses ever gave them another go.  
 
    Baron and Rowan waved their minions away. And in an instant, the Summer and Winter thugs cleared out of my yard.  
 
    “I want you two to leave my property as well, and take your roses and chocolate,” I said sternly. “I don’t have time or energy for all your freak shows. I have a family to look after. Leave me alone, or you’ll be served with a restraining order, or suffer worse consequences.” 
 
    “I can’t stay away from you, Lady Evie, even if I hope to,” Rowan said ruefully, his expression pained, yet the heat in his gray-blue eyes never dwindled. My body responded to his heat again, willing and ready without shame.  
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I hissed, annoyed when my voice sounded husky.  
 
    “It’s beyond my ability as well, to not be close to you,” Baron said, leaning toward me as if he wanted to bury his nose against my hair to inhale my scent. I had to leash my body tightly to prevent it from inching toward him.  
 
    “This is nuts,” I said. “I don’t need stalkers. Now get off my property before I call the cops.” 
 
    I was bluffing, knowing that calling cops wouldn’t do a damn thing. And part of me didn’t want them to leave. However, my cold reason also laid out for me how bad it would end up if I entangled with the Fae. If I didn’t have to look after my family, I might walk on the wild side and let hell loose.  
 
    “You’re drawn to me, too,” Baron said. “You can’t help it any more than I can.”  
 
    “Excuse me?” I narrowed my eyes at him. He spoke the truth, but I didn’t want him to know that. He was arrogant enough already. I couldn’t help being drawn to them, and it took every ounce of willpower I had not to pounce and have my way with them right on the porch. 
 
    “Your body summoned me with your mating call,” Rowan told me.  
 
    Mating? Who talked like that?  
 
    Baron inhaled deeply. “We can smell your arousal.”  
 
    Wow. Just wow. 
 
    “No one can smell that,” I shouted at them, then flushed furiously as I realized my mistake by admitting it. “Just no fucking way. You should not sniff at people, which is incredibly rude. We aren’t animals in heat!” 
 
    “We are now, my darling lady,” Baron said, his amber eyes turning molten gold with heat, and my knees went wobbly. “Your irresistible scent is a fever song in my blood, and your carnal need—”  
 
    “—is the winter song in my soul,” Rowan said. “Evie, you’re my fated mate.” 
 
    Utterly speechless, I did the only thing I could. 
 
    I slammed the door in their faces.  
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    Smelled my arousal? Yeah right.  
 
    But why hadn’t the liquid fire twirling the apex of my thighs dwindled? My heated core ached so much I wanted to hit those two no-good Fae for winding me up.  
 
    And fated mate? Who believed in that kind of thing? Baron had looked like he was going to declare the same before I put a stop to his idiocy.  
 
    Suppose I was someone’s fated mate, but how could I be two dudes’ mate at once? Their premise was skewed, though I was insanely attracted to both of them.  
 
    A slice of guilt washed over me.  
 
    I had a boyfriend in college. We hadn’t broken up. We still texted each other every other night. I wasn’t a cheater, yet I had never felt this intense lust toward Richie. Sex with him was good, just like the sex I had with my other ex-boyfriends. It was fun, and that was it. I’d never asked for more.  
 
    But when I’d faced Rowan and Baron out there, I’d thought I’d die if they didn’t fuck me. Only by sheer force of will had I held my ground instead of taking them to the ground and fucking them brutally right there.  
 
    Maybe that was why Rowan boldly and foolishly claimed that I was his mate—we had wanted to screw each other as if nothing else mattered, as if our lives depended on it.  
 
    I shook my head. I had enough headaches, and the last thing I wanted was to let lust addle my mind.  
 
    I stomped to the kitchen and quickly put away the rest of the groceries. I could sense Baron and Rowan lingering outside the door the whole time. Ignoring my urge to run to open the door for them, I pulled up a chair and grabbed the .308 Winchester from where I’d hidden it above the cabinets, then headed upstairs to the bathroom.  
 
    A cold shower would put out this stupid fire inside my tight channel.  
 
    However, I still felt horny and miserable after an icy shower. I scrambled downstairs, pricking my ears to discern if Rowan and Baron were around. They were gone this time. Relief and disappointment warring in my thoughts, I shrugged and made myself a big sandwich.  
 
    I took it to my room to eat and peeked out the window. Instantly I sensed that my house and I were watched. I sent out my awareness to explore further, reaching beyond the perimeter, as Dad had taught me.  
 
    Neither Rowan nor Baron registered on my radar, but their minions remained, blending into the trees, bushes, and shadows. The two rival groups kept a distance from each other.  
 
    I swallowed the last piece of the bland sandwich and sat on my bed.  
 
    At the moment, I didn’t think the Fae would attack us. In fact, their stakeout at my perimeter could prevent the Nightling from coming back. As long as I kept their bosses at bay while not pissing them off too much, I could use the Fae “knights” as free security guards without them realizing that. At least, that was a temporary solution.  
 
    Next on my to-fix list was the money problem. I sighed. Money was always a problem.  
 
    When Emmett and I had searched the entire house, we found only five hundred dollars in cash and a pair of jade earrings inside Mom’s jewelry box. I’d never pawn Mom’s earrings.  
 
    I needed to find a job before our household ran out of cash. I flopped back on the pillow with a heavy sigh, thinking about what I could do to earn money. 
 
    Babysitting was easy, right? But I already had a bunch of siblings I needed to manage, and babysitting didn’t pay shit. I also crossed out tutoring, waitressing, Uber driving, and all sorts of low-paying jobs. I could land any of those jobs no problem, but they wouldn’t pay enough to feed myself for a month, never mind my siblings. But I wouldn’t find any high-paying jobs since I’d majored in screenwriting and had only been in college for two months.  
 
    I also needed to cover energy bills, phone bills, car insurance, school supplies for my siblings next year, and many more. They were growing up too fast for my taste, and they’d shout for new sets of clothes and shoes very soon.  
 
    I prayed to the universe to slow their growth. I didn’t care if the universe made my siblings small and short, as long as they didn’t add more inches to their height so quickly and cost me money.  
 
    A ray of light suddenly shone into my head and my eyes brightened.  
 
    I could be an assassin. I had the skills. I knew how to trap, hunt, and shoot. I handled both swords and guns well, and I knew how to ambush people.  
 
    But then who would hire me? I had no contacts that could refer clients. It wasn’t like I could set up a website and advertise with Google. 
 
    I sighed. I needed a decent paying job now, or my siblings would go hungry soon, which was unacceptable.  
 
    Then another idea struck me.  
 
    Several months ago, my friend Becca, her cousin, and I had tried to sneak into this club. According to Becca’s cousin, this bar was the most dangerous underground bar in California. Even its name—Claws, Fangs, and Fiends—made us shudder.  
 
    “Rumor says Claws, Fangs, and Fiends hosts the wildest parties ever,” Becca’s cousin had said. “Their memberships are the most exclusive in the country and they tailor to dangerous kind of patrons.”  
 
    He’d heard about this place from his friend, who’d learned about it from another friend, and so on. He’d also mentioned in envy that even a bartender in that club was paid six-figure salary with bonus and medical coverage that included vision and dental.  
 
    That night, we’d gotten the address and called an Uber, riding straight to the club. The driver had cruised around Old Town Pasadena for over half an hour and couldn’t find it, and he’d insisted that the address was wrong and that he’d never heard of any bar or club had the ridiculous name of Claws, Fangs, and Fiends. So we’d jumped off the Uber and given him poor tips. It took us another hour to find it by walking around and searching every brick—I spotted it at last by chance, as if it’d been intentionally concealed.  
 
    And then the bouncers had thrown us out before we could even get in, even though I’d protested that I was old enough to drink and Becca had shown them her fake ID. But one of the big asshole bouncers had still ended our daredevil club hop adventure with an unnecessary threat.  
 
    Walking down the memory lane, my heart lurched. I could try that club again, this time not to crash the party but to get a job. If even a bartender could earn a six-figure income, what was I waiting for?  
 
    I had dealt with clawed, fanged fiends this morning. After chasing off a Nightling, two Fae ringleaders, and two squads of Fae thugs, I was definitely qualified to work in that kind of environment. I doubted that club had any patrons scarier than what I’d met today.  
 
    I would head to that underground club, apply for a job, and convince them to let me try the day bar, so I could still pick up my siblings after my shift and guard them at night. As I went through the plan again, it sounded farfetched, even to me.  
 
    But didn’t they say fortune favors the bold, and often the dumbass?  
 
    I glanced at the retro clock on the nightstand. I still had three hours to kill before I had to go get my charges.  
 
    I changed my outfit swiftly, patted my cheeks hard to give them more rosy hue and courage, and glossed my lips. I didn’t look too bad in the mirror. 
 
    I jogged to my van, flipping the bird around the perimeter to the Fae gangs and anyone else spying on me, before I entered my vehicle and pulled it out of the driveway.  
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    My van cruised past Holly Street and the old Pasadena historic district, then the train station. I recalled the station was where our Uber had gotten lost last time when Becca, her cousin, and I tried to find the Claws club.  
 
    The Uber driver had claimed that he knew Old Town like the back of his hand. He was lucky that I was too lazy to give him a one-star rating after that.  
 
    A few more blocks after Fair Oaks Avenue, I made a left turn and parked the car in the street. It’d be hell to find a space on Colorado Ave, and I was too cheap to give the city more money by feeding their public parking monsters.   
 
    And from my experience, you couldn’t find Claws, Fangs, and Fiends while inside a car.  
 
    The sun was bright, spilling onto my golden hair as I got out of the van. I shook it off from my shoulders and gave Old Town, the most prosperous area of the city, a good look. This was the only city my family had stayed for more than eight months. Part of me wondered if my parents would have been around if we’d left California behind.  
 
    I hadn’t come to Old Town, also called Athens of the West, since my last failed attempt to get inside the Claws club with Becca. Now I walked down the broad Colorado Street, my slender, high-heeled boots clicking on the walkway, passing a few upscale restaurants, shops, and outdoor cafés. I didn’t linger, though I really wanted to go into the Victoria’s Secrets shop and update my wardrobe with one or two new pink lingerie. I liked pink.  
 
    I quickened my pace to resist the window-shopping temptation and made a turn on Garfield Street. Following my memory, I trekked to Green Shade Avenue. My pulse picked up as anxiety filled my stomach. I was close now. Maybe I should go home.  
 
    Home was safer.  
 
    But I needed to feed my family.  
 
    I shook my head as if I could shake off my nervousness and squinted at a three-story modern art museum that looked old and new at the same time. The Claws, Fangs, and Fiends entrance perched right between the museum and a Masonic temple at the northwest corner.  
 
    I strode across the street and made a beeline toward the two-story Victorian with a blue brick façade and bay windows. Red ivy vines sprawled halfway up the brick walls. Granite pavers connected the sidewalk to white marble stairs leading to the grand double doors. The sign above the door read Claws, Fangs, and Fiends in small, ornate letters. 
 
    The club looked more like a private, lavish theater for selective clients than an exclusive club. 
 
    Yet somehow no one else on the street paid it any attention. Some pedestrians even seemed to go out of their way to avoid stepping on the granite path despite never acknowledging the grand building. 
 
    For a second, I paused on the sidewalk, blinking up at it in confusion. The building had appeared differently last time. I distinctly remembered it had looked dark and foreboding, the kind of place only criminals frequented. When we walked toward it, I’d felt a sudden dread, as if the building itself didn’t want me there.  
 
    That was probably why I hadn’t insisted on getting in when the extremely rude bouncer demanded we leave. Now that I thought about it in more detail, the whole experience had been very odd. Becca’s cousin’s eyes had gone all white, and Becca had practically been in tears. After we fled the scene, they’d told me they saw a pair of wild animals with real claws and fangs lurking in the shadows near the entrance. 
 
    I blinked again and stared at the blue brick building. A subtitle glinted on the sign underneath the club’s name: Enter at your own peril.  
 
    It couldn’t be worse than Hell, right? I chuckled to psyche myself up before striding up the path. I ambled on the granite path, trying to be as quiet as I could, but my heeled boots weren’t cooperating.  
 
    No bouncers guarded the large, burgundy wooden double-door except a statue of a winged black beast situated outside the entrance. Maybe that was what Becca and her cousin had seen. The beast’s expression was livid.  
 
    If I didn’t know better, I swore it stared at me, sizing me up with both curiosity and suspicion.  
 
    I paused at the door, gathering my thoughts and my cool. I felt a strange pull from this place, and last time, I’d felt repulsion from it.  
 
    Giving myself one more moment, I raised my hand and knocked on the door since I didn’t see a doorbell. The knock felt like a small rock sinking into the deep pond.  
 
    I waited for a second and knocked again.  
 
    No one came to the door.  
 
    Had I driven all the way here and come to the wrong place?  
 
    But this was the club. I could see the name clearly. And Becca’s cousin had said this was the only twenty-four-hour club, even though it didn’t have a phone number listed anywhere.  
 
    Maybe it was out of business. Or maybe it operated only at night. I wouldn’t work at night since I needed to guard my siblings, who were all I had now.  
 
    I raised my fist and pounded on the door, giving it one last try for the sake of my gas money.  
 
    The heavy door flung open, and I jerked half a pace back. Then I rested my palm on the statue’s head and tried to look cool and relaxed.  
 
    No one wanted an uptight bartender.  
 
    A head poked out of the door and a pair of dark eyes swept over me before the towering figure stepped out and shut the door behind him, his massive arms folding before his chest.  
 
    It was the same mean bouncer who had pounds of muscles and great height. He dressed all in leather with a dagger strapped to his massive thigh. And this time, to my shock, he had two short, black horns sticking out of each temple.  
 
    I didn’t mean to be rude, but I was staring at them. Then they faded. When I blinked, they formed again.  
 
    I threw the hand that wasn’t on the head of the beast to my mouth to stop a curse from spitting out. I coughed into my fist.  
 
    The bouncer regarded me coldly.  
 
    “Sorry, I’m allergic to pollen,” I said.  
 
    His eyes narrowed as if he spotted my lie. “Pollen season was gone months ago.”  
 
    I tried hard not to look at his horns again.  
 
    “Not for me, man,” I said. “I’m the sensitive type.”  
 
    “Don’t put your hand on that statue,” he snapped. “You’re lucky it didn’t—” He stopped and stared at me as if I had just sprouted horns.  
 
    “Sure,” I said, dropping my hand from the statue. It was just a statue, dude! Although my palm had started to tingle. “Is it a gargoyle? Why is it so hot?”  
 
    I glanced at my palm and gasped at the faint glowing rune on my skin. I gave the statue one more look. It didn’t appear any more strange than I’d first spotted it. But had its fangs grown larger?  
 
    I shook my head as if to get rid of a sudden haze of fog inside.  
 
    The bouncer was still staring.  
 
    I shouldn’t get sidetracked. I flashed him a smile. “I remember you, man. Last time you were really friendly toward my friends and me.” 
 
    “I don’t remember seeing you, girl,” he said. “And no one has ever said I’m friendly.” 
 
    My smile toward him grew more encouraging. Mom taught me how to treat the meanest bastard. Show him a huge smile first, and when that failed, punch the dipshit as hard as you could. The courtesy was more of an act to disarm him.  
 
    “There’s always a first, isn’t there?” I said.  
 
    “What do you want?” he asked, not buying my act at making friends.  
 
    This one wasn’t up for a small talk, which was fine. I didn’t come here to chitchat either. I schooled my features into a getting-down-to-business expression. “I need to see your boss.” 
 
    “What about?” he asked impatiently.  
 
    “Sorry, but I can’t tell you about the true nature of the business. I was referred here.”  
 
    “Referred by who?”A trace of a Russian accent rolled off his voice.  
 
    “Can’t tell you that, either.” I managed to give him a condescending glance despite his height.  
 
    He narrowed his eyes, but I kept a bland, steely mask in place. If this was the demeanor he’d accept, then I’d give it to him.  
 
    “Your boss is expecting me,” I added haughtily, “as I was told by my contact. You don’t want to be fired from the job if you mess this up.” 
 
    My plan was to get in the door first. When he went to check with his boss, whoever he was, I could follow him in. If his boss said the meeting wasn’t in his schedule, I could always blame Tony, my phantom contact.  
 
    I’d learned early on that sometimes you had to bluff your way through life.  
 
    The bouncer stared at me hard, and I stared back harder, a fist pressing against my hip to add the effect. He suddenly grinned fiendishly, revealing a row of fangs, and opened the door wider.  
 
    “Be my guest,” he said.  
 
    I’d been acting super cool a moment ago, and now my heart started pumping erratically again. I still had time to back off, especially when I saw the bouncer’s horns appearing again.  
 
    Most dangerous club. The other kind of patrons. High-paid. Becca’s cousin’s words pounded in my ears. The images of Baron, Rowan, and their Fae gangs rushed by my mind. There was another world out there. What if this club gathered crowds like them?  
 
    I’d survived them. I’d driven away a Nightling. I should survive this place, too, shouldn’t I?  
 
    “You in or not?” the bouncer asked, that fiendish smirk on his wide lips taunting me, as he saw my hesitation. “This is a one-time offer, girl.”  
 
    Then the word high-paid got me at last.  
 
    “Of course I’m in, man.” I dashed in before he closed the door in my face.  
 
    Loud music crashed into my sensitive ears instantly.  
 
    “What’s your name?” I shouted over the music. “Where is your boss?” 
 
    “You can call me Crogulogu Morgonron Kuscrico Madoofe, Junior.” He pointed at the bar in the back of the club with his thick finger and flashed me a wolfish smile. “You can go there to ask about the boss, little girl.”   
 
    At that instant, I realized that the bouncer knew exactly that I’d lied, played me, and lured me in. I’d offended him and he wanted to teach me a lesson on his turf.  
 
    I darted a quick backward glance at the door, only to register another equal-sized bouncer had blocked the exit. But at least, that one didn’t bear horns.  
 
    But I knew I wouldn’t get past him without losing a few fingers or a limb.  
 
    There was no going back now. I scanned the club, my throat parched and my ears ringing louder than the music. I swallowed and tried to even my breath and heartbeat.  
 
    It was daytime, but patrons already filled half the club. I clenched my teeth to keep my jaw from dropping as I spotted different species all around. Patrons with various fangs, claws, furs, horns, pointed ears, and glowing eyes lounged in the booths, loitered around the lobby, hung out at the bar, or wiggled on the dance floor.  
 
    There were young women as well, humans like me, sitting on the fanged patrons’ laps and entertaining the males of other kinds.  
 
    I wasn’t sure now I wanted to work here. I didn’t come for that type of job, not that I was judging those girls. Each to their own. I just wasn’t the entertaining type since I was horrible at that. I expected others to entertain me instead.  
 
    I darted a look at the door again before I averted my timid gaze. I couldn’t afford a mishap in a place like this. A lot of heads had turned in my direction, knowing I was the new arrival. From the predatory looks in those eyes, I was fresh meat.  
 
    Magic practically rippled in the air, powers of a variety of calibers making the air thin and tight. I had no idea what kind of magic these creatures possessed or which power belonged to whom. 
 
    I’d never felt so uncomfortable and edgy in my life. Then it dawned on me that I had indeed stumbled into a lair of monsters, and in here, humans were probably at the bottom of the food chain.  
 
    I’d thought I was prepared and tough. I put on good makeup. I wore a chic tank top with fit dress pants. And there was a hidden dagger in my slender boots.  
 
    I’d assumed I’d fit in with my sharp wit and badass attitude, like a pro bartender should be, only to realize I was way over my head in this world.  
 
    The bouncer with the ridiculously long name—I wasn’t even sure if he was bullshitting me or not—flashed me a new impish look, judging me exactly as I was now reevaluating myself. The bastard had nailed me good, putting me on the plate for today’s main entertainment course.  
 
    Even the other human girls, dressed gorgeously, on those men’s laps tilted their heads to study me critically, trying to estimate if I was the new threat to their status, if I would steal their clients. Some of them laughed lightly, dismissing me. Yet some still watched me, waiting for an explosion of drama.  
 
    Not one of them would come to me to offer a hand or an exit strategy. Not that I expected them to.  
 
    I was the deer caught in the hunters’ trap.  
 
    I couldn’t run. If I did, they would get the thrill of chasing and hunting me. I’d learned that since the day Dad had trained me to be a hunter.  
 
    I swallowed hard. What had I gotten myself into this time? 
 
    There was only one way to go through this—proceed.  
 
    I leveled my gaze and looked ahead, ignoring every mocking, greedy, calculating stare, and strode toward the bar. My boots clicked on the floor, uncomfortably loud.  
 
    Vicious laughter trailed after me as if everyone could see through my act. I bet they could. I wasn’t their kind. I’d been sheltered my entire life until my parents vanished without a trace, until it was my turn to shelter my younger siblings.  
 
    My gaze locked on a spiky short-haired girl in leather behind the bar. She had inked tattoos all over her muscled body, including a wolf’s paw on the left side of her face and a red blade on her right temple.  
 
    She looked meaner than the bouncer. And I bet that was why the fucker sent me to her.  
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    I wrinkled my nose as I sauntered to the long bar. Instead of the traditional gleaming dark wood, this bar glowed white under the dim lights, like it had been carved from ivory. The smell of strong alcohol, cologne, sex, and the aroma of all sorts of species assaulted my sensitive nose.  
 
    “Do I smell?” The female bartender asked sharply after she finished yelling at a large, scary-looking dude perching at the corner of the bar. 
 
    Her eyes nearly glowed yellow. Beastly power radiated from her and raked at my skin. Not a human then. She didn’t have pointed ears, though, so she might not be Fae.  
 
    What was she?  
 
    Every head in the bar snapped to me. Some laughed at the bartender’s question, only to drop their laugh at her glare. A few patrons stared at me, waiting to see how I’d answer.  
 
    “No, it’s not you, chick.” I shook my head. “You’re fine. It’s this place with so many different types of A-holes. I don’t know how you stand it.”  
 
    She chortled.  
 
    “You think I smell, then?” A man who looked like a supernatural weight trainer with a tattoo of a woman’s breasts on his bulky arm stepped toward me.  
 
    He towered me by a head, and I noticed that his hands were clawed. He’d be my first trial to settle how the others treated me here. I had a feeling that bouncer probably encouraged this bully to pick on me.  
 
    I sniffed mockingly. “You do, like many others here.”  
 
    The bartender now laughed in delight.  
 
    The clawed man looked surprised at my daring for a second.  
 
    “I’ll give you one last chance, little human whore,” he said. “Beg for forgiveness and suck my dick good, and I’ll forget this.”  
 
    “You’re the second dude who’s asked me for a blowjob today,” I said. “The first one didn’t like my answer too much. You won’t either.”  
 
    “This isn’t your regular bar, human cunt,” he said. “But your daddy is all horned up, and you’ll serve it good.”  
 
    A few big men stood behind him, waiting in line to try my free, forced services. The leading man reached for my butt with his clawed hand. I sidestepped, faster than he could expect, and whipped out a tiny bottle of homemade pepper spray from the back pocket of my pants. The pepper spray was meant for Rowan and Baron if they didn’t behave next time.  
 
    I shot the pepper liquid into his eyes. He screamed, stumbled back, and crashed to the ground, nearly poking his own eyes out as he rubbed furiously with his claws.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. “Did it hurt that much?” 
 
    “What did you spray him with, bitch?” A man behind him wanted to know.  
 
    “Carolina Reaper, the world’s hottest pepper with two point two million S-H-U,” I answered truthfully. “This species is bred for heat, a cross between a Ghost pepper and a Red Habanero. Imagine touching your eyeballs with something two hundred times hotter than a jalapeno pepper. That’s how your pal feels.”  
 
    I scanned his buddies, their jaws still dropped. Even the bouncer with the long, stupid name dropped his big jaw at my knowledge of peppers. I planned to plant all sort of peppers in the backyard after I got my parents back and we didn’t need to move or run anymore.  
 
    “What can I say?” I shrugged. “I’m a sucker for quality. I traded my brother’s favorite comic porn for Carolina Reaper. He’s going to kill me if he learns about that.”  
 
    “I’m going to kill you, you whore!” the man on the floor howled. His bloodshot eyes squinted up at me, rage written in his expression. 
 
    I kicked him in the face. “They say you shouldn’t kick a man when he’s down, but I’m a bitch plus a whore, as you and your pal called me. Besides, didn’t you insist on teaching me how to please a man? So, I had to oblige you. Let me please you, my furry boy. Pain is pleasure.” My boot landed on his mouth and I heard a crack. “By the way, I’m dirt poor. Even if you sue me, I can’t pay for your dental bills.”  
 
    The bouncer stalked toward me, and I looked at him, then at my pepper spray.  
 
    He shook a fat finger at me and snarled. “Dare you to use that on me!”  
 
    “Fine, I plan to conserve my resources, anyway,” I said. “I didn’t start the fight.”  
 
    “I don’t give a fuck,” he said.  
 
    “Don’t you dare to spoil my fun, K,” the bartender, who had been laughing like a banshee, shouted behind me and slid her ass onto the bar. “Let the human girl play. You want your patrons to have a good time? She’s giving them one.”  
 
    “Indira, the boss will—” 
 
    “I’ll face Rydstrom’s wrath,” Indira said. “And if he wants to cut my paycheck, so be it.”  
 
    “He won’t just cut your paycheck if you anger him,” K said, then shook his head. “I’m gonna toss out the douche. He’s down, so he’s out of the game.”  
 
    So that was the club rule—winners took all?  
 
    K dragged the fallen man, who was still howling, behind him. The ring of onlookers opened a path for K to take his victim out.  
 
    “Shit,” I cried in dismay, suddenly realizing that I was doomed. “So I screwed up the last chance to get hired here?” 
 
    Indira’s tattooed face scrunched with confusion. “Get hired?”  
 
    “I came for a job interview,” I said exasperatedly. “I want to tend the bar like you. I can help you lessen the workload, since it looks like all the meanest douchebags in the city are here. I can even work in security as you can see that I’m resourceful and capable, as long as the pay is good. I hope I didn’t come here and put up with all this stupid shit for nothing. I have a life, you know.”  
 
    Indira arched a brow just as three men lunged at me. They got too close for me to use the pepper spray, believing I wouldn’t be able to defend myself against multiple attackers.  
 
    The truth was that I didn’t need my Carolina Reaper to do proper damage.  
 
    “Bring down the bitch,” one of them yelled and all of the attacking men’s eyes glowed yellowish light. Damn, just as I suspected. None of them belonged to the human race.  
 
    I swept over the bar and threw glass and shots at the gang. Then I grabbed the edge of the bar, using it as an anchor as I leveled up my body. My boots lashed out with a round-house kick. Though I wasn’t able to kick down the beefy men, they all staggered back at the force of my dropkick. However, I didn’t come out of the fight unscathed either. One of the guys’ claws had slashed open my pants, revealing my creamy thigh. 
 
    I leapt onto the long bar in a crouching position and yanked my dagger out of my boot. I hissed at my attackers, aiming my dagger at their throats.  
 
    Their death might be my only way out, or I’d be carried out in a body bag. This wasn’t a human world and it had different rules which I had no idea of.  
 
    Indira snatched a hose and shot a stream of cold Coke into the faces of the nearest aggressors. “That’s enough,” she snarled, her fangs and claws out. “Fuck off now.”  
 
    “Who said it’s enough?” one of the pack dudes chuckled lewdly. “I say the fun has just started.”  
 
    “I say it’s enough.” A voice dropped like a bomb, deep, rich, yet more dangerous than midnight murder.  
 
    The club instantly silenced, like death had just arrived. Even the music seemed quieter. 
 
    I followed everyone’s gaze and stared up at a man standing on the balcony of the second floor, looking down like a king surveying his subjects. His dark gaze held mine, and I parted my lips like a star-struck teen.  
 
    His jet-black hair flowed to his broad shoulders and framed his savagely beautiful face. His sinful lips promised the wickedest pleasure. He was tall, large, and perfectly masculine, danger etched in every refined line of his hard body. 
 
    My breath caught. The man seemed to hold death’s door and decide who lived or died next.  
 
    That was his power, I realized. It traveled through the air, searching and condemning the victims even from the distance. And I wasn’t the only one who felt that bite of the whip. Everyone was struggling to get air into their needy lungs.  
 
    But when his power invaded my personal space, I casually shoved it away, just as I’d done to Baron’s and Rowan’s power, as if I was merely dusting my pet’s fur.  
 
     A hint of surprise flitted by the formidable man’s face, gone in an instant.  
 
    “Boss, I can explain,” K stuttered. “This human girl is very sneaky. I didn’t expect her to be such a menace—” 
 
    What? He blamed it all on me?  
 
    Just as I was about to open my mouth to rebuke the bouncer and present my defense to the club’s manager, the man’s power cut the air like a knife again, and I heard gasps all around.  
 
    “Bring her to my office,” he said in a clipped tone before turning back to the glass room.  
 
    A pair of black wings, the feather tips dusted with violet, brushed the doorframe then faded.  
 
    I blinked. Wings. Seriously?  
 
    Rowan had said that I had the Sight and that I could see through Fae glamour.  
 
    “He’s the manager, right?” I asked Indira in a whisper.  
 
    “That’s Rydstrom.” She looked at me with pity and whispered back. “You’re in a lot of trouble, girl. No one here has ever been called to his office before. But then no human girls dared to stir shit as you did. Keep your head down and your eyelids lower. Admit your fault and beg for forgiveness. That’ll be your way out.” 
 
    I glared at her. “It’s not my fault. I’m not even going to apologize.” I swept an accusing glare at K. “On the contrary, the club should apologize to me for the assault and pay for my dress pants. I got it on sale at Macy’s, but it still cost me two hundred bucks.”  
 
    I might have exaggerated a little. I paid less than twenty for it.  
 
    “You’re asking for the impossible, homegirl,” Indira said, rolling her brown eyes at me. “I like you, so I’m giving you one last piece of advice before K takes you upstairs. Don’t speak before you’re spoken to. And don’t call Rydstrom a dude if you want to keep your front teeth.”  
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    I followed K up the stairs, the sharp clack of my boot heels echoing in the still club with every step.  
 
    K sent me an annoyed look over his massive shoulder.  
 
    “What?” I said. “I don’t want to insult your boss by padding up the stairs barefoot. This isn’t a family home. This is a club, a place for business.”  
 
    He sighed, and soon we were both at the top of the staircase. I squinted into the depth of the dim corridor, but two armored guards blocked my view. One of them peeled away from the office door. Faintly I caught his pointed ears.  
 
    Fae, then.  
 
    I waved at them to be polite, and they ignored me. The one who strode toward me told the bouncer, “Leave the girl here.”  
 
    Which meant this floor was off-limit to the bouncers as well.  
 
    K nodded and descended the stairs without sparing me a glance.  
 
    “Bye, K,” I said sweetly.  
 
    He stopped to glare at me. He probably thought I was taunting him. But after Indira’s warnings, I figured it would be smart to remember my manners.  
 
    I wheeled to the Fae guards. “Heya, should I knock on the door first?” 
 
    The one who stayed by the door gave me a blank look and rapped on the door with one knuckle.  
 
    “Send her in,” said a voice that could make my toes curl.  
 
    The guard swung the door open and nodded for me to enter.  
 
    “Thanks, dude,” I said, just to annoy him. People who took themselves too seriously didn’t like to be called dude.  
 
    I gave the lavish interior an onceover and whistled softly.  
 
    Both guards gave me a warning, stern look, but I had already ducked into the glass office. One of them closed the door gently behind me.  
 
    Skylights in the ceiling let afternoon sunshine sparkle on golden marble floor. Full glass walls overlooked outside and the club beneath us, but no one could look in. My heart leapt at the prospect that Rydstrom might have seen everything that had happened since K let me in.  
 
    At the far side of the office, a set of russet leather sofas spoke of money and elegant, old-fashioned taste. Many exotic plants with large blossoms I’d never seen in my life adorned the corners of the luxurious space.  
 
    Sitting behind a large ebony desk was the boss everyone seemed to fear. At a closer look, he was even more gorgeous than I’d thought. Everything about him emitted dark danger—even his obsidian eyebrows, and sapphire eyes. Only this time, I didn’t see his wings. But I swore I’d seen them when I was on the club floor.  
 
    Strangely, I wasn’t the slightest bit afraid of him. His power that charged the air without trying only excited me. It felt similar to the other two Fae assholes, like they were different fabric produced from the same machine.  
 
    Then I almost smacked my forehead.  
 
    Of course they felt similar. Rydstrom was Fae, too.  
 
    As my eyes roved over from his perfect, curvy mouth to his dark gray dress shirt stretched over his broad muscled chest, he reviewed my every detail, too, drinking me in. Somehow, his perusal made me want to purr and blush at once.  
 
    When his gaze snagged on the cut in my pant leg, I crossed my arms. “I was attacked in your club.” 
 
    “They’ll be dealt with,” he said simply.  
 
    I didn’t push the issue. Under his intense gaze I suddenly felt hot, like the room temperature had jumped several degrees.  
 
    “Is the air conditioner on?” I asked, fanning my face.  
 
    “The temperature is kept under sixty-four degrees here.” 
 
    I darted my eyes toward the wall near the door, seeking a thermometer that wasn’t there.  
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. “It feels like ninety-nine degrees in here.”  
 
    “Maybe you should cool yourself off,” he offered, a faint, amused smile ghosting the corner of his mouth for a fleeting second.  
 
    I sauntered toward one of the two empty chairs before his desk, still fanning my face. As I approached him, his nostrils flared, just like Rowan and Baron had. This happened every time I got in a fight. Maybe there was something off in the droplets of my sweat? If this dude told me I smelled, I’d whip out Carolina Reaper again.  
 
    I slid into one of the plush chairs and smiled. I needed to be polite so he would hire me. “It seems some people here are scared of you, like you’re the big bad wolf,” I said.  
 
    “They’re all afraid of me,” he said. “Beings tremble in my presence.”  
 
    I threw my head back and laughed. Rydstrom only narrowed his eyes, and I dropped my smile.  
 
    “That’s not a joke?” I asked.  
 
    “I do not joke.”  
 
    For a second, the man morphed into a nightmarish winged creature, like a bigger, deadlier version of the gargoyle statue guarding the entrance of the club.  
 
    A blink later, the image was gone and Rydstrom appeared as a stunning Fae man again. Either my imagination was running wild, or this Sight thing was malfunctioning.  
 
    “I see,” I said. The guy had no sense of humor, but it wouldn’t do me any good to say so. “Let’s get down to business. I came here for a bartending job.”  
 
    I pulled out a piece of paper from the back pocket of my pants, unfolded it, and laid it on the desk in front of the mob Fae boss.  
 
    He glanced at the faked resume with a frown, but I had it all covered if he checked for references. However, there was no excuse for the wrinkles on the paper, even though it was probably due to the brawl in the club. I didn’t say anything to bring his attention to it.  
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “Twenty-one,” I said easily. “I’m old enough to legally pour poison.” 
 
    “Dance for me.”  
 
    I sat a bit straighter on the chair. “Ex—Excuse me?” 
 
    “A striptease, to be precise.”  
 
    I blinked at him.  
 
    “I want to see how good you are at the job,” he said in a flat tone, yet his deep blue eyes sparkled.  
 
    I forced a smile. “I think there’s a misunderstanding here. I want to tend the bar, not dance on some laps. You have plenty of girls for that, as you can see for yourself.” I twisted my torso in the chair and gestured to the floor downstairs.  
 
    From here, we both could see girls writhing on patrons’ laps in private booths, while the pro stripers danced on the stages on one end of the club. They got some male eye candy as well.  
 
    “But you have only one bartender pouring drinks for jerks,” I added. “That’s where I come in. I’ll handle difficult patrons for you.”  
 
    “Indira can handle them just well,” he said. “I do not require you to dance for anyone,” he added, his voice silky and seductive, yet with a hard core like midnight steel. Every timbre beat in my bloodstream. “If you want to tend bar, you’ll strip dance for me. There’s no misunderstanding here.”  
 
    “That’s obnoxious!”  
 
    His gaze flitted over my left shoulder. “There’s the door. On your way out, Drake will close it for you.” 
 
    Drake must be one of the guards posted outside.  
 
    I bit my inner cheek and glared at him. He held my gaze with his dark sapphire eyes. My nostrils flaring, I rose to my feet and stormed toward the door. He was lucky that I didn’t show him a vulgar gesture. 
 
    When I laid my hand on the handle, he still didn’t call me back. I glanced over my shoulder and spotted him pushing my wrinkled resume to the edge of his expensive desk. Then he opened a notebook and scribbled something on the page.  
 
    “Just out of curiosity,” I said, my voice dripping with disdain. I had to leave him with something spiteful before I left, not that it would have much effect on a sleazeball mob Fae boss. So far, I hadn’t met a decent Fae. “Do you ask every girl to come here to perform for you for a job interview? Is that how every one of them got the job?” 
 
    He probably had asked more than that. 
 
    He leveled his gaze on me. “Every one of them would consider it an honor to do that for me. They’d gain great status for such a performance. But no, I never asked any woman, except you, to dance for me. I’ve never brought any others here, either.” 
 
    I wrinkled my nose in disbelief. “I’m the first one?” 
 
    “You heard me.”  
 
    A surprise went though me, quenching two-thirds of the rising anger inside me.  
 
    “Were you joking again?” I asked in a high-pitched voice before I tuned it down.  
 
    “I said I don’t joke. Nor can I lie.”  
 
    The legend said that the Fae couldn’t lie. My fingers touched the doorknob as lightly as a feather now. 
 
    “Should I feel insulted to be singled out?” I asked.  
 
    “I can’t decide for you how you feel.”  
 
    “Why me then?” 
 
    Rydstrom leaned back in his fancy chair. “I need to see if you have what it takes to survive in this place. A girl like you—” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “A girl like me?” 
 
    He quirked an eyebrow again. “Vulnerable beyond measure despite your bad attitude, distracting giggles, and humor that’s only funny to you.”  
 
    My face flushed with anger. “I beg your pardon? My humor is fine.”  
 
    “Do you want to dance or not? I have a meeting in twenty minutes.”  
 
    I pursed my lips together. Maybe I should just flip him the bird and storm out in dignity.  
 
     Or maybe I should require more information and decide later. Rushing into action rarely got any good results.  
 
    “My friend’s cousin said the pay is six-figures annually,” I started. “Is that truth or rumor?” 
 
    A slightly amused light danced for a nanosecond in his unfathomable eyes. “I can assure you that your friend’s cousin got it right. We don’t function on rumors.”  
 
    “And with dental and vision coverage for family members as well?” I fished.  
 
    He leaned forward, his gaze suddenly sharpened, a predatory light quenching any amusement he held a moment ago.  
 
    “Are you married?” he asked, and there was an undertone of threat in his voice, as if he’d for sure murder my husband if I said yes.  
 
    “Oh, hell no. I’m too young to get into any marriage contract, but I have siblings,” I said. I wasn’t willing to tell him how many, as I didn’t want to scare him away with the insurance coverage for six of them.  
 
    He relaxed. “Don’t your parents claim your siblings as their dependents?”  
 
    A wave of pain slammed into me at the mention of my parents.  
 
    “My parents are serving overseas at the moment,” I said, feeling a muscle jumping on my chin, and he saw it. “I’m the bread earner for the time being, but it won’t always be like that. My parents will be home soon.”  
 
    “The insurance will cover you and your siblings,” he said. “If you prove to be a good dancer.”  
 
    “That will be written into the contract, right?” 
 
    “A non-disclosure one,” he confirmed.  
 
    “Fine, but I need to get a few more things sorted out first,” I said, looking around the room.  
 
    “There’s no camera inside this office,” he said. “And no one who wants to keep their head dares to enter my office without permission. My reputation and my guards see to that. We have complete privacy.” 
 
    I swallowed, a little shocked that he’d known exactly what I had planned to say next. Tingles climbed up my spine as if I couldn’t wait to dance for him. “One last thing,” I said. “I’ll do a striptease, but it’ll be like a sample. Just one time and I won’t strip bare. I get to keep my bra and underwear.” 
 
    “As you wish,” he said.  
 
    I blinked, not believing that he didn’t insist on me going all the way since he’d already gotten me hooked with the six-figures plus full dental benefits for my siblings.  
 
    He flashed me a wicked grin, revealing his fangs. Oh my god, the fangs.  
 
    “I don’t need to see you naked, Evelina,” he purred, leaning back in his chair. “I don’t even need to touch you, though I don’t mind if you insist.”  
 
    “Good luck with that, mister,” I said drily and shivered a little at the way his tongue caressed my name. His voice had gone rough, tickling my senses like a sensual fantasy. Did all Fae have such potent sexual appeal? At least this dude wasn’t calling himself a king, unlike Rowan and Baron. 
 
    My thought drifted to the other two Fae for a second. It was like I suddenly had a thing for Fae men.  
 
    My face burned hot and I shook my head. “One last thing,” I said, proud that I still had the presence of mind to try to settle down an important detail. “I’ll only work day shift. I have to pick up my siblings from school in the afternoon.” 
 
    “Fine,” he said.  
 
    I let out a pent-up breath, dazed by the degree of kindness. I wouldn’t forget it.  
 
    “Thank you.” I swallowed. “And one last thing—” 
 
    “You said that already,” he snapped.  
 
    I widened my eyes. “I did? Well, I swear this is the real one last thing.”  
 
    “No one has ever bargained with me for so long and demanded so much,” he said darkly. “I’ve never allowed it. I’m starting to wonder if you’re worth it—” 
 
    Lightning quick, I pulled off my tank top and tossed it at his face. And I’d forgotten the last thing I was supposed to tell him about.  
 
    He snatched my knit top before it could hit his face. He brushed the fabric over his nose and inhaled as if he couldn’t get enough of my scent. It seemed that my scent was catnip to the Fae. Human males had never reacted to my natural perfume like that. I’d have to figure out how to make that work in my favor. 
 
    When his intense eyes fell upon me with rising heat in them, I was already dancing to the music blasting below.  
 
    I wheeled and danced in the center of his glass office. Years of martial arts training helped my moves. When I made a few high jumps before landing in front of his desk, Rydstrom’s eyes widened.  
 
    He hadn’t expected me to have this degree of skill. He might have thought that I was an awkward dancer since I’d stalled long enough to bargain for all the terms before agreeing to give him a show.  
 
    I offered him a wink and a grin as I’d just warmed up. And now the real tease began. 
 
    I raised my arms above my head and swayed my hips, flowing with the sensual music. My body lowered slowly, my hips grinding toward the floor as if riding a man, delicious and wild.  
 
    My gaze, brimming with challenge and seduction, never left him.  
 
    Rydstrom remained his cool, casual pose behind the desk, yet his eyes grew darker and hooded.  
 
    I slid to the floor, rolling and writhing erotically, touching myself while I slowly pulled down my pants. With only a bra and flimsy panties and boots, I spun on the floor, spreading my legs wide open, my groin in his direction. My fingers traced up my thighs, circling, and slithered up slowly. My eyes contained wanton passion.  
 
    My opponent’s heated gaze followed the moves of my fingers as I traced the slit of my pussy that was still covered by my panties. But if he looked closer, he could almost see the shape and golden color.  
 
    Indeed, he leaned forward to look, and my hand extended toward him in a mocking invitation for him to join me.  
 
    Wanna get down n' dirty, big boy? I mouthed to spice it up.  
 
    I wondered how it would feel to have his weight above me. Would he crush me with his large, toned body?  
 
    He seemed to be almost out of his chair before he settled back. He knew the rules—not to come to me and not to touch.  
 
    Then I was up, swinging my hips as the shifting beats of the music urged and compelled. I whipped into a primal, arousing dance that meant to provoke.  
 
    The room got hotter as Rydstrom’s power ripped the air. He was losing his grip. A night wind swept by me, and his scent of evening storm and dirty sex slammed into my nostrils. My stomach fluttered as the intoxicating scent hit my blood like a drug, lighting up every nerve. I was feral, wild, and desperate for more. 
 
    “Come closer, Evelina,” Rydstrom commanded in a low, vibrating voice, and liquid heat flooded in my tight channel.  
 
    I inhaled sharply, struggling to get a hold of myself and shocked at how my body reacted to this Fae. My pussy kept clenching, wanting a hot, brutal action.  
 
    “Need I to remind you that if you touch me, you break your promise, Rydstrom?” I purred.  
 
    His eyes turned molten sapphire. “I don’t need to touch you to feel the heat of you,” he growled softly, sending a tingling shiver down to the base of my spine. “I have many other ways.” 
 
    The heat of me? Could he also smell my arousal, like Rowan and Baron proclaimed? Probably. I could practically smell my own lust. It zinged on my skin, every pore aching with desire.  
 
    His voice pulled me closer, and before I knew it, I had crossed to the shiny desk, leaning forward to give him a lover’s view of my cleavage. Then I jumped onto the desk and crouched in front of Rydstrom with a wicked grin, shaking my boobs and golden hair like the wildest thing as the music and his power pushed me to the edge.  
 
    While his sapphire eyes brightened like galaxy stars, I let my hands move to my back, mimicking taking off my bra for his benefit as I kept grinding my ass. Then I spun and thrust my shapely ass toward him. I bent over and offered him a doggy-style view.  
 
    He could faintly see my sex beneath the flimsy fabric. As I tilted my head and glanced over my shoulder, I caught what I thought he’d be doing—his eyes burned with the dark fire of lust and fixed solely on my pussy.  
 
    Come to play, boy, but you can’t touch.  
 
    The beat of the music increased to a fever pitch, accommodating my mood. The room was getting hotter. The Fae male’s power rolled off him, causing electric sparks in the room. My lungs were filled with his scent, and my blood raced for him.  
 
    Lust rode me as I’d never experienced before, driving me to frenzy.  
 
    I wheeled. One arm planting firmly on the desk to support my weight, I thrust my crotch toward his face, in sync with the tempo of the music from downstairs. I wanted his mouth on my pussy, feasting, tasting, and dominating. 
 
    His eyes gleamed, his fangs prolonging.  
 
    Hot, hot monster. I didn’t even care that I was becoming entangled with dangerous creatures.  
 
    I was already there, and I’d never felt so free.  
 
    My panties were soaked. I wanted his large, powerful hands all over me. I wanted his cock pounding into my heated core, to ease the throbbing ache. He might even lessen the pain lodged in my heart since my parents vanished. 
 
    Our gazes locked, both burning with unbridled, insane lust. His eyes dared me to go further, and I accepted the challenge.  
 
    I moved a hand to the sling of my panties, a hair’s breadth away from pushing the bottom aside and baring my cunt for him.  
 
     I was ready to throw all inhibition out of the window and let hell loose.  
 
    Then a forceful wind rose behind me, whipping my hair into my face. A blinding light filled the room.  
 
    I froze in my awkward position as a female spoke. “How naughty you’ve become, King Rydstrom.”  
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    “What the fuck?”  
 
    I jerked awake from the haze of lust. My butt hit the wooden desk before I leapt off and spun to see who had violated the private office.  
 
    My gaze snagged on a stunning woman with lilac hair, silver-blue eyes, and a heart-shaped creamy face. She had a willowy shape, but dressed herself in an elaborate gown that was overkill even for a Shakespearean play.  
 
    Though she’d spoken to Rydstrom, she stared straight at me with intense curiosity. Strange recognition sparked in her eyes. She also had pointed ears, so she was his kind. What was she to him? A mistress, or perhaps an ex-lover?  
 
    A sudden jealousy stabbed at me. How dared he demand I dance for him in such a demeaning manner—though I hadn’t felt demeaned before this moment—while he already had other women?  
 
    Fae were worse than pigs! 
 
    “You said no one could get in without your permission,” I fumed, glaring at Rydstrom accusingly. “You said this would be a private dance.”  
 
    I’d been so absorbed in teasing and taunting him and caught in the sea of lust that I hadn’t even heard the opening of the door and the woman coming in. I was usually alert.   
 
    Rydstrom ignored me. He only had eyes for the Fae female, yet a dark storm wheeled in his eyes.  
 
    “Get the fuck out,” he told her, and bluish light blasted out of him like the power of a cold star.  
 
    I raised my crossed arms to shield my face, though I knew it’d be in vain.  
 
    The starlight bypassed me and crushed into the Fae female, ripped her apart, and reduced her to dust.  
 
    “What?” I shrieked, my eyes going round. “What the bloody hell? You killed her! You can’t just kill people like that!”  
 
    “She annoyed me,” he said simply.  
 
    Once again, it dawned on me that I’d come to a world that played by completely different rules than the human world. But murdering people in cold blood like that… 
 
    “You can’t just kill whoever annoys you,” I yelled. “Are you all psychopaths?” 
 
    Should I now worry for my own life? I pulled the dagger out of my boot. At least I still had it. Neither the bouncer nor the guards had frisked me before they let me slide into their boss’s office.  
 
    But I doubted my dagger would fend off this Fae psycho. If I was smart, I would grab my clothes, flee right now, and never come back. On my way home, I’d call the cops to report a crime and give away the location of the Claws, Fangs, and Fiends.  
 
    I couldn’t believe that I’d nearly stripped bare for him! And residual lust still coursed in my bloodstream.  
 
    Just as I was about to escape the monster’s lair, no longer caring that I wore only my bra and underwear, a golden light filled the room, and the same Fae female materialized.  
 
    My mouth dropped open.  
 
    “The girl has more sense than you, King Rydstrom,” she scolded. “You can’t just kill anyone who annoys you. The girl who entertains you obviously doesn’t know anything about us.” 
 
    Us? So Rydstrom had tried to kill his ex-girlfriend? What kind of male was he?! 
 
    “What the hell?” I gaped at the two Fae.  
 
    “A cheap trick of astral projection,” Rydstrom said, his face dark and cold. “It won’t help your queen’s case by sending you to spy on me, Adele.”  
 
    He rose from behind his desk, his menace charging the room, his voice a snarl.  
 
    “Get out,” he ordered.  
 
    “Cool your tits,” I said and picked up my pants. I couldn’t wait to get out of here. “I gotta put my clothes back on first. Jesus.”  
 
    “Not you, Evelina. You stay,” he said. “I was telling her to get the fuck out of my realm.” 
 
    “This isn’t your realm, King Rydstrom,” Adele said. “If it were, even my projection couldn’t enter your domain. But I did not come on behalf of Queen Brigantia. I came for Evelina.” 
 
    I froze when she glanced my way. Why did she come for me? 
 
    “The Dawn Queen will be here in her glamoured self in three minutes,” Adele continued, speaking to Rydstrom again. “Never show Evelina in front of Brigantia. I don’t have more time to elaborate. I think you recognize now what the girl means to you. If you want her alive, do as I say.” 
 
    She vanished in a weaving light.  
 
    What queen? My head was going to explode over all these crazy “royals.”  
 
    “This is nuts,” I said, buttoning my pants. “What is wrong with people? I’m just an ordinary girl.”  
 
    And then Rydstrom was beside me, and I hadn’t even seen him move. Before I could react, he yanked my tank top down my head. I adjusted the shirt and opened my mouth, intending to tell him exactly what I thought of all this. But his scent and the touch of his hands on my bare shoulders muddled my mind, and I leaned toward him involuntarily. 
 
    Then he clapped his hands, the sound loud in my ears. 
 
    A guard pushed the door and slid in like a silent shadow.  
 
    “Take Lady Evelina to leave through the back door,” Rydstrom said.  
 
    The giant guard grabbed my arm and started pulling me away. 
 
    This was doubly humiliating. And I truly had had enough. I struggled against his hold and shouted at Rydstrom. “I’m not a backdoor girl! I have nothing to hide, and I’ve done nothing wrong!”  
 
    “Make sure she gets in her car safely,” Rydstrom added, ominous light flashing in his eyes. “And Evelina, you’ll start working here first thing tomorrow. Don’t be late, or it’s going to be deducted from your paycheck.”  
 
    “You mean I’m really hired?” I asked as the very strong guard dragged me toward the hidden back door that hadn’t been there before.  
 
    Surprise, anger, and a little fear swirled inside me. I’d gotten the job. I’d be able to support my siblings now. I should be elated. 
 
    So why did I feel like I was dancing toward my grave? 
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    I changed to a pair of spare pants in the SUV and went straight to school to pick up my siblings.  
 
    While they all shouted in the van, making my head spin, I kept replaying today’s events—from encountering a Nightling to stripteasing for a Fae mob boss. Oh, they called him king as well.  
 
    That meant I had three kings and one queen on my hands.  
 
    I’d pinched myself a few times to make sure I hadn’t fallen into the rabbit hole. I wished the whole thing was a bad dream, right from the moment when my parents had vanished.  
 
    What had I gotten myself into this time? Even the bad guys, who preyed on college girls with date-rape drugs at the frat parties, weren’t on par with these Fae “kings.” After I’d felt the power from all of them, I was certain they would consider rapists as nothing more than prey.  
 
    How could I survive in the Fae world when everyone but me was a predator? 
 
    And then there was this astral projection of an oddly dressed Fae female claiming the queen wanted to hurt me. I had never known these people in my life before this day. Had the queen sent the Nightling to go after my family?  
 
    This so-called queen would be sorry if she’d had a hand in that.  
 
    Adele also said that Rydstrom now recognized what I meant to him. I hoped he didn’t believe I was his fated mate as well.  
 
    How could I be a fated mate to all three Fae dudes? I snorted. What a mess.  
 
    They were all going to be disappointed when they finally realized that they’d come for the wrong girl.  
 
    My head pounded from the little brats still shouting in the closed space of the van. I finally shouted back, “Shut up and let me think for a second!” 
 
    “The bitch’s back,” Safiya murmured.  
 
    “Right, and you don’t need to hitch a ride on this bitch’s car next time,” I said.  
 
    “It’s Dad’s van, and Mom won’t allow you to treat me like this!” she yelled back.   
 
    Pain hit me again. “Try me,” I said, my heart going softer but my voice only turned harsher. “Keep staying on my bad side and you’ll get what you ask for.”  
 
    “Uh, Evie, you haven’t answered our questions,” Emmett said. “The twins especially wanted to know what’s for dinner tonight.”  
 
    “Uh?” I said. “Oh, the usual, meatball tomato spaghetti, with egg salad, pickles, and mozzarella cheese on the side.”  
 
    That was almost the only thing I knew how to cook. I learned it through YouTube on an All-in-one spaghetti recipe.  
 
    “No!” my siblings shouted in sync.  
 
    “All right then,” I grated. “You’ll get steamed broccoli too.”  
 
    “We hate broccoli,” they said.  
 
    Ungrateful brats. Didn’t they know how hard it was for me to get my ass to the kitchen? I hated cooking. And I was sorry that for a week, my cooking skills hadn’t improved.  
 
    “Can we have pizza tonight, Evie?” Asuka said quietly.  
 
    The twins and I barely exchanged words. Usually, they didn’t talk to anyone else but each other. And that puppy-dog look on his face got me. Even though I was the villain of the family in my siblings’ eyes, I could never kick a puppy.  
 
    “Fine, we’ll order three boxes of pizza,” I said with a sigh, caving in. I was sick of pasta, too.  
 
    “All large size?” Emmett asked from the passenger seat.  
 
    I sighed. “Fine. We do have six big mouths plus mine.”  
 
    “I’ll order the pizza,” Cassidy volunteered.  
 
    “Absolutely not,” I said. “If it’s up to you, all three pizzas will be piled with sausages, bacon, and pepperoni. We need vegetables, too, and I like pineapple. So here’s how it goes. The twins get to decide one pizza, Safiya and Cassidy can pick theirs together, Emmett, Fawn, and I will have Hawaiian pineapple, and Fawn can take any piece she wants from any pizza box. Emmett will place the order when you sent your final request to him.”  
 
    I was a genius. Now I pitted the two troublemakers—Cassidy and Safiya—against each other. A smirk tugged the corner of my lips when Cassidy and Safiya started to argue.  
 
    As I cruised down the lane toward my house, I spotted a couple of Baron’s minions hiding in the trees. After another block, Rowan’s Fae thugs also appeared. They seemed to patrol the area. It was annoying, but as long as they didn’t trespass my property and get into my face, I’d pretend they didn’t exist.  
 
    My siblings were oblivious to the presence of the Fae.  
 
    At the end of the alley, I pulled the van into our driveway, killed the engine, and hopped out of the vehicle first, so I could watch all my siblings get into the house safely.  
 
    My fingers twitched at my sides as I alternately watched the kids and scanned the perimeter. I hoped I didn’t need to pull out the dagger from my boot and toss it at anyone in front of my family. To my relief, they all filed into the house as fast as their little feet could carry them, eager to order the pizza.  
 
    Fawn, my youngest sister, lingered by the door and gazed beyond the trees.  
 
    “Go in, angel,” I urged her.  
 
    “Those men here aren’t a threat to us,” she said, her big, gray eyes turning glassy for a second. “But you’ll need to prepare for tomorrow’s attack. They’ll all be gunning for you now, Evelina Greene. A mage, a wolf, and a bear walk into a bar.”  
 
    A chill climbed up my spine. What did that mean? And how could she know those things? 
 
    Fawn blinked, her eyes resuming to normal. She beamed at me as if she didn’t recall her ominous prediction. “Are you coming, Evie?” 
 
    “In a minute,” I said, watching her go inside with an uneasy feeling knotted in my stomach.  
 
    I surveyed the surroundings, pushing my senses as far as they could reach. Fae milled around. They didn’t bother to hide from me. I tried pushing my senses further, searching for the familiar energy signature of Baron and Rowan, but I didn’t find them.  
 
    Feeling somehow disappointed, I pulled my senses back. Then I remote locked the van and strolled into the house.  
 
    My siblings sat around the kitchen table. Emmett was writing down what every team wanted. Cassidy and Safiya still glared at each other, though they seemed to have reached a compromise at the twins’ urging.  
 
    I went upstairs for a nap while Emmett took care of the orders. I slipped under the covers and relaxed, falling asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow. 
 
    A woman of stunning beauty with pointed ears and an intricate jeweled crown glared at me. She pointed a long, sharp fingernail, and three mighty kings—Baron, Rowan, and Rydstrom—wrapped me in chains and hauled me upon an iron cross.  
 
    I struggled against the heavy chains and screamed as the first nail pierced my palm. “You cunt!” I cursed at the black-hearted queen. “This dark, twisted version of Alice in the Wonderland is poorly written. Rewrite!” 
 
    This was too bizarre to be anything but a bad dream. That was why I shouted for a rewrite. I wasn’t going to let those fucking fairies take me as their tithe. No one sacrifices me to their ancient gods, even in a dream.  
 
    The second nail drove through my other palm, and I screamed again. Writhing in pain, I blasted the traitorous kings with curses that would make a sailor’s ears bleed. 
 
     “Silence, abomination,” the queen shrieked at me. “I hated you the second you were born. Now drive the long iron nail into her heart, Rydstrom, and fulfill your promise to me—your one true love!” 
 
    I trained my fiery, disdained gaze on the hesitant nightclub boss, his face torn in agony. Baron and Rowan watched in silent horror. I fumed, shadow fire twirling around me and hissing. “I dare you, Rydstrom.” 
 
    “I’m very sorry, Evie,” he whispered and rammed a nail into my chest. Agony exploded in me. That bastard was a poor aim. His iron nail missed my heart by half an inch.  
 
    While pathetic tears flowed from his sapphire eyes, the queen laughed.  
 
    I gasped for breath and fluttered open my eyes as someone banged on the door.  
 
    I wiped beads of sweat from my forehead with the back of my icy hand.  
 
    Marvelous. Just marvelous.  
 
    I got so tangled with the three Fae that now they were haunting my dreams.  
 
    Could that dream be a warning? To show me that the Fae would break my heart if I ever fell for them? I wrinkled my nose. Like that would happen! I might lust after them, but falling for the monsters? Hell no.  
 
    The urgent knocks continued. 
 
    “What now?” I shouted, throwing the thin cover off my legs.  
 
    “We’ve got a situation, Evie,” Emmett said outside the door.  
 
    “The pizza guy refused to deliver?” I stood, muttering darkly. Was it too much to ask for one thing to go right today? 
 
    “No, someone set a roadblock outside our fence, and the pizza guy can’t get through. Should we call the cops?” 
 
    I pulled my drapes and peeked outside.  
 
    It seemed a Summer knight was interrogating our pizza guy.  
 
    WTF?  
 
    I wouldn’t let them harass anyone who brought us food. I grabbed the Legend Heavy, yanked open the door, and flew downstairs with Emmett on my heels.  
 
    The rest of my siblings looked out through the window, afraid and animated.  
 
    “The guy looks scary,” one of the twins told me, then darted a glance at the rifle in my hand nervously. “Are you going to shoot him?” 
 
    An idea came over me. Baron had said that my siblings and I were different.  
 
    “How many dudes do you see?” I asked.  
 
    “Just one. Maybe two,” the other twin said. “Yep, two.” 
 
    “Describe them,” I said.  
 
    “They’re both really big, over six feet tall,” Emmett said. “Dark, short hair, and dark skin. They all wear an old T-shirt and jeans that are last season.”  
 
    “How do their ears look like?” 
 
    “Like ours,” Safiya chimed in. “They’re so handsome, though not as handsome as the first two guys, and you won’t allow us to talk to them. But you talked to them.”  
 
    My heart skipped a beat.  
 
    My siblings and I saw different things. They didn’t see the abnormality of the Fae—fangs, pointed ears, and maybe more otherworldly traits.  
 
    What they described had been my first impression of the Fae, but I could see through their magical disguises when I looked closer.  
 
    Why was I the only one who could see the truth of the creatures from the other world? Unconsciously, I pulled my hair away from my left ear and groped it. It was round at the very top. When I stared at my reflection in the window glass, I blew out a breath of relief. My ear was round and normal.  
 
    I wasn’t one of them. I was one hundred percent human. Just like my siblings. I was my parents’ daughter through and through.  
 
    I shook my hair down.  
 
    “You all stay here,” I ordered. “I’ll handle the gorillas.”  
 
    I pulled open the front door and stormed outside.  
 
    “What the hell is going on?” I said, heading toward the knight—actually two knights, one Winter and one Summer, judging from their dress code. They were still questioning the pizza guy.  
 
    A second later, my siblings also charged out, emboldened by the gun I carried, and none of them wanted anyone to take away their pizza. I yelled for them to return to the house. They didn’t obey right away, but they halted their march.  
 
    The pizza guy gave me a look, his eyes going white and wide, then he shoved the layers of pizza boxes onto a Winter knight’s hand and fled toward his car.  
 
    What? He was afraid of me instead of the knights?  
 
    Well, I might look a bit wild since I felt some electricity in the air pulling the ends of my hair in all directions, but I was nowhere near as scary as the Fae.  
 
    “Wait,” I called. “You forgot your tips.”  
 
    “Keep it!” he shouted back and opened his car door.  
 
    Damn it. Without tips, he wouldn’t deliver any pizza to us next time.  
 
    I bolted after him, and when I reached the other side of his car door in a blink, I was a bit surprised by my speed once again. He turned on the key in the ignition as if his life depended on it and glanced at the rifle in my hand, his face paling.  
 
    “I want no trouble, ma’am,” he pleaded and raised one hand in surrender. His other hand secretly shifted the gear. “Please don’t shoot me. Please let me go.”  
 
    “Roll down the window and let me give you the tips,” I ordered.  
 
    His worried look turned to determination, then he footed the gas. The car shot forward like an arrow. I gave a chase, pounding the rear window with the butt of my rifle while yelling. “The rifle isn’t meant for you. Damn you, I must give you the fucking tips!” 
 
    The car fled, turned at the corner of the alley, tires screeching, and was out of the view. 
 
    I had a bad feeling that he wouldn’t come back. He’d talk to the other pizza places and there’d be no more supplies of pizza for my siblings.  
 
    Anger rising in me in waves, I stalked over to the Fae and yanked the three boxes of pizza from his hands while he was still sniffing at my pizza.  
 
    He frowned at me. “You’ll eat things like that?” 
 
    “Who are you to judge?” I glared at him and handed the boxes of pizza to Cassidy and Emmett. “Didn’t I tell you to wait in the house?” I asked, giving all my siblings a stern, warning look. “Now get back inside. Leave two slices for me. And don’t pick off the pineapples from my slices.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander,” Cassidy said respectfully and marched back to the house, holding a box of pizza with both of his hands.  
 
    Emmett gave me a concerned look. I nodded to let him know I was fine, and he shooed my other siblings into the house.  
 
    “What did you tell the pizza guy to make him run from me as if I were a fiend?” I asked the Winter knight.  
 
    “I said you could blow his head off,” he replied, smirking at me. “It’s easy to convince mortals.”  
 
    He’d used the Fae power on the driver, just as Baron had tried to use the same on me. I could feel that this Winter Fae’s power was like a firefly’s compared to either Rowan’s or Baron’s.  
 
    “Then compel me and see how far you can go,” I said icily.  
 
    “King Rowan will have my head if anyone uses glamour on you, Lady Evelina,” he said. 
 
    “Why did you lie to the pizza guy?” I demanded. “I thought Fae couldn’t lie.” 
 
    “I didn’t lie,” he said. “I told him you could blow his brain off. I didn’t say you would. That human could have been an assassin. We can’t take any chances when it comes to your safety, my lady. As a Winter knight, I’ll lose more than my honor if a hair on your head is harmed.” He scowled at a Summer Fae on the other side of the fence gate. “Besides, we must show our inferior rivals that we’re better suited to guard you, or our king’s reputation is at stake.”  
 
    I gripped the elephant gun so hard my knuckles hurt, debating if shooting these arrogant minions would send the right message to their asshole bosses. The otherworldly beings had brought me nothing but grief.  
 
    When I had my first cash paycheck from the Claws, Fangs, and Fiends, I would purchase spray guns to shoot iron powder into the air and all over the perimeter of my property. Baron and Rowan might overcome the effect of iron, but their less-powerful goons would suffer.  
 
    “We won’t leave you unprotected, Lady Evelina,” the Summer knight cut in, purposely ignoring the scowl from the Winter Fae. Judging from the Summer Fae’s distinct, decorated armor, he might be important—not that I cared. “Summer knights will rise to the challenge and prove that we’re better at guarding you.”  
 
    So this wasn’t really about me. It was still about the two “kings” comparing the size of their dicks.  
 
    “I don’t want any of you here,” I growled.  
 
    The two Fae ignored me and started arguing in the Fae tongue.  
 
    “I wonder if this one could survive in the Winter Court,” the Winter knight said.  
 
    “Summer Court will be tougher for her,” the Summer Fae snickered. “But I won’t worry about it. King Baron will soon lose interest in her, as he did with all others, be it a human or a Fae.”  
 
    They talked about me as if I didn’t exist, and the Fae douches had no idea that I could understand their language just fine.  
 
    “When your kings arrive,” I interrupted them, my voice harsh, “tell them I need a word with them. Or you can simply pass on this message: I want none of you around. Try my patience and you’ll be served with court orders.”  
 
    They did not look impressed, and that only pissed me off more. 
 
    “By the way, your costumes are so last season,” I added, thinking maybe attacking their vanity would be more effective. “You might want to look into Germany’s Flecktarn uniform, which is more contemporary and less ridiculous.”  
 
    I spun on my heel, my hair flying out behind me, and stomped back into the house. First I returned the Legend Heavy to my room. Then I looked outside to see the Fae thugs had disappeared, though a quick sweep of my senses told me they had only resumed their previous positions. 
 
    When I got into the kitchen, all the pizza was gone, except for a slice of pineapple pizza. I shook my head in disgust and ate the cold pizza. I had no energy to pursue who took my other slice.  
 
    After I devoured the pizza in a few big bites, I felt more settled with something in my stomach. Then I pulled out the whistle from this morning and let out an ear-splitting blast. Groans emanated from all over the house, but my siblings came running so I wouldn’t blow the whistle again. 
 
    “I need everyone to help search the house after you finish your homework,” I said after they all arrived. “Don’t be afraid of turning over every stone. We need to find the clues to Dad and Mom’s…” I couldn’t bring myself to say “disappearance” in front of my siblings. “Last business trip. Any notes, passports, photos, passcodes they left behind are all useful. Every detail matters. And if you find any cash left in any hidden boxes, hand it over to Emmett, who’s now our accountant.” 
 
    Safiya’s eyes gleamed, and so did the twins’. I pointed at them accusingly. “If you stack the cash should you find it, I’ll know it. And when I find out about it, I’ll publicly shame you before I cast you out. Keeping food on the table and this roof over our heads is expensive. We need every penny you find.” 
 
    If we had enough cash, I wouldn’t have to return to the lair of monsters and work for Rydstrom. And I would manage to stay away from all Fae. The chance of finding my parents’ stash was slim after my previous searches turned up nothing, but I would hold onto the last ray of hope. I had to. 
 
    “What can I get if I find a crucial clue?” Cassidy questioned me, his hazel eyes sharpening in calculation.  
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “Really, Cassidy? You’d take advantage of a family crisis like this?” 
 
    He flinched, then crossed his arms. “Everyone knows I’m the best at finding things.”  
 
    The little prick was right about that. If anyone could find anything, it’d be him. 
 
    “I’m a talent,” he added, standing his ground. “I just don’t want to be taken advantage of.” 
 
    Even Emmett rolled his eyes at him. “And next you can ask Fawn to be your agent.”  
 
    “I’ll buy your favorite ice cream,” I said. Ice cream and other treats were a luxury for us while we were on a tight budget.  
 
    “What size?”Cassidy inquired.  
 
    “Reasonable size,” I said.  
 
    “We must put the exact size in terms of the contract,” he said. “Or you’ll trick me like you always did.”  
 
    I stared him down. “You should trust your commanding officer.” 
 
    “What size then, Commander?” 
 
    “Small to medium,” I said vaguely, waving a hand to dismiss him.  
 
    “I want an extra large carton. Or I won’t do your bidding,” he insisted.  
 
    “No freaking way you’re getting an extra large, which doesn’t even exist. The best you’ll get is a large size, and you’ll share the ice cream with Fawn. That’s my final offer. Take it or beat it.”  
 
    “I’ll take it,” he said, extending his little, greasy hand for a handshake.  
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    Despite my siblings’ enthusiasm and best efforts, they didn’t find anything useful, but they promised to keep working on it. At east, it’d keep them occupied for a while. It also thrilled them that I let them into my plan of investigation, and their sense of helplessness and fear lessened a notch.  
 
    I would do everything in my power to keep our family under one roof. I wouldn’t let them fall apart. Yet, I myself wasn’t feeling too hot. I tossed and turned in bed when the needle in the retro clock already passed 2:00 am. I had three more hours of rest before I had to get up making breakfast for my siblings, then dropped them at schools, and then drove to work in the Claws, Fangs, and Fiends.  
 
    The mafia Fae boss had warned me that if I was late, he’d deduct my pay. 
 
    Yet I couldn’t fall asleep no matter how hard I tried as cold dread kept seeping into my mind. What if my parents never returned? What if something worse had happened to them?  
 
    No, no! Nothing bad had happened to them. I screamed silently, yet bleak reality kept tossing its dark, cold wave at me. My body turned to ice. My toes felt they would fall off at the cold numbness.  
 
    My teeth chattered, and I clenched my blanket to my chest to fend off the cold panic. No, I couldn’t allow this fear to overcome me. I wouldn’t fall apart. I was the last defense line for my siblings.  
 
    I roared at myself to get a grip. I sat bolted up, breathing in and out, deeply and slowly, as Mom had taught me when I felt like this last time. I didn’t recall exactly what had happened at that time. It might have to do with some kind of mark in the shape of poison vines suddenly radiating and spreading on my stomach, and then I’d felt something beastly and dark stirring and moving inside me, roaring to be unleashed. I could see my skin fluctuated in waves as it moved restlessly. My parents had reached me in time when I screamed murder and cried like a banshee. They had chanted like two exorcists. Dad had shaken, beads of sweat forming on his broad forehead. I’d never seen him like that and regretted putting such a burden and scare on him. Mom had held me the entire time while I wailed and apologized for being such a freak.  
 
    “Don’t ever say that, my daughter, my princess,” Mom had said. “Now breathe deeply and slowly… Nothing will ever happen to you as long as we’re with you.”  
 
    But now my shelter was gone. I sniffed in a sob as I practiced deep breathing. The ceiling and sky no longer fell on me until I fell asleep in my tears.  
 
    I might have nodded off for a few minutes when a sharp vibration of the phone jerked me awake. I fluttered open my eyes and grabbed the phone from the nightstand. Did the police finally have some news for me that they reached me at this hour? Or did my parents call me to pick them up?  
 
    My heart stuttered but soon dropped as I stared down at the screen.  
 
    It was Richie, my boyfriend. He usually texted me. He’d never called me this late. Besides, we’d already texted and talked briefly while he was at a party with…some girls. I thought he was busy today.  
 
    Also, today’s scene—how I’d danced for the Fae boss—swirled back, sending a twang of guilt and shame into me. Reality check: I hadn’t ended with Richie, so I shouldn’t have stripped for another man. I’d never cheated on any of my past boyfriends. I’d thought I was incapable of cheating or even being attracted to more than one man at the same time until today.  
 
    I’d been burning with lust at first sight for all three Fae, who weren’t even my race. My panties were soaked whenever they were around. My body had never reacted to any man like that before. It was like it just awoke from a long slumber, and then it was suddenly searing with wildfire.  
 
    I hesitated before pressing “accept the call” after a few rings.  
 
    “Hey, Richie, is everything okay?” I asked.  
 
    “Everything’s fantastic, babe,” he said, his voice slurring with drunkenness. “I miss you so much.”  
 
    “I miss you, too,” I said automatically, then suddenly realized that I wouldn’t be with him anymore.  
 
    I liked Richie. It’d been fun with him, but my path had changed. 
 
    “Uh, Richie, I think we should—” 
 
    “Don’t think, babe. I think of fucking you all the time. Will you let me fuck you on the phone?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Phone sex, babe.” He chuckled, and I used to think his aristocratic voice was sexy. “We never tried it before, but it’s never too late to start now. Tell me how much you want my big cock.” 
 
    His cock wasn’t that big and right now I didn’t want any cock. I just wanted to sleep. I was exhausted, sad, overwhelmed. I was a mess.  
 
    “You woke me up at three am because you wanted to have phone sex?” I asked, and my voice was nowhere near sexy.  
 
    “Don’t you want it, babe? I haven’t had sex for over a week now. My cock is so hard for you. It wants to get wet. Moan for me.”  
 
    “I’m not going to moan for anyone, Richie,” I said, tired and angry. “I haven’t slept full hours since I came home. And now I have less than two more hours left before I have to get up and prepare breakfast and lunch for my siblings.” 
 
    “Why don’t you get a nanny?” he asked.  
 
    Rich boys thought everyone could afford a babysitter.  
 
    “I’m the nanny,” I said. “Listen, Richie, I might not return to Columbia for a long while. I don’t want to string you along.” 
 
    A pause on the other end of the phone.  
 
    “Are you breaking up with me on the phone?” He chortled drily as if he didn’t believe any girl would dump him, but his tone was more somber now.  
 
    “We both know none of us are built for a long-distance relationship,” I said. “So that’s that. I’m going back to sleep.” 
 
    “Wait, babe,” he said. “Help me jerk off just this one last time, please.” 
 
    “Good night, Richie,” I said. “And—”  
 
    And a roar, two roars, broke out outside my window.  
 
    “Evie, who the fuck is talking to you?” Baron barked under my window outside. “Why did the human boy call you babe? How dare he demand to have an intimacy with you! I’ll slay the prick!”  
 
    “The human shall never come near you if he wants his dick to stay attached,” Rowan said icily beside Baron.  
 
    “What the f—” Richie’s voice came from the phone, but I didn’t let him finish. I powered it off, so he couldn’t call back again.  
 
    Fortunately, my siblings’ rooms were on the other side, or no one could get any sleep.  
 
    I jumped off the bed, shrugged on a robe, picked up Legend Heavy, and rushed to fling open the window.  
 
    Rowan and Baron stood beneath it with their minions patrolling at the alley.  
 
    “What the fuck, dudes?” I asked, my eyes burning with rage. “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “That human boy was bothering you,” Baron said. “I won’t allow it.”  
 
    The damn Fae’s ears had caught everything Richie and I said on the phone. They were indeed supernatural beings.  
 
    “It’s none of your business,” I said. “He’s my boyfriend, well, now ex-boyfriend.”  
 
    “And he’ll try very hard at keeping his ex status if he wants to stay alive,” Rowan said, blowing a puff of icy steam.  
 
    “Are you threatening me?” I asked, leveling the rifle against the windowsill.  
 
    “I was promising death toward your ex,” Rowan said. “I’ll never threaten you, Lady Evelina. Instead, I’ll take out any threat to you.”  
 
    That was why the two Fae gangster bosses sent their goons trolling my neighborhood.  
 
    “So, you admitted that you’re stalking me?” I asked in icy anger.  
 
    “Yes, I’m your stalker, Evie, and nothing can stop that,” Baron said. The timbre of his sensual voice caressed me, sending shivers all over me.  
 
    Or maybe it was just the cold of the night.  
 
    “Did your lackeys pass on the message that I want all of you gone?” I asked. “Or you’ll be served with a very strict court order, both of you.”  
 
    “We’re the ultimate courts,” Baron said smugly. “No human court orders can stop me from protecting you.”  
 
    Could anyone be more infuriating and unreasonable? But then I was probably handling them the wrong way. They didn’t think like humans and their world had different rules, and I had the iceberg of it in the Claws, Fangs, and Fiends.  
 
    “You got the wrong girl,” I said, my voice softening and pleading as I swallowed my pride and changed my approach. “I’m nobody but merely a human girl and a college dropout. I’m a plain Jane and I’m nothing special. You should not waste your court’s precious resources and manpower on me. Just move on. There’re tons of other girls out there, who are younger, smarter, funnier, and prettier.”  
 
    I felt a bit sorry for throwing other girls under the bus, but I was sending the Fae on a wild goose chase by not giving any specific.  
 
    “My mate is tired if she talks like that,” Rowan said to Baron in a hushed voice. “You should not harass her again, or you’ll answer to me.” 
 
    Baron sneered. “You have no claim on her. She isn’t yours.”  
 
    “May the best male win then,” Rowan said tightly and grumpily. “That’s our pact before we draw blood again.”  
 
    “Agreed,” Baron answered, his voice turning lethal. “She’s mine and will be mine in truth. I’ll do everything in my power to protect and keep what’s mine.”  
 
    “When she chooses me,” Rowan said, his tone equally dangerous, “you’ll back off, half-brother. I don’t want to kill you, but I will. I’ll slay anyone who stands between my mate and me.”  
 
    Their threats to each other chilled me, yet their menace and possessiveness and domination also strangely appealed to me as if they struck the chord deep within me. As if the very depth of my soul had always carved to be claimed and dominated.  
 
    No, no way. Now my cold logic also returned. The two Fae thug bosses couldn’t be reasoned with. They’d said it very clearly this night that they wouldn’t allow any male to fuck me, except them. They couldn’t bully or cut down Richie since he was thousands of miles away. But what about Rydstrom? I got the job, and he might ask me to dance for him again. I might do that, and if I couldn’t stay cool, we might go further. I couldn’t promise myself that I could trust myself with him alone. I’d nearly beg Rydstrom to fuck me last time if that astral image of the Fae female hadn’t stopped me.  
 
    I couldn’t trust myself with any of the three Fae.  
 
    I was sure Rydstrom could take care of himself if the three of them ever crossed the path. He was just as dangerous and powerful as Rowan and Baron. And if three of them crash— 
 
    I shuddered.  
 
    I shook off the troubled, chilly thoughts. I wouldn’t go there. I’d try my best to prevent the three of them from ever meeting each other. Peeling the layers of my cool and bravo, I didn’t want any of them hurt, though I barely knew them.  
 
    “Go back to bed, Evie,” Rowan said gently. “While I stand in guard, no one will get to you. I’ll protect you from anyone.”  
 
    “And who’s going to protect me from you?” I murmured.  
 
    “I am,” Baron said with determination. “Sweet dream, my Evie.”  
 
    As I rubbed my eyes and peeked out the window one last time, I swore I saw a massive golden lion trot across the front of my house and merge into the shadow. I nearly yelped in alarm. When I blinked again, a huge silver wolf stood in the center of my yard, raised his head at the moon, and howled silently.  
 
    My world was so fucked.  
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    I hurried toward the blue Victorian building the next morning, exhausted from only two hours of sleep. The name Claws, Fangs, and Fiends on the sign above the door faded in and out in the brilliant sunlight.  
 
    A laughing family of four bumped into me while I headed toward the granite walk that led up to the club.  
 
    “Sorry we didn’t see you,” said the father of a teenage girl, a preteen boy, and a little girl like Fawn.  
 
    “No worries.” I smiled at them, getting an idea. “Where are you heading to?”  
 
    “We’re going to the museum,” the little girl said in excitement and pointed at the ivory building of the art museum next door to the club. “They have a special show today.”  
 
    “Would you like to join us?” the brown-haired teenage girl chimed in. She liked me right away. She’d prefer my company to her younger siblings. The girl was so much more amiable than Safiya. I wished they could switch.  
 
    “I’m going to that club.” I pointed at Claws, Fangs, and Fiends. “See the nice statue beside the burgundy door?” 
 
    The family looked where I pointed and appeared utterly confused. They then shook their head as if trying to gather a forgotten thought. I shuffled up the white marble stairs to show them where I was going, and the family turned around.  
 
    “Where did she go?” the teenage girl asked.  
 
    “We need to hurry or we’ll miss the show,” the father said, and they continued on as if they could no longer remember me.  
 
    I sighed. Clearly there was a supernatural world hidden in plain sight, but regular humans couldn’t see it. But why could I? 
 
    “Hello, handsome,” I greeted the gargoyle stone statue. Then I pinched its nose to gather courage before facing the burgundy door. I was hired. I was an employee now, so I should act like one. I should take initiative and be aggressive instead of knocking timidly and waiting for someone to open it for me.  
 
    The door swung open before I touched it. K blocked the entrance and stared down at me.  
 
    “Hey, K, what’s up?” I asked with my bright Southern accent. “I’m reporting to my station. It’s my first day! Isn’t it exciting? How do I look? I want to make a good first impression.”  
 
    My heart pounded while I bluffed. With only two hours of sleep last night, I prayed I could get through the day without any incident, and most importantly, without getting fired.  
 
    “I can’t believe the boss hired you,” K said bitterly.  
 
    “What can I say? I have my charm.” I thickened my Southern accent to irritate him. “And you should not block the entrance, KK. Rydstrom said he’d have to deduct my pay if I was late, and then I’d have to argue that you’re the cause.” 
 
    He moved aside. “Don’t pinch the gargoyle’s nose next time,” he said in distaste.  
 
    Music blared in my face. But as I turned to peek at the crowd that made a beeline toward the museum next door, I noticed that none of them looked in this direction. Just as I’d suspected, this place was glamoured. If something ever happened to me here, even if I screamed bloody murder, not a single good Samaritan would come to my rescue.  
 
    The burden was mine and mine alone now. 
 
    “The gargoyle didn’t mind,” I said and stepped into the monsters’ lair.  
 
    “As if you can speak for him?” the bouncer sneered.  
 
    “So it’s a him?” I smirked. “You inspected the gender already? How?”  
 
    “Just don’t do anything crazy today,” he said and walked away. He’d had enough of me.  
 
    I strode toward the bar, more confident than yesterday. And I was glad to see Indira behind the bar.  
 
    “Hey girl, I’m Evelina. Thanks for helping me yesterday,” I greeted, then scanned the floor and frowned. “Why are there so many beings here already? Don’t they wanna sleep in? It’s early morning.” More people, more work, and I wasn’t thrilled.  
 
    “I hope you aren’t the lazy ass type,” Indira said. “I’m not going to do all the work. If you think we have too many patrons at such goddamn hours, wait until midnight.”  
 
    I sighed and moved behind the bar, looking around to get familiar with the setting.  
 
    “We were all a bit shocked that the boss hired you right away,” Indira said. “The rest of us had to go through an elaborate vetting process.”  
 
    I smiled. “I was a bit surprised myself.” 
 
    “What did you do after you were called up to the office?” Indira asked.  
 
    I tried damn hard not to flush.  
 
    “Nothing. We just chitchatted,” I said.  
 
    “Boss never chitchats,” she said, arching a suspicious eyebrow.  
 
    “We chitchatted,” I insisted. “I’m a good talker. I have a way with the introverts.”  
 
    “Then what did you chitchat about?”  
 
    “This and that,” I said with a shrug, trying to remember what we’d talked about before I danced for him. “He was impressed with my can-do attitude. I also told him people were afraid of him, and he said that beings trembled in front of him. I laughed at his joke, only to find it wasn’t a joke. He has no sense of humor.” 
 
    Indira’s eyes rounded, then narrowed as I spoke. The inked tattoo of a wolf’s paw on her left cheek stretched as her expression shifted. She was expressive, which I appreciated. I didn’t like to talk to the wall and some people were like that. 
 
    “We didn’t finish our chat, though.” I touched rows of glasses as I continued my self-guided tour of the bar. 
 
    Indira leaned against the bar. “Why not?” 
 
    “He threw me out because some mean chick calling herself queen or something was coming to visit him. So he had Drake, his giant guard, to escort me out through the back door, despite my protest. But before I left, he told me to show up first thing today or he’d deduct the hours from my paycheck if I was late. So here I am.”  
 
    “That queen bitch,” she growled. “Best you never meet her.”  
 
    “Who is she?” I asked, suddenly feeling angry. I didn’t like that Rydstrom regarded another woman as more important than me. Then I tried to shake off this stupid jealousy and possession. 
 
    The mob Fae boss was nothing to me, as I was nothing to him. All I had done was striptease for him for less than five minutes and share a mutual burning lust in a moment of weakness.  
 
    “Later. She’s been planning something big and bad for both immortal and mortal realms,” Indira whispered as a patron strutted toward the bar and ordered rum on the rocks. Indira grabbed a glass and started making the drink. “Today, you’ll just watch me, but tomorrow you’ll be on your own. Got it? And what bar have you tended before?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you.” I darted my eyes around. “But this will be just between you and me.” 
 
    When the patron paid and left, and before another headed our way, I said in a small voice. “A student bar in a college. But I’m tough. I’m a quick study.”  
 
    She shook her head. “You lied to Rydstrom?” 
 
    “Not intentionally.”  
 
    “Sounds very intentional to me.”  
 
    “Well, as I said, this is between you and me.”  
 
    “Girl, you have balls, but you have no idea what and who you’re dealing with.”  
 
    “Consider this my trial in life,” I said. “If I can survive in a world of monsters, I can survive anywhere.” I held her stare firmly, yet my heart pounded hard. “I’m not afraid of monsters. You know what I mean?” 
 
    Then my ears caught a cry and plea from the north corner amid the loud music. Somehow, I had selective hearing. Dad said that I had superhero syndrome, like I could hear the scream of the lamb in the dead of night. Like right now.  
 
    I erupted into action and leapt over the counter, ignoring a startled look from a coming patron. Stomping through the crowd, I tracked the pleading voice until I came to a booth where a blonde dude with fangs dragged a pretty, petite human girl toward his lap and trapped her there. The girl begged for him to let her go and he got angrier.  
 
    Another human girl who had wavy hair tried to pacify the fanged dude. “She’s new, sir. Please. She’s easily scared. I can serve you in her stead.”  
 
    But the dude only wanted the petite girl. He pressed his sharp fangs against the throbbing veins on her neck. Her fear only excited him more.  
 
    Was the fucker going to drink her blood? He must be a vampire, then.  
 
    I reached them and punched my knuckles into the vampire’s temple. Knuckles hurt worse than a fist. He jerked his head back, surprised that a girl like me had that kind of strength. I took advantage of his stupor and pulled the girl off his lap.  
 
    “Get her out of here,” I told the wavy-haired girl, and she immediately led her sobbing friend away.  
 
    The vampire recovered and snarled at me. Then he sniffed.  
 
    “Stop sniffing at people,” I snapped. “This custom of you supernaturals is getting old and gets on my nerves. And dude, she said no, so fucking respect that. No means no in any part of the universe.”  
 
    “What are you?” he asked. “You smell more delicious than her. I’ve never scented anyone as sweet and spicy as you. And since you offered to replace her—” 
 
    I pulled out my pepper spray, but a large, rough hand, fast like a flash, had grabbed my elbow. Before I drove it back to the newcomer and kicked the vampire in the teeth at the same time, K’s harsh voice sounded above my head. “There’s no need to use that pepper spray of yours. I don’t want to hear another scream in my club.” Then he turned to the vampire. “Get out. You’re banned.” 
 
    “Why?” the blond vampire asked.  
 
    “You violated club rules,” K said. “Any business conducted here must be mutually agreed upon.”  
 
    Wow, I didn’t know that. That sounded quite fair for a club catering to monsters.  
 
    “You’ll kick me out for a lowly human girl?” hissed the vampire. “Do you know who I am?”  
 
    K’s face morphed to the shape of a bear head, his huge jaw open, and his body grew two heads taller in mere seconds. My eyes went wild as he lifted the vampire out of the booth and dragged him toward the dark red double-door. The crowd parted for them.  
 
    “It’s daytime!” the vampire screamed. “You can’t do this to me!” 
 
    I trailed after K, then rushed ahead of him to open the door so he could throw out the vampire, and he did.  
 
    A thud, then a bang, then a groan. I slammed the door shut in the vampire’s face and let out a heavy breath. It looked like my first day at the job wasn’t going to be eventful. But maybe I could still hope for the rest of the day.  
 
    Sometimes, I can be optimistic like that.  
 
    When I turned around, K towered over me, still in his bear form. I took an involuntary step back, and my shoulder blades hit the door. 
 
    “Uh, K, your face,” I said. “It’s nice, but I’m not used to seeing you like that.” 
 
    If this had been the first time that I’d learned about the merciless magical world, I’d have screamed and run for my life while peeing myself in the process.  
 
    He growled, advancing on me. I slid to one side and carefully walked backward so I didn’t bump into anyone. I glued a timid smile on my lips meant to calm any agitated animal.  
 
    “Use your words, K,” I offered.   
 
    His face morphed to normal and his height dropped. As I felt less threatened, I sucked more air into my lungs.  
 
    “I’ll let it go this time since you don’t know the rules,” he said. “Toby and Indira will go over them with you today. You’ll never step on my toes again. You stay in your fucking lane and I stay in mine.”  
 
    “I know Indira. But who’s Toby?” I asked. “I can’t remember so many names on my first day. Also, K, your lane proved to be a slow one with lots of traffic and noises today, but mine turned out to be the expressway. Surprise, right?”  
 
    He growled again. Then the maroon door swung open, and K stopped short as Rydstrom swept in. The activities on the floor suddenly ceased. Even the music became mellow.  
 
    Rydstrom’s gaze pierced the air and the crowd, yet he wasn’t looking at anyone until it found me the next instant. My breath caught. Damn, the mob Fae boss was stunning. His face made me think of a fallen archangel, carved out of the night, sin, and forbidden pleasure. He looked like a force of nature with obsidian wings arched behind him and shadows trailing him.  
 
    Yet after a blink, he didn’t have wings.  
 
    I gawked at his dark glory, then suddenly remembered the humiliation from yesterday. My admiration became a glare in a nanosecond, and a sound I usually didn’t make tore from my throat amid the sudden quietness.  
 
    He darted his gaze away, but I didn’t miss the faint amused smirk on his face before he walked away. He didn’t say hello or nod to anyone, as if he were truly a king. 
 
    Then Indira appeared beside me. Shouldn’t she tend the bar? She tugged my sleeve and pulled me behind the crowd as if trying to make me invisible. I craned my neck to see where Rydstrom was going and if he had anything to say to me. I’d accept an apology if he was sincere.  
 
    He traipsed to the stairs, his power rippling around him, and then he was out of sight. The club resumed its normal sounds and activity. 
 
    Indira shoved me behind the bar. “You hissed at Rydstrom. Seriously?”  
 
    I blinked. “I did? I didn’t realize it. Maybe it was a reaction toward him throwing me out through the back door yesterday?”  
 
    “No one hisses at Rydstrom and still stands, girl,” she said, regarding me from my head to my breasts. “Maybe there’s something about you that caught his eyes. But mark my word. Don’t count on your luck. He’s gorgeous, rich, and powerful, but don’t let it get into your head that he might truly fancy you, or you’ll end up just like the other girls. He and we are in a different category. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”  
 
    Of course, I knew he was out of my league. Even though Rydstrom had been interested enough to ask me to strip dance for him, I was but a passing fad, and I’d never let any man, especially a very powerful one, use me and then discard me. I might not have much in life, but I wouldn’t allow anyone to tromp on my last dignity. At least, that’s what I told myself.  
 
    “What happened to the other girls?” I said.  
 
    Indira smirked. “Now you’re curious about the mysterious, formidable, and fuck-worthy boss.”  
 
    “Who said he’s that worthy?” I rolled my eyes. “Fine, don’t tell me, or tell me something I don’t know.”  
 
    “I don’t know much about our boss either,” Indira admitted. “No one does. Rydstrom hasn’t frequented the Claws until recently.” 
 
    “How recent?” 
 
    “About a week ago.”  
 
    My heart skipped a beat. That would have been right before my parents had gone missing.  
 
    Indira ordered me to the kitchen to get more limes and ice. I went and introduced myself as the new girl to the kitchen stuff and the chef. Even at first glance, I knew none of them were humans, though I didn’t know what their species were. I was so green to this world, yet I hid my ignorance except to Indira. If I didn’t, the monsters would eat me alive.  
 
    Somehow, my instincts told me that I could trust Indira. She was damn mean to everyone, but she’d supported me, and I’d for sure watch her six.  
 
    I returned with a basket of cut limes and ice and a bottle of expensive Martini among other expensive bottles of hard drinks.  
 
    “Why did it take you so long?” Indira asked, rolling her amber-brown eyes. “You aren’t a model employee even in your first few hours. Within five minutes here, you picked a fight, not counting that you got into a spectacular brawl yesterday before your interview. You’re mouthy and you like to stick your nose where you have no business. You even hissed at the boss like a bad feline. Girl, I don’t know how long you’ll last here. I might not waste my time and energy training you. I’ll just wait until you either quit or they get rid of you.”  
 
    What she said about getting rid of me sounded more like killing me. I steeled my shoulders and dropped my armful of supplies on the counter next to her. 
 
    “That’s very encouraging and inspiring when you listed so many of my flaws I’ve never heard of,” I said. “Which means you either have a twisted power of observation, or you care. You got quite a few fanboys in the kitchen, so I had an earful of you being the legendary lesbian barmaid in the supernatural world. And I brought you the ingredients for you to make Faery Legacy. I didn’t even know what the fuck that is. The chef said it’s your signature cocktail that involves ingredients like super vintage cognac, 1770 Kümmel Liqueur, circa-1860 Dubb Orange Curaçao, fairy dust, magical angostura bitters gathered from ancient days, and tons of bat shit.” 
 
    Indira roared with laughter despite herself. “You totally made up the ingredient of bat shit.”  
 
    “Rydstrom would love to have it.” I grinned at her. “Chef said the Fae mafia boss needs the Faery Legacy to entertain a few of his esteemed guests tonight.” I wondered if that mean chick who called herself some kind of freak queen was among them.  
 
    I wouldn’t be here to see to that, and a sudden jealous rage shot to my head.  
 
    “Rydstrom will want your head if he hears your version of the Legacy,” Indira snorted.  
 
    “He wants more than my head,” I murmured. Then internally I cursed myself for the slip of the tongue. I didn’t need any more drama today. 
 
    Indira arched an eyebrow. “What else would he want from you?”  
 
    And she called me out for sticking my nose where I didn’t belong.  
 
    “So, what are you, Indira?” I asked. “Should I look at you differently from now on?” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at me, and something that looked like threat glowed in them. “You have an issue with my being into chicks?” she drawled, but that wasn’t a question. 
 
    “What? No!” I said. “I don’t care who you want to screw. Go bang a duck, as long as the duck is willing and it’s consensual.” 
 
    “A duck can’t consent,” K chimed in, inching closer. I hadn’t paid attention that he’d been eavesdropping.  
 
    I gave both K and Indira a warning stare. “Then don’t fuck it or I’ll have an issue with you. As I said, it must be consensual. We’re all adults here.”  
 
    “Who said I want to fuck a duck?” She now sounded pissed, glaring at K, then at me.  
 
    I blinked. “You won’t?” 
 
    “I’m not having this conversation,” Indira said. “It’s going nowhere.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said. “I asked if I should look at you differently because you’re a legend of bartending.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t you say so earlier, so we didn’t need to get into the weird fucking a duck debate?” 
 
    “Because she’s trouble,” K said. “I knew it when I caught her messing with the gargoyle.” 
 
    Indira leaned forward and narrowed her eyes on me again. “You didn’t!” 
 
    I stepped back. “I only pinched its nose. I couldn’t resist. It’s cute. Oh, K checked its sex and confirmed that the gargoyle is a he.”  
 
    K glared at me.  
 
    A commotion rose on the east part of the floor. K growled and made a beeline toward the direction after another tough-looking bouncer.  
 
    “Hey.” I jerked my thumb in K’s direction and asked. “Early on, I punched a dude who had a hard time handling rejection. I saw his fangs on the pulse of a human girl’s neck. I think he’s a vampire.” 
 
    “Yup, he’s a cheap bloodsucker,” Indira said. “He didn’t tip well.”  
 
    “Fuck, vampires do exist,” I said. “That’s not good. Okay, so both vampires and Fae have fangs, but Fae have pointed ears too.”  
 
    Indira gave me an exasperated look. “That isn’t how you tell Fae apart from vampires. I’m a demifae—half-wolf and half-low Fae. I don’t have pointed ears.”  
 
    I stared at her diamond-studded ears. “So half-Fae don’t have pointed ears?”  
 
    “It depends.” She squinted at me. “But I can’t tell what you are, Evelina. Why’s that?” 
 
    “I’m one hundred percent human with great human parents.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure of your heritage. You might be adopted. You smelled like a human when you first came in, but your scent keeps shifting. I think someone must have put a strong glamour on you.” 
 
    I laughed drily. “Yeah, like my parents could afford it.”  
 
    Then I remembered the expensive fancy rifle Dad got. He’d said it was a gift. Who gave Dad such an expensive weapon? I’d never met any of his associates or friends, which was why it was so hard for me to find a clue to track down my parents.  
 
    Only after they were gone did I realize how little I really knew about them. I didn’t even know who our grandparents were, and if they were alive. I might have asked about them when I was little. And I’d assumed that my parents were both the only child of their families, so I’d never asked about extended relatives. Self-absorbed me took everything for granted—when I cried, they’d be there to hold me. When I fell, they’d be there to pick me up. And all those years, I’d been consumed with getting them to stay in one place for my siblings and me to have a root. I’d wanted us to stay in Spain or Australia where we’d visited briefly.  
 
    Now I was paying the price for my selfishness. 
 
    Wait. A vague memory popped into my head. Mom had once taken me to a shop when I was six years old. She told Dad the spell and runes were wearing out and needed to be renewed. The shop smelled of myrrh, scented soaps and candles, and an ocean of blossoms. An attractive, mature woman who looked like Adele had given me a sweet drink. When I woke up, I was in my own bed. I’d thought the shop and the lady had been a dream.  
 
    And then there was that one time a string of runes had glowed on my stomach at thirteen, and something like a tiny storm had moved under my skin. Dad had chanted and Mom had calmed me. The runes or marks never appeared again after that.  
 
    Unconsciously, I moved my hand to press against my belly, not sure if I’d imagined both events. Perhaps I was a mystery, too? But I didn’t like the idea.  
 
    Just then, Drake, the Fae guard who had escorted me through the back door yesterday, strutted toward us, his dark hair flapping around his chin like an underwear model on the runway.  
 
    I turned to rearrange glasses and napkins on the back counter, pretending to work diligently. Indira scrambled to the sidebar to take orders from three newcomers who looked like mages thanks to the robes they wore.  
 
    “Boss wants you in his office now, Evelina,” Drake said flatly. “He said even when the bar isn’t that busy, he doesn’t pay you to come here for gossip.”  
 
    Damn, Rydstrom was going to fire me on my first day.  
 
    Indira tossed me a pitiful, regretful look over her tattooed shoulder.  
 
    I bit my bottom lip. I should have kept my big mouth shut.  
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    I was nowhere near as bold as yesterday. I had much to lose now. I’d gotten a six-figure job that I wouldn’t get anywhere else, and I needed to keep it at all costs.  
 
    So when I sauntered into the Fae mob boss’s office in my new barmaid outfit, I didn’t whistle, even though I wanted to since I was still impressed with the lush office of glass and steel. I warned myself to appear meek, very meek, but the attire that Drake made me wear before he allowed me to follow him here was getting in the way with my every pace.  
 
    It was three ridiculous pieces woven together: a purple off-the-shoulder blouse layered with a lace-up bond corset and a pompous pink mini-skirt with golden patterns. A corset! Who wore corsets these days? It looked like a Roma Bavarian maiden dress in a Shakespearean play.  
 
    Rydstrom raised his head from the spotless, shiny screen of his smart phone behind his expansive desk. His dark, bedroom eyes gave my shapely legs an appraising, unreadable glance. I blushed right away, the image of me thrusting my crotch in his face on the edge of his desk flashed by my eyelids.  
 
    “Hello, Mr. Rydstrom,” I offered him a sparkling smile. “You look refreshing and formidable today.”  
 
    He cocked an eyebrow. “Is that why you hissed at me when I came in this morning?” 
 
    My eyes widened, and I immediately put on an innocent look as I dropped onto the more comfortable chair in front of the desk.  
 
    “I was scowling at a guy behind you,” I said.  
 
    “There wasn’t any guy behind me.”  
 
    I rubbed my eyes and offered him a wounded puppy look. “I saw it wrong, then. Sorry about that. I slept only two hours last night.”  
 
    “What happened?” Concern lit up his piercing sapphire eyes, and my heart fluttered.  
 
    Suddenly, I wanted to drag him close, lean my head on his broad shoulder that could be a good, solid pillow, and cry my eyes out. And if he had a silk handkerchief with an embroidered R on it, I’d probably use it to blow my nose. 
 
    I’d been trying so hard to be strong, and lack of sleep mixed with anxiety and fear started to take a toll on me and made me short-fused and more vulnerable than ever.  
 
    “I was nervous.”  
 
    He arched an eyebrow again, which was damn sexy. Must he do that in front of me while I could barely trust myself? “You don’t seem the nervous type.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m that type. I was nervous about my first day at work. I was super worried you’d fire me before giving me a chance.”  
 
    “Because you gave me a faked last name and a wrong address on your resume?”  
 
    I nearly jumped out of the chair. How could he know that? I stared at him, my heart pounding painfully. “You know where I live?” 
 
    “And I know which schools your six siblings attend,” he said, leaning back in his high dragon chair, which looked fancy, shiny, and expensive.  
 
    He wore a dark designer shirt, the material top quality. His sleeves rolled up to his muscled mid-forearms, and his hands were large, manly, and beautiful. How would it feel to have those hands all over my warm, needy body— 
 
    I ripped my heated gaze from his toned torso and fixed above his lips as I registered I was ogling him while fantasizing him doing some wicked, dirty things to me. Then I realized that I made another mistake by peering deep into his eyes that held the dark, dangerous mystery of another world. Those eyes brimming with power and sensual fantasy drew me in until I was lost in their depth, and I kept falling.  
 
    I cleared my throat. “Hey, listen. Uh, sorry, where were we?”  
 
    “We were talking about your six siblings, Evelina Greene,” he said. “Do you have something else to tell me without feeding me more elaborate lies?”  
 
    He now knew about my siblings and where we lived. Would he become a threat to my family? Should we move again? Rowan and Baron both claimed I was their fated mate, though it was obviously a delusion on their part. But they would protect me from Rydstrom if things turned sour for me in the Claws, Fangs, and Fiends. Right?  
 
    And since Rydstrom had done a background check on me, he must know about the disappearance of my parents, too. And that must be what he wanted me to tell him.  
 
    I gripped the chair, considering my options. Rydstrom was a powerful man. He was way more experienced and resourceful than a college dropout like me. My parents’ disappearance had turned darker, and the Fae boss might have a connection to the dark world.  
 
    He might be more connected and efficient than the LAPD. I had called the detective who handled my parents’ case every day, and Detective Dallas was now screening and avoiding my calls. I would visit his station soon, yet I knew it’d be a waste of time. For one thing, the cops in the city were already overwhelmed with numerous unsolved cases, and a truckload of new cases dropped on their laps every day.  
 
    They wouldn’t prioritize my parents’ case since I wasn’t a rich, influential person. I was just a case to them, one they might never solve. After a while, they’d add my parents’ case to many others at the bottom of the drawer, forget it, and eventually label it as a cold, dead case.  
 
    I looked at the Fae in front of me. For a second, I had such an urge to tell him everything and ask him to help me, but then I shut my mouth. I should only trust and rely on myself. I wouldn’t lead more danger to my parents. And Rydstrom was the ultimate predator. Even Indira didn’t know much about him, and he’d come to the scene right before my parents had vanished.  
 
    He had checked out my background and discovered my siblings. Who would go to such lengths to get intel on an insignificant employee unless he wanted something from me? 
 
    “Yes, I have something to tell you, and it isn’t an elaborate lie,” I said as I glanced down at my outfit with a frown and shuffled the fluffy hem of the skirt. Indira was going to laugh her ass off, and some dudes might get grabby seeing me in this type of dress, not that I’d ever let them get a handful of my butt cheek. “I’m truly not a fan of the dress code. You sure I have to wear this behind the bar?” 
 
    He leaned forward, studying me, his face merciless and beautiful, and his scent of male, midnight fire, and faint citrus drifted to my nostrils. I inhaled, then held my breath as I didn’t want to be influenced by him again.  
 
    Damn these Fae males. They smelled unbelievably good, and whenever I took in their scent, I thought nothing else except for sex.  
 
    “Yes, Evelina,” he said. “That’s your uniform. If you don’t fancy this one, there are a few others for you to choose from.” 
 
    I’ve seen the others. Drake had rushed me to pick one. The other ensembles were even more outrageous. I’d never wear the sexy warrior corset with a few strips of studded trim they called a skirt, or the red long gown with a waist cincher, or the horrifically tacky gypsy garb of riot colors—the top had exaggerated shoulder bang and coin trim, the very mini-skirt started below the waistline and I wasn’t kidding, and the yellow headband might make me look a dumb pirate.  
 
    “But Indira is wearing a vest and pants.”  
 
    “Indira is a seasoned barmaid,” he said. “She’s earned the right to wear whatever she pleases.”  
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Is this your habit—bitch about everything?” 
 
    I looked at him with a shocked expression. “No, I don’t bitch about anything! I’m not a difficult person. I’m just—I want to make sure this isn’t a punishment.”  
 
    “Why did you think it was a punishment, Evelina?” he asked curiously.  
 
    And my stomach did a stupid flap at how my name rolled off his tongue—it was nearly a purr.  
 
    “Well, you thought I lied to you,” I said defensively.  
 
    “You did.” His voice turned hard.  
 
    So, this was a punishment, then.  
 
    “You aren’t going to fire me, right?” I asked, looking as friendly and meek as I could. “If you went to such trouble putting me in this monkey suit.”  
 
    “I won’t if you make it up to me.”  
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “For what? I didn’t do anything…wrong, not really. I only lied to protect my family.” 
 
    “You didn’t finish the dance yesterday.”  
 
    “I’m not going to do it again!” I exploded. “It wasn’t my fault. You kicked me out unfairly for some mean chick who called herself whatever queen. And don’t tell me that you’re also a king, or I’ll start calling myself the Queen of Scotland.” I pulled my teeth back in a jealous half-snarl. “I bet you entertained her well yesterday.”  
 
    He laughed. “I thought you enjoyed it when you danced like that. You’re a natural, a wild wind. But I didn’t call you here to talk about your sparkling personality or hurricane temper. I called you here to sign the contract.”  
 
    His laughter was darkly sensual, like a wet dream. Heat twirled from my belly and went all the way down. I tried not to squeeze my thighs. He’d see it.  
 
    Rydstrom pulled out a load of paper from a drawer and laid them out on the desk in front of me. “It is magically binding,” he said. “And there’s only one rule for you to work in my club.” 
 
    My heart pounded. That one rule might be lethal and bad for me in every sense. But I’d come so far and overcome many obstacles. I wouldn’t flip him the finger and walk out unless I had absolutely no choice.  
 
    I licked my lip. “What is it?” 
 
    “No flirting with anyone except me.”  
 
    I sat back in the chair, stunned. “And if I do?” 
 
    “I kill them,” he said flatly, yet his sapphire eyes glittered with vicious heat.  
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    Before I could reply, an explosion blasted in the club. 
 
    “Stay here,” Rydstrom ordered, already rising from his chair. He strode to the balcony door, pulled it open, and stepped out.  
 
    I followed him gingerly into the balcony. It was spacious, but instead of standing by his side, I remained behind him, peeking down and using him as a shield.  
 
    A plume of purple smoke and fire erupted from the center of the dance floor. Patrons fled the hall in all directions, shoving each other to get out of harm’s way. The dancing girls hurried through the backstage. A bouncer directed them to safety.  
 
    A second later, the smoke thinned, revealing a girl who looked like my age or slightly younger encaged inside a dark purple orb. Frantically, she slammed into the wall of the orb, trying to break out. Tears streamed down her pretty face and fear darkened her hazel eyes.  
 
    I couldn’t tell if she was a human or not, even though her ears were a bit more pointed than round. And some asshole must have cut the other half of her hair short just to see the shape of her ear.  
 
    I didn’t care what her race was. No one should be treated and attacked like that.  
 
    “Help her!” I called, then turned, about to bolt downstairs to release that girl.  
 
    An arm grabbed my waist, pulling me against Rydstrom’s side. “You stay with me, Evelina,” he said, his powerful voice daring me to disobey him. 
 
    Yet I struggled. “We must help her,” I cried. “They’re going to hurt her.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” he growled.  
 
    A dozen armed males emerged from the dispersed smoke and stalked toward the trapped girl. Three of them had white hair sprinkled with gold. I could tell from their lanky build and pointed ears that they were Fae. The rest of the mob appeared to be a mixed bunch, though I couldn’t tell them apart. The girl stared at them in horror.  
 
    Then, Drake, K, and six dark-haired, warrior-looking males crashed into the white-haired Fae and their henchmen. The dance floor instantly became a warzone. 
 
    Steel crossed steel, the piercing sounds echoing in the club. Fists and feet flew in a flurry of punches and kicks. Both groups were skilled fighters. The outsider team outnumbered the club team, but the club team was more ferocious and brutal.  
 
    All of them moved faster than any human could. A blade buried into someone’s stomach. A blood mace smashed into another’s skull.  
 
    My eyes went round as blood splattered everywhere on the floor and tainted the orb, where the girl screamed inside. Many patrons who hadn’t fled watched the fight from a distance. Some of them made excited comments as if this was a normal sport to them.   
 
    A dark wind blasted out of Rydstrom, hitting the floor and separating the fighting men. The air vibrated with his power. I shuddered, just like the others on the ground, and he held me closer to him.  
 
    Rydstrom’s men lined up on one side, protecting the girl in the orb, and the white-haired Fae and their gang stayed on the other side, facing off Rydstrom’s warriors. Both parties gripped their swords, which still dripped blood. 
 
    Three men were down, and they belonged to the other team. The tension in the club was like a burning knife cutting frozen butter.  
 
    “Why did you trespass my club and challenge my men, Devyn?” Rydstrom asked, his voice soft yet deadly.  
 
    A white-haired Fae, who carried an air of self-importance, looked up. He was the tallest among his group. Engraved on his leather armor was a symbol of a sun rising on a crown of golden blades. I stared hard at it. The symbol looked familiar. But I couldn’t have seen it before. I’d only just learned about supernatural races. 
 
    The cocky Fae was as handsome as any other Fae, even with a long scar slashing across his lips at a forty-five-degree angle. Those cruel lips cracked into a sardonic smirk. 
 
    “King Rydstrom,” Devyn said. “I didn’t expect you to play house in the mortal realm. I thought it was merely a rumor.” His blue eyes traced to me for a second, then swiftly returned to Rydstrom. “I came to do what all pureblood Fae should do—hunt the dark ones until we wipe them out.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. Baron had initially thought I was a dark one. Last time I saw him, he’d claimed that I was his fated mate. I wondered when he would change his mind again.  
 
    I might need to ask for the definition of a dark one in the supernatural world, just in case the Fae psychopaths mistook me as one again and came hunting me. An incident of mistaking me as someone else had already happened once in my house, and I wouldn’t want the bad history to repeat itself and jeopardize my siblings.  
 
    I shivered again, just thinking of being hunted by looking like someone, and Rydstrom’s strong arm around me tightened protectively.  
 
    Devyn pointed the tip of his sword at the girl inside the orb. “That darkfae evaded our pursuit and hid in your nightclub, thinking she would find asylum here. Rumor says Claws, Fangs, and Fiends is a shelter for rogues, half-fae, and darkfae. I hope Your Majesty proves it’s only a rumor today by ending the dark one with your capable hands.” 
 
    The club turned deathly quiet at the heavy accusation. Worry for the girl twisted my stomach. I might be the only one who was clueless about the laws and rules of the Fae.  
 
    This place didn’t abide by human laws. It was its own badland. If I was smart, I should run away from this place. But then what other choices did I have—how was I going to feed six hungry mouths with minimum wage even if I could manage to work three jobs?  
 
    Life is never supposed to be fair. Mom had drilled that concept into my head whenever I bitched about the unfairness of life. My parents didn’t want any of us to be entitled, ungrateful brat.  
 
    Rydstrom chuckled dispassionately. “So your queen instructed you to drive that girl into my club to provoke me and put me on a tough spot, so she can visit me again later?”  
 
    “You misunderstood my queen’s intention,” Devyn said. “Queen Brigantia has only Elfame’s best interest at heart. She also wants to remind you that as the King of the Night Court, you have an obligation to the realm of Fae as well. You must fulfill the agreement between all four courts and diligently hunt the dark ones—”  
 
    “I am not playing your sick hunting games,” Rydstrom said, his voice sharper than cold blades, and everyone on the ground floor flinched. I pressed closer to him. “I don’t give a fuck whom you hunt outside my club, but you should not come in to my territory and fuck with me. Claws, Fangs, and Fiends holds its own uncontested rules outside any jurisdiction of any court, be it mortals’ or immortals’.” 
 
    The white-haired Fae opened his mouth to argue, but Rydstrom’s voice thundered over his protest. 
 
    “You chose to violate its rules, and now you’ll suffer the consequences. My sentence is this: only one of you will get out of here alive and report to your queen, so no misunderstanding will come to pass between her and me. And unfortunately for you, Commander Devyn of the Dawn Court, the one who will crawl out of my club won’t be you.” 
 
    “You dare not, King of Night and Nightmares,” said the Dawn commander as apprehension flicked in his eyes. “My Queen will retaliate greatly if you harm me. Her Majesty still holds hostage your beloved—” 
 
    Rydstrom removed his arm from around me, and a wave of starlight lashed out from him. It morphed into a shapeless nightmare and tore into the Dawn Fae ranks. Devyn raised his sword and shield to fend off Rydstrom’s magic, a sheet of intense white light rising toward us.  
 
    Rydstrom’s darkness and starlight swallowed the white light.  
 
    Devyn didn’t stand a chance.  
 
    Screams of horror and agony burst from the dance floor as the hunters were all shredded to pieces, except for a Dawn Fae who looked like the youngest among his group—the one Rydstrom had promised to be left alive. The Fae dropped to one knee and shook like a tealeaf in the storm.  
 
    I shook for a few seconds, too, since it was the first time I’d ever seen such a brutal slaughter. Yet I wasn’t afraid of the male standing beside me, despite his displaying a nightmarish power that could shred any beings to bits, despite the chill coating my skin. Instead, strange and deep respect for him brewed inside me.  
 
    He’d risked a war defending a helpless girl and holding onto his rules.  
 
    When I went hunting with Dad at five, he’d shown me that I was a predator in my essence. And now when I met another ruthless predator, instead of fear, I felt a kinship.  
 
    “You’re free to go today, knight of the Dawn Court,” Rydstrom said to the last remaining Dawn Fae in his voice of steel. “Take care never to come back.”  
 
    He flicked a wrist, and a stream of starlight shattered the purple orb that encaged the girl. She scrambled to her feet, bowed deeply to Rydstrom, straightened her back, and gazed up at him like he was her superhero and she’d do anything for him.  
 
    I didn’t mean to, but I laid a hand on his forearm as if to stake my claim.  
 
    Rydstrom glanced at my fingers on him, and a faint, amused smile ghosted his lips for a fleeting second. Then he turned to his men. “Knights of the Night Court, take out the trash. Take care of that girl as well. She shall find shelter with Claws, Fangs, and Fiends should she seek it again.”  
 
    “Yes, my king,” the knights answered.  
 
    “Thank you, Night King. I’m forever in your debt,” the girl said, stars in her bright hazel eyes.  
 
    The club resumed its bustling activities. The patrons still inside shrugged, filed toward the bar to order more drinks, and laughed with their companions on the way, as if they’d just had a good, normal day. The dancers came back on stage, and other patrons who had fled the fight started trickling back in. 
 
    Was this how the supernaturals lived their lives, from one moment to the next?  
 
    Rydstrom peeked down at me. “Didn’t I tell you to stay behind?”  
 
    “I’m sorry to break it down to you,” I said, “but I’m not that kind of girl.” 
 
    “Yet you tried to hide behind me and use me as a shield.” 
 
    “Yet you pulled me upfront, exposed me to danger, and thought the worst of me afterward.”  
 
    “Bitching again? Come on. Show me your best side, then.”  
 
    His arm sneaking around my waist, he pulled me against his hard chest. I heard gasps from the women beneath the balcony, not from watching the fight and death, but from seeing how the Fae King—I still needed to check out the legitimacy of his title when I had time—half-carried and half-dragged me back into his lair.  
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    When I hustled down the stairs and returned to the bar, still unhinged, Indira squinted at me critically.  
 
    “What the fuck are you wearing?” she asked.  
 
    “The barmaid uniform,” I said, rolling my eyes.  
 
    I walked past her to get myself a strong drink to calm my nerves, the rear of my skirt bumping up and down, making me feel like a peacock.  
 
    “I protested it,” I continued, “Obviously. But Rydstrom insisted on my wearing such a tacky piece before he allowed me to enter his office and sign the magical contract.”  
 
    I winked at her to stress the word magical. I’d faked a signature and lied about my exact birth date, which the Fae mob boss didn’t catch. Since I didn’t truly endorse the contract, I doubted it would actually bind me. Unlike Fae, I could lie easily. I’d only played along to pacify Rydstrom and keep my job.  
 
    “He said you were an accomplished bartender, so you were allowed to wear whatever you pleased,” I continued. “I guess I’ll have to put up with this ridiculous garb for an entire week until I become proficient in bartending, and then I’ll go back and argue my case. Indira, you’re so lucky. You haven’t seen the other rags. I’d rather die than put on the gypsy one or the Roman sex goddess piece.”  
 
    Indira looked at me in horror for a moment, then the next, she roared with belly laughter. 
 
    K snickered and shook his big head before returning to the floor to clean up the remains of the hunters.  
 
    “Oh god, oh god,” Indira said, still laughing between her gasps. “I’ve never heard the boss make a practical joke until today.”  
 
    She ceased to laugh when she spotted rage on my flushed face, yet her body still vibrated from the effort of silent laughing. She even bit the bottom of her lips in order not to make any noises.   
 
    Now I knew what it was. That Fae bastard hired me for his personal amusement. First, he tricked me into strip dancing for him, and now he had me wearing the garb everyone was laughing at.  
 
    Yet I didn’t have time to storm upstairs and give him a piece of my mind. I had to go pick up my siblings from school.  
 
    “He’ll pay,” I told Indira, my nostrils flaring, before I went to change back to my own clothes. “I’ll make sure of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I was still fuming on my way home.  
 
    The club and the schools were in opposite directions with my house in the midpoint. It was convenient for me to go home and change out of my work clothes before going to pick up my siblings.  
 
    Despite my anger and humiliation, my thoughts were filled with Rydstrom, with how he crushed me against his hot body. How heat seared through his sapphire eyes when he looked at me. And it wasn’t just lust between us. I felt connected to him, even trusting him on a primal level. When Rydstrom touched me, it felt somehow familiar, as if it should always be that way.  
 
    My thoughts drifted to Rowan and Baron. I was undeniably drawn to them, too. How could I be attracted to all three of them at once? Was that the definition of being a slut?  
 
    If it was, no way I would admit it to anyone.  
 
    All three Fae were powerful, lethal, and ruthless—the kind a smart girl should never get tangled with, but it wasn’t up to me now. Two of them were stalking me, the third was my employer, and my body disagreed with my every decision when it came to them. It was drawn to them like a tiny pin to a magnet. 
 
    I was a helpless fucking moth to their flame.  
 
    My heart lurched as two bulky men and a massive brown bear appeared in the middle of the road, running straight toward me. The bear’s fangs were larger than my forearm. Both men, one vested and one with no top at all, wielded long broadswords that emitted dark green light, and the vested one carried an extra ax.  
 
    I slammed on the brake instinctively. The sudden deceleration threw me to the wheel, while the bear leaped onto the top of my van. I heard myself screaming as giant claws ripped through metal.  
 
    The man in a vest leapt onto the hood of my van, his ax flinging into the windshield. I dodged the strike just in time. The ax pierced the windshield and glass shattered everywhere. The other dude thrust his blade into the driver’s window, breaking the glass too. It barely missed my rosy cheek as I lurched to the passenger side, shoved open the door, and flung myself out.  
 
    I hit the asphalt and rolled, years of training saving me from an awkward, painful fall. The van rammed into a thick cluster of bushes with unpleasant scratching noises and clanging.  
 
    If my reflexes hadn’t been superb, and if I hadn’t trained with Dad for years, I’d have been dead.  
 
    My mind ran at lightning speed as I considered my options before my attackers disentangled themselves from the vehicle. A quiet junkyard extended from the left of the lane. On its right side, the woods my parents had warned us not to enter loomed over the road.  
 
    Without a gun, springing into the junkyard would be a suicidal move when going against two armed, dangerous maniacs and a rabid bear. It would be too easy for them to corner me, and I’d never be able to shake them. So I bolted into the woods.  
 
    I couldn’t outrun the animal. I’d have to take it out fast, though I wasn’t sure I could. When I hunted with Dad in the jungle, he had focused on training my senses, alertness, and reflexes. We usually shot wild animals from a certain distance. My father would never put me in real danger.  
 
    I’d trained to be the hunter, and now I was being chased like prey.  
 
    “You’ve got the wrong girl!” I screamed at the top of my lungs as I sprinted for my life. “You fuckers got the wrong girl! You hear me? I’m not who you want!” 
 
    Stomping footsteps and silent paws rushed behind me, ignoring my pleading. I could sense their thrill at the hunt and vile satisfaction at smelling my fear. My heart pounded so hard from the terror I worried I’d die from my heart exploding before they got to me.  
 
    The bear pounced, right on my heels. I leapt high, my arm wrapping around the slim trunk of an ash tree, ignoring its rough bark biting into my skin. The bear’s claws slashed the bottom of my pants open and left a gash along my ankle. Hissing in pain, I twisted off the tree and landed on the beast’s back, the dagger from my boot already in my hand. I grabbed a fistful of fur and squeezed my thighs around the beast’s sides as it tried to throw me off. Then I plunged the blade into its thick skull.  
 
    The bear howled horribly, the rage-filled sound echoing in the dark woods. I yanked the dagger out and drove it into the beast’s eye. Blue light emitted out of the dagger, and the bear let out a last shriek and collapsed beneath me.  
 
    The dagger Dad had given me was infused with magic. 
 
    I ripped my dagger out of the animal’s brain and tossed myself off the fallen beast. With a flick of my wrist, I sent my dagger flying toward the bare-chested man. He twisted his neck an inch away and the dagger sailed into empty space.  
 
    “Now what you gonna do, dark one?” he said, a long, jagged scar twitching under his left eye. “Pound my chest with you bare hands and cry?” 
 
    “I’m not a dark one, you crazy batshit,” I said.  
 
    “Dark one or not, I don’t give two shits,” he said, prowling closer. “There’s a bounty on your pretty little head and I’ll get it.” 
 
    I backed up, panting hard. “What bounty?” 
 
    “Gold worth of ten million for your head.”  
 
    “That’s impossible,” I breathed. “The bounty can’t be right. I’m nobody. I can’t be that expensive. I’m not worth more than five grand, and you’ll kill the wrong, innocent girl for nothing.”  
 
    He stalked toward me with absolute determination to kill in his eyes.  
 
    “It’s better to wrong thousands than let one slip,” he quoted.  
 
    “Who sent you?” I groused as I continued backing up, trying not to ram into any trees. “At least tell me this, if you’re man enough.”  
 
    “Fishing intel before your demise?” He grinned, all yellow teeth. “There’s nowhere to run and nowhere to hide now, little girl.”He started whistling a song.  
 
    Fucker really enjoyed this. He wasn’t even upset that I’d killed the bear.  
 
    “Let me go, please,” I begged as his vested companion closed in on my right. Without my dagger, I needed to take one of their swords. “I’ll do anything you ask.” 
 
    “Maybe I should play with you for a little while,” Bare-Chest said. 
 
    “I’m good at blowjobs,” I offered, trying to sound eager despite my disgust. “Lots of dudes asked me to suck their dick and were extremely satisfied with my service.”  
 
    He crowed, his voice grating my sensitive ears. “Tempting. However—” 
 
    I dashed toward him without warning, but he moved as well, almost as fast as I. However, he made a mistake. He wanted to play a cat-and-mouse game with me before cutting off my head, so he grabbed me instead of impaling me with his sword.  
 
    While he spun me, trying to force me into a chokehold, I whipped out the pepper spray and shot it straight into his eye.  
 
    “Carolina Reaper, my favorite,” I informed him before he screamed. Every one of my victims acted the same. They were so predictable.  
 
    He released me and slapped a hand over his eye, howling and cursing. I struck his other wrist and took his sword from his nerveless fingers.  
 
    His pal stalked toward me with a sword and an ax. He must have retrieved it from the van. A trace of smoke emitted from the ax head.  
 
    My heart pounded hard at that freaky sight. Somehow I knew I wasn’t a match to the ax man with dark magic. I couldn’t run either. His ax would sail in the air and bury in the back of my skull. So I widened my stance and raised the sword, bracing for his attack.  
 
    Hopefully the shadow fire that aided me against the Nightling would come out to burn my foe to cinders, but I couldn’t count on luck again.  
 
    The attack never came.  
 
    A chilling wind swept through the eerie woods, shuffling leaves and shaking trees. The icy wind crashed into the ax man, chunks of ice instantly forming around him like a vertical coffin. Before he was turned into an ice statue, a huge golden lion tore into the man with a roar. When the powerful roar dropped, a beating, bloody heart fell from the lion’s enormous claw.  
 
    It happened so fast that the man didn’t even have a chance to scream.  
 
    I stared at the lion, frozen in place. It was magnificently beautiful, yet obviously a master predator. How was I going to battle such a lion? My arm trembled from the weight of the borrowed sword. It was too heavy for me, so it wouldn’t be of much use against that beast.  
 
    This was my life now. I would never get a break. Maybe I should just roll over and be done with it all.  
 
    The lion’s smoldering amber eyes roved over me, pleased at what it saw in its meal. And then it grinned, its tongue lolling out.   
 
    I waved the heavy sword. “Shoo. Shoo, lion! Do not come closer.” I added more menace into my voice. “I killed a bear that’s bigger than you.” I lied about the size, but the lion wouldn’t know. “And I’ll kill you if you jump on me!”  
 
    The lion stared at me, retracting its tongue. Maybe threatening a lion was a bad strategy. Perhaps I should treat it like a big housecat and not ruffle its fur wrong.  
 
    I tried again, using my sweet voice, though it shook a little. “I’m not your enemy, and I don’t taste good since I drank a shot of whiskey this morning. The alcohol is still in my bloodstream, which might be toxic to you.” 
 
    The lion wouldn’t understand me, but somehow he liked my voice because it was grinning at me again. So I kept talking.  
 
    “Don’t you laugh at me, lion! And don’t get any wrong ideas. You already have enough to eat. That bear would last you a week. Plus you have an iced man and—”I darted my gaze to where the bare-chested assassin had fallen, but he was no longer there.  
 
    A gun-gray wolf shook to its feet, snarling at me.  
 
    Before I could bring my sword around, the wolf lunged. The lion leapt in an arc at the same time. I ducked, hoping I wasn’t about to be torn apart. Just before the two beasts crashed, a wave of ice spears shot up from the forest floor and impaled the wolf.  
 
    Rowan ambled into the view, breathing out a trail of wintry fog. Ice crystals formed and extended before his feet, covering the ground. His trench coat billowed in the wind that whirled around him.  
 
    I dashed toward him as the lion crashed to the ground. The safest place now was beside Rowan. He looped his arm around my back and cradled me against his hard chest.  
 
    “Rowan,” I panted. “That man turned into a wolf in front of me! And there—” I pointed a shaking finger at the golden lion that didn’t get the wolf before the Winter Fae’s ice spears. “—there’s a laughing lion!” Then I swept my finger in the direction of the heartless iced man. “And that man tried to kill me! I think he was a mage since he had dark magic.” 
 
    Fawn’s words suddenly rang in my ears. “A mage, a wolf, and a bear walk into a bar.”  
 
    I didn’t recall seeing them in the club. Maybe the trio had spotted me with Rydstrom on his balcony and decided to follow me and take a stab at me. But how could my little sister catch a glimpse of the future?  
 
    “Don’t mind the stupid, pompous lion, Lady Evelina. I won’t let him touch you,” Rowan said, stroking my cheek gently. “You’re still in shock, but you’re safe now. I’ve secured the perimeter.”  
 
    The lion snarled in response, and I ducked behind Rowan, peeking out. Golden light shimmered, then the lion morphed into Baron. 
 
    Baron glowered at Rowan before he turned to grin at me. A strand of his wine-red hair dropped over his deep amber eyes. He looked like a lion god—hot, sexy, and emitting incredible power.  
 
    “You—you—” I stuttered. Though I had met a few shifters, mostly werewolves, in the Claws, Fangs, and Fiends, none of them had shifted to their animals in front of me like that. So, I wasn’t exactly used to this kind of scene, given my shaky state now after being attacked multiple times. “Lion or not, stay away. I warn you. Shoo.”  
 
    “My mate asked you to stay away, Baron,” Rowan said, icy warning in his tone. “And you’ll oblige, or I’ll make you.”  
 
    “I’m not going to stay away from my mate. She’ll get used to my lion form as well.” Baron strode toward me. “And you’ll only waste time fighting me, Winter King. You know our powers are equally matched and cancel each other out. We can battle for centuries and everything would just be the same.”  
 
    Rowan gritted his teeth, but he didn’t dispute his half-brother’s words.  
 
    Now both Fae stood with me, sandwiching me. I needed some space, but I also felt protected with them shielding me like this. Their body heat radiated around me, expelling the chill in my bones caused by being hunted like a wild animal.  
 
    Then another kind of fire swirled in my belly that had everything to do with their proximity. My body purred at the two desirable, powerful males’ undivided attention.  
 
    I tried to hold onto my self-control and gather my incoherent thoughts as their scents mingled, filling my lungs with the smell of fresh snow, summer rain, and wood spice. No human male could ever affect me like this.  
 
    “Are you hurt?” Rowan asked, and then both Fae started to inspect me. Rowan checked my upper half, gently patting my chest, stomach, and back. Baron dropped to one knee to check my legs and feet, his gaze zeroing in on the rip in my pants.  
 
    Now that I was no longer running adrenaline, the gash in my ankle started throbbing.  
 
    “I want to kill that fucking bear all over again,” Baron cursed and curved his fingers around my ankle.  
 
    I felt a slight burn and looked down. A golden sunbeam streamed out of Baron’s palm and traced over the three-inch slash along my ankle. A tingling of warmth, and the gash sealed in front of my eyes.  
 
    “Uh, thanks.” I blinked. “That was handy.” 
 
    Baron straightened and looked into my eyes. “I don’t just kill. And you were being modest when you said you don’t taste good.” His amber eyes smoldered, full of mirth and heat. “You’ll taste delicious, Evie.”  
 
    My face flushed, and Rowan growled at him. 
 
    “I’m so glad you guys got here in time,” I said before the two started bickering again. “But how? How did you know?”  
 
    “We tracked the assassins before the attack,” Rowan said.  
 
    “What?” My softened expression turned to scowl. “And you didn’t come to aide me earlier?” 
 
    “After some debate, Baron and I agreed that we had to let it play out, so you could prove yourself first,” Rowan said, brushing a stray hair behind my ear. I swatted his hand away, focusing on the anger coiling through me instead of the shiver of pleasure at his touch.  
 
    These Fae were contradictory. They’d posted the knights outside my house to guard me. They also guarded me themselves last night and vowed that nothing could get to me during their watch. And now when I was battling for my life against three hunters, they’d stood by before finally stepping in.  
 
    I could have died.  
 
    “No fainthearted woman can be my queen,” Baron said. “My court won’t bow to a weak queen.”  
 
    “I didn’t completely agree with Baron’s method, Lady Evie,” Rowan said over my furious look. He was excellent at throwing his half-brother under the bus. He smiled at me, icy fire in his gray-blue eyes. “You proved to be courageous and cunning. Those are great qualities for a Fae queen. Your fighting skills need some improvement, but as a queen, you won’t need to fight. Your only lack is your ignorance of our customs and court politics.” 
 
    “How dare you blame her for that?” Baron glared at Rowan. “Lady Evie was raised in the mortal world. Nothing she lacks is her fault.”  
 
    Wow. They flattered me up, then insulted me more.  
 
    “Must you always rudely interrupt me while I am talking to my mate?” Rowan grated. “I’d never blame Lady Evie for anything. I was merely trying to gently explain to her that I’d send the best court scholars to coach her, so she’ll have nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Don’t bother, Winter King,” Baron said. “I’ve arranged to have an excellent court counsel from the Summer Court…” 
 
    I was speechless as they got into the long dispute. Their arrogance indeed had no bounds.  
 
    “When the sun rises in the west and sets in the east, then I’ll be the queen to either of you.” I cut in.  
 
    Baron winked at me. “Talk like the future Summer queen, my lady. In Elfame, the sun rises in the west, opposite to the mortal world.”  
 
    I opened my mouth and shut it. Then I opened it again. “How’s this then—you can both stick your invitations to make me your queen where the sun doesn’t shine.” 
 
    Rowan frowned at me. “I don’t get the expression, but it sounded rude.”  
 
    “I’m done with you two,” I said as my mood turned fouler. “Just get out of my face. I’ve had enough today.”  
 
    They wouldn’t move, so I shoved them back and strode back toward the main road. My van and my siblings consumed my thoughts. I doubted that I could drive a car in that condition to pick up my charges. And I wouldn’t get a paycheck to fix it until the end of the week.  
 
    When it rained, it poured.  
 
    I took a deep breath and fought back tears. I’d survived today, hadn’t I?  
 
    What about tomorrow? The wolf-dude said someone had placed a bounty of ten-fucking-million dollars’ worth of gold on my head. What had I done to deserve that? People would kill for less than ten grand.  
 
     Anxiety and fear twisted my stomach, and my knees went wobbly with each step.  
 
    “Lady Evie.” Baron caught my elbow when I stumbled over some twigs. “I got you. You can lean on me. I won’t let you perish.”  
 
    I could lean only on myself. If I trusted the wrong people, I’d doom my family.  
 
    Both Fae strode beside me with their long strides and undefeated confidence, which I utterly lacked now.  
 
    “I understand that you’re upset, Evie,” Rowan said, lacing his fingers through mine. “But I have everything under control.” 
 
    I yanked my hand out from his, even though his touch made me crave more. I was still mad as hell and shaken with dread.  
 
    “You don’t have a damn thing under control,” I said mercilessly. “You should have incapacitated the wolf shifter instead of killing him, so I could at least question him on who sent him after me. But now I got nothing. Nothing. As a self-anointed king, that was a pretty shortsighted move.”  
 
    Baron chuckled at me scolding his rival.  
 
    “You’re no better.” I paused on my path and spat cold fury. “Rowan already iced the dark mage, and you couldn’t wait until I got answers before tearing his heart out like it was a sport to you? Do you know someone placed a bounty worth ten million in gold on my head? I’m marked for death. And do you know how traumatizing it is for me to kill a sentient being for the first time today, even though it was either kill or be killed, even though he was in his animal form when I stabbed him to death? I’ll wake up from nightmares every night for a very long time!”  
 
    They were utterly silent and still, and both Fae looked at me as if it was the first time they’d ever seen me.  
 
    Shaking my head, I kept going. Why did I even bother explaining to them or throwing a fit? They were monsters. They’d never think like humans. They even took pride in being my stalkers.  
 
    They strode on either side of me like shadows I couldn’t get rid of. Rowan laced his icy fingers with mine again. I tried to shake him off, but he wouldn’t let me go, and then I just let him, too tired to care or to fight.  
 
    “The wolf aimed for your throat,” he said. “I killed him because I was overcome with rage and self-loathing. I’d risked you when they first attacked you. I couldn’t risk you again. I’ve learned what I needed by hiding my presence from their sight, and now we know there’s a bounty on you.” His voice turned to the hardest ice. “I and my elite knights will always be around you from now on. We wouldn’t have found out who placed the bounty from those assassins, since in such matters the source is magically protected and the information sealed by blood. The hunters would have died in agony if even a spark of intention to reveal the truth crossed their minds. Whoever wants you dead is very powerful, resourceful, and vicious.”  
 
    “No shit,” I said. My lips thinned. My entire face crumbled with anxiety and icy dread.  
 
    I might need to send my siblings away, but where could they go? Who else could take care of them? And if any bounty hunter tracked them down and used them to get to me, I’d only have put them in harm’s way.  
 
    “You have me and my knights, Evie,” Baron said, grasping my other hand in his. “They’ll have to go through me to get to you. And I’ll find out which coward wants to murder my mate, and I’ll tear his heart out with my bare hands and eat his black heart.” 
 
    I swallowed. The best bet was to accept the powerful Fae’s protection, no matter how much I didn’t like to owe them a debt.  
 
    “I don’t need your protection,” I said softly. “But I need your men to guard my siblings, all six of them.”  
 
    “It’s a package deal, Evie,” Rowan said. The two of them were still competing and comparing the size of their dicks, even on my security details. And I hoped their rivalry only worked to my benefit. “I’ll help search for your parents as well.”  
 
    I stopped cold and whipped toward him. “What?” I stared at the Winter Fae, my heart drumming. “What did you say?” 
 
    “You think all I do is gaze upon you at midnight after I realized that you’re my true mate?” He sighed. “I’m the Winter King. Wouldn’t I collect all the intel I could about my future queen? You don’t need to guard your secrets from me anymore, Evie.”  
 
    “My Summer knights had started the search since the day I learned about the disappearance of your parents,” Baron cut in, ignoring Rowan’s glare. “The Summer Court is determined to take the lead on this matter. The human cops won’t help you, but I’ve got this, Evie.” 
 
    Warmth for them welled up in my chest for the first time. I swallowed hard to hold back my tears. “Have you made any progress on finding my parents?”  
 
    “Let’s talk further in a more private setting,” Baron said.  
 
    I let them lead me through the woods, my fingers in their large, strong hands—one colder than new fallen snow, one hotter than summer sunlight—until the three of us stopped in front of the wreckage of my van.  
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    Both Rowan and Baron had an armored van parked on the street next to my house. Their knights monitored the neighborhood yet blended into the surroundings. With their glamours in place, they could easily hide from human eyes.  
 
    Rowan and Baron started giving me a crash course on the supernatural world on the way to their vans. We ended up taking Rowan’s five-row black SUV to pick up my siblings while Baron’s SUV trailed behind us as a backup.  
 
    I perched between Rowan and Baron in the backseat. Only now did I start to register that they were serious about this courting business. They weren’t just regular stalkers as I’d deemed them.  
 
    Yet I didn’t know where we would go from here with all these entangled relationships. I might be headed toward a cliff on a fast train. But I’d take any risk to find my parents and bring them back to my siblings.  
 
    “It’s possible that your parents aren’t in the human world anymore,” Rowan said, putting my hand on his strong thigh, and lust burst in me.  
 
    I immediately scolded myself. I should focus on getting the information on my parents’ case instead of letting stupid hormones decide the next train of my thoughts.  
 
    Baron got my other hand, his thumb caressing my inner wrist, sending pleasant shivers all over my body, then he brought my hand to his lips and brushed a hot kiss on my palm. My core instantly tightened at the sensation.  
 
    Rowan scowled at Baron and brought my hand to his lips, too.  
 
    A sexy ice Fae on one side and a hot sun Fae on the other turned my brain to mush. I desperately tried to concentrate and hear their theories about my parents’ disappearance. But I couldn’t fight my weakness for them today. Not after three bounty hunters had almost gotten me.  
 
    “Where can they be if they aren’t in the human world?” I asked. 
 
    “They might be on the other side of the Veil,” Baron said.  
 
    “The Veil?” I asked.  
 
    “The barrier that separates the mortal realm from the immortal realm,” Rowan said.  
 
    “I’ve never heard of it.” I blinked. “Why would my parents go to the immortal realm?”  
 
    Yet part of me had started to pick up all the odd pieces and clues over the years—how Dad had trained me to use my hyper senses that no regular humans seemed to possess, the mysterious shop they’d taken me to for spells, the arcane glyphs that had beamed on my body, and the shadow fire that had blasted out of me and driven away a Nightling.  
 
    “Your parents might not be what they appeared to you,” Rowan said. “We suspect they’re mages.” 
 
    “You don’t have evidence for that!” I shouted. “I have known them my entire life. My parents wouldn’t lie to me.” 
 
    But they hadn’t told me the truth, either.  
 
    “Maybe they were trying to protect you,” Baron said with sympathy.  
 
    “Take me to this Veil after we pick up my siblings,” I demanded.  
 
    “One must have enough magic to cross the Veil,” Rowan said. “You aren’t human, Evie. You’re being glamoured. The spells that hide your essence are so powerful even I can’t unwind them. I think they also sealed your power. You’ll have to wait until you reach your twenty-second birthday and go through the Turning to peel off every glamour, spell, or curse placed on you. The Turning will also unlock your potential. I’ll then take you to the Veil when you’re safe to pass through it.” 
 
    Baron squeezed my hand gently. “I’ll be with you every step of the way.” 
 
    They all knew about my age. Rydstrom had also asked me how old I was—in fact, he’d insisted on knowing my age. It was as if they were all waiting for me to reach my next birthday and see what would become of me.  
 
    What was this Turning that they talked about?  
 
    I’d passed the point of denial. Like it or not, I’d stumbled into the magical world, and every supernatural I’d met was a predator. Now I wanted to learn everything about their world and learn it fast, so in the end, I’d survive. And my family’s survival depended on me.  
 
    And it might just open the right door to recover my parents. That alone was worth the risk. 
 
    “Tell me about a Nightling,” I said.  
 
    Both Fae’s expressions twisted with loathing and hatred.  
 
    “Nightlings are the Night King’s creatures,” Rowan said icily.  
 
    Baron clenched his jaw. “My court is still investigating Rydstrom’s involvement with the Nightling that appeared at your home.” 
 
    I widened my eyes. “Rydstrom, the nightclub boss?”  
 
    Rydstrom had wanted me dead? But the way he looked at me spelled the opposite. And he’d gone to a great length to protect the girl whom the hunters had condemned as a darkfae.  
 
    “He’s also the Unseelie King of the Nightmare Court,” Rowan said. “He’s extremely dangerous.”  
 
    That was the pot calling the kettle black. I didn’t want to keep talking about Rydstrom, at least not with Rowan and Baron, so I changed the subject. “What is a dark one?” 
 
    “Darkfae,” Baron said with distaste. “They’re illegally bred between demons and light Fae. The archdemons—the former fallen angels—conspired with rogue high Fae to procreate an army of hybrids that possess both light and dark magic. It’s forbidden, and the majority of darkfae don’t come out right. They’re more monster than anything else. The darkfae are the poison race that pollutes Elfame. They are a threat to the orders and magics of all four courts.”  
 
    “Any Fae has the license to kill a darkfae,” Rowan said, ice flame burning in his hard, gray-blue eyes.  
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    Soon all my siblings crammed into Rowan’s SUV. My shoulders relaxed once I could see them all. They were safe, and that was all that mattered.  
 
    The four boys squished in the back seat while Safiya called shotgun. Fawn sat on my lap, clinging to me like a shield. She’d predicted the assassins would come for me this afternoon, and now she wouldn’t let me go. She’d foreseen the Nightling, too. 
 
    How did my little sister know about impending violence? What was she?  
 
    As the driver took us home, Safiya turned around to face the Fae at my sides, her eyes sparkling above what she probably thought was an alluring smile. She kept throwing questions at them, and the Fae answered absent-mindedly now and then. Eventually they stopped responding completely, more focused on security outside the SUV. Safiya dropped her smile and faced the windshield again. 
 
    Emmett lightly touched my shoulder. “What happened to you, Evie?”  
 
    Despite my effort to pull myself together, I still looked deranged and crazed-eyed. Emmett was a sensitive kid. And not driving our van was a huge clue something had happened. 
 
    “Just a small accident,” I said. “We’ll get the van fixed.”  
 
    “My man will drive a warded transportation for you from now on,” Rowan said. 
 
    “She’s on my security details,” Baron growled.  
 
    “Evie?” Emmett touched my shoulder again, and I turned to look at him. He darted his eyes between the two Fae, his eyes wild and worried.  
 
    “I’ll explain later,” I said.  
 
    I didn’t like accepting outside help. I preferred handling everything myself, but I was no longer in a position to hold on to my pride while I had a bounty on my head and six kids to raise in the meantime.  
 
    I didn’t even know how to cope with the assassins’ corpses we left behind if the Fae knights hadn’t taken care of the issue. Dealing with human law enforcement when supernaturals were involved was going to be worse than a nightmare.  
 
    I might act cocky and confident, but I was completely over my head in this other world. I felt like a toddler stumbling along and trying to fend off hellhounds with a stick.  
 
    So, yes, I would swallow my pride and get any help I could, including aid from these two insufferable, arrogant, yet panty-melting Fae hotties.  
 
    “We can take a bus to school and back, you know,” Emmett said. “You don’t need to do everything for us.”  
 
    “No way!” Safiya whipped around to stare daggers at him. “We’d have to walk two miles from our house to get to the nearest bus station. And I’m not going to be one of the uncool kids taking a bus!”  
 
    “It’s not safe for any of you to take the bus, Emmett,” I said. “But thanks for trying to help.”  
 
    “Is the car behind us our bodyguards, too?” Cassidy piped up. “We’re royalty now!” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. The eight-year-old was vainer than anyone.  
 
    As we cruised down the street to my house, I didn’t spot any suspicious activities, except for the patrolling Winter and Summer knights.  
 
    Both vehicles parked in the driveway. The drivers joined their counterparts at the perimeter, and my stalkers waited silently while I hustled the kids out of the SUV and shooed them into the house. Then I faced Baron and Rowan.  
 
    “Uh, thanks,” I said. “I guess I’ll see you guys tomorrow?” 
 
    “I don’t want to say goodbye yet,” Baron said, flashing me a disarming smile. “I want to hang out with you more.”  
 
    He picked up human slang fast.  
 
    “I think we should take it slow,” I said.  
 
    “I can take it slow with you in your house,” Rowan murmured, his scintillating voice like ice melting on hot skin. “I won’t do anything without your permission, I promise. Baron can be a pest, but I’m harmless.”  
 
    These Fae were going to be the death of me. I didn’t want to part with them either, but I didn’t want them to cross the boundaries too soon. Inviting them into my home that sheltered my family was a huge leap, and I wouldn’t take it lightly.  
 
    “And I’d be thrilled to answer more questions,” Rowan added eagerly.  
 
    I crossed my arms. Human guys would get the hint, but Baron and Rowan had no subtlety and believed they would always get their way. Well, too bad for them, I wasn’t— 
 
    “Evie, I’d like to invite them in.”  
 
    “Fawn!” I snapped, wheeling to her where she stood at the doorstep. “You can’t just invite anyone in!”  
 
    My sister had no idea of what she’d invite into our house. Hadn’t I laid out the house rules for my siblings the other night, including not talking to strangers or inviting them in?  
 
    Fawn tilted her head to the side. “They aren’t just anyone.”  
 
    “I accept your kindness with gratitude, Lady Fawn,” Rowan and Baron said in sync, smiling at Fawn fondly and strolling past me toward our house.  
 
    Lady Fawn?  
 
    I stood there speechless for a second, and then stormed after them across my front lawn.  
 
    “The lawn needs to be tended,” Rowan said, turning and snapping at one of his knights at the curve of the alley.  
 
    If they wanted to trim the grass, fine, but I wasn’t paying for Fae labor.  
 
    Rowan stepped in my house as Fawn held the door open for him, but Baron paused on the stairs. He sniffed, then looked down at the threshold.  
 
    “Garlic, salt, and iron,” he concluded, then regarded me. “They won’t stop anyone from entering your house, not even vampires. Someone gave you bad advice, Evie. And when garlic and salt become stale, they often attract bad energy.”  
 
    My face burned. Stupid Google. I could have used that money to buy food. 
 
    Baron continued with an indulgent, smug smile. “But now you have me. You have access to a vast of valuable information.”  
 
    I ignored him but I followed him into my house, making sure that my siblings stayed put. When I walked into the kitchen, my eyes went round at all the groceries piled on the counters. Where had they come from? Rowan had removed his trench coat and laid it on the back of a chair. He rolled up the sleeves of his shirt and pulled stacks of T-bone steaks out of a grocery bag.  
 
    My jaw dropped open. Was I hallucinating?  
 
    Rowan pointed at Emmett and the twins. “You’ll assist me to make the best dinner ever.” 
 
    And my brothers answered his command as if his words were gold. I sighed at the injustice while Safiya perched on a stool and watched Rowan with a dreamy smile.  
 
    Well, the boys had food covered then. They didn’t need me in the kitchen. I tiptoed out of their territory, and found Cassidy interrogating Baron in the common room.  
 
    “Are you sure you’re Evie’s guardian angel?” Cassidy asked with narrowed eyes.  
 
    “Of course. I’m also Lady Evie’s best suitor,” Baron informed him.  
 
    I held back a snort. At least he didn’t say the word “mate” in front of my little brother.  
 
    “That’s fine. She has to marry someone eventually,” Cassidy said. “But I need proof. I’m not just going to let her marry anyone. She’s a catch. Where are your wings if you’re an angel?” 
 
    Smirking, I let Baron babysit my brother. For the first time, I forgot that both Baron and Rowan were actually Fae. Participating in my domestic life made them feel real for the first time. The pent-up panic and despair that had been building in me since my parents’ disappearance lessened a bit, as if the change had created a vent for those emotions to escape like black smoke rising from a chimney.  
 
    Fawn waited for me at the foot of the stairs. It was time I chatted with my little sister. I padded to her. She held my hand and we walked up the stairs to my room. 
 
    We sat in the middle of my bed and I started braiding her silver-blond hair. Her eyes moistened as I finished the braids. Mom used to do that for her.  
 
    “Everything will be fine, angel,” I said, kissing her crown. “I’ll take care of you. I’ll take care of everyone.” I paused for a second. “Fawn, how did you know the bad guys were gunning for me?”  
 
    The tears vanished as her normally gray eyes with depth beyond her years frosted with white.  
 
    “Fawn?” I called in alarm, holding her tiny arms. She was so fragile, so breakable. My little sister.  
 
    “One of us will be taken,” she said, her voice turning cold, sharp, yet somehow dreamy. It wasn’t the voice of a six-year-old. “You’ll turn. You’ll never be the same.”  
 
    A chill sank deep into my bones I feared I’d never get warm again.  
 
    “Who are you?” I demanded. “Are you my sister Fawn?” 
 
    “I’m the bone witch sent to you,” she said. “This body carries two souls—a young one and an ancient one. We must warn you, yet we must remain hidden from the true dark one who wants you dead.” 
 
    “Who wants me dead? Why?” My voice grew high-pitched. “Who’s the dark one?” 
 
    “Three kings have come. The wheel is turning,” the witch’s voice pronounced as coldness filled me. “One betrays. One breaks the heart. One sacrifices. One unites. Survive the Wild Hunt, or all will be lost.” 
 
    “What is the Wild Hunt?” I asked urgently, trying not to freak out. I had no doubt now that part of Fawn’s persona was a witch, a seer. “Who will betray me? If there are three kings, why are there four predictions?” 
 
    Rowan, Baron, and Rydstrom were Fae Kings from the immortal realm, and all three of them had come into my life. But where was the fourth? Was there a fourth?  
 
    Fawn gasped as if she’d just surfaced from a deep dive. The white fog left her eyes. My little sister had returned. I patted her back gently to help her breathe, and then she finally stopped shaking.  
 
    “Fawn?” I asked, my voice dripping with worry. “I’m here. Are you okay now, angel?” 
 
    She looked at me with wide eyes, then launched into my arms. She didn’t deal with handling two souls that well, either.  
 
    “I’m cold and tired, Evie,” she murmured.  
 
    “I’ll warm you up. I’ve got you, angel.” I hugged her small body protectively while pulling the blanket around her.  
 
    “Don’t leave us, Evie,” she whispered. “I see you leave one day.”  
 
    “I’ll never do that,” I said. “I’ll never leave you.”  
 
    To protect her, I vowed to never pry any information from my sweet, innocent, six-year-old sister. I would wait until the bone witch persona manifested to ask any more questions. 
 
    Dropping her little head on my shoulder, Fawn fell asleep. 
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    “What happened to that girl after I left?” I asked Indira as soon as I got behind the bar at Claws, Fangs, and Fiends.  
 
    “She’s safe now under Rydstrom’s protection,” she said. “But he might cause a war between the Fae courts.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The Fae kings and queens warred with each other for millennia. They’ve only had peace for less than twenty years after they signed the hunting the darkfae agreement.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. “How many kings and queens are in the fairyland?” 
 
    “Three kings and one queen: Summer King, Winter King, Night King, and Dawn Queen,” Indira said. Then she lowered her voice. “The Dawn Queen is the most formidable ruler. Rumor says she wants all the kings for herself. She’s only waiting for the Night King to surrender to her first.” 
 
    Black jealousy stabbed me, and blood thundered in my ears. The scene from two days ago wheeled in front of me. Rydstrom had kicked me out because the Queen of the Dawn Court was visiting him. The day we met he treated me like a passing fad, even though he’d expressed intense sexual interest in me.  
 
    Who could compete with a queen?  
 
    A dark thought clung to my mind. Was it possible that the Dawn Queen put the bounty on my head because some big fucking mouth reported to her that Rydstrom had taken an interest in me? Everyone had seen Rydstrom wrap his arm around my waist and half-drag me to his lair yesterday. 
 
    She might want to take out her rival. But how could I be a threat to her? And ten- million on my head was just nuts. But then Fae were nuts and they didn’t make sense. 
 
    The queen’s knights had entered the club to hunt a darkfae. The Nightling had called me a dark princess, and two Fae kings appeared moments later looking for a dark one. I shivered. The coincidences were piling up, and I didn’t like it one bit. 
 
    I swallowed hard. “Is the girl a darkfae?” 
 
    “Nope,” Indira said, her voice turning brittle and angry. “She’s a halfling—a half-Fae and half-human. Most pureblood Fae hold contempt toward half-bloods. If the Dawn Fae from yesterday had killed her like she was a piece of trash, no one would have done a damn thing to correct the wrong. If she hadn’t been inside the club, she’d be dead.” 
 
    Fear for Indira washed over me, and I laid a hand on her arm. “Are you in danger, Indira?” I asked. 
 
    If she were, I’d invite her to stay with my family. At least I had two security teams competing to guard me and my siblings now. She could be added to the security details.  
 
    She flashed a feral smile, her fangs showing. “No one dares to come near me. My pack protects me. And in the Claws, I’m also safe. Plus, my shifter gene is stronger, so I don’t smell like a half-Fae.”  
 
    “Is Claws a haven to halflings?” I asked.  
 
    “The hunting for the darkfae has gotten out of control,” Indira said. “Pureblood Fae can accuse anyone of being a dark one and kill them. Rydstrom established this place to protect some Fae. This ground doesn’t abide by human or Fae laws. Only the Night King’s rules.”  
 
    “I can see that,” I said.  
 
    Rydstrom had read the statement to the hunters yesterday before he destroyed them. It’d been brutal, but he protected the weak and helpless.  
 
    Indira leaned closer to me, her lips near my ear. “Rumor has it that Claws, Fangs, and Fiends was set up to find and aid the lost Fae princess, who’s close to twenty-two now. For a supernatural, there’s this Turning ritual—the transition from mortal to immortal. Once the individual survives the ritual, their natural power awakens. Turning is the most important event for any Super. If the Turning goes wrong, they go mad or end up dead. Not everyone can make the cut. Shifters and other supernaturals turn at eighteen, but a Fae always turns at twenty-two.”  
 
    My heart pounded. I was close to twenty-two. I shouldn’t be worried, right? A shadow fire had blasted out of me, but it was a one-time deal to save my siblings’ lives and mine.  
 
    The Turning had nothing to do with me.  
 
    “That’s crazy, isn’t it?” I whispered back. “And who’s this lost princess? Dude, I feel sorry for her parents.” I understood the pain of losing someone you loved. No, I hadn’t lost my parents. I’d find them.  
 
    Indira shook her head, and her nose rings chimed.  “The pureblood Fae have been killing any halflings of the right age to eliminate the chance she’ll resurface. The princess supposedly escaped the Dawn Court twenty-one years ago when she was a baby in a cradle.”  
 
    I felt goosebumps rising all over my skin at the chill.  
 
    “It’s a monstrous act,” I said, righteous fury coursing through my veins, “to kill the other innocents just to stop one intended target from getting away. Is the Dawn Queen doing this?”  
 
    “You aren’t Fae,” Indira said, adding ice cubes to the glasses lined on the counter to prepare for the next orders. “You don’t understand the politics in the Fae courts. Cruelty and heartlessness runs in every Fae’s veins. And we’re all monsters one way or another. The bitch Dawn Queen leads the hunt. Her goons killed a friend of mine and I vowed to get back at them one day. The hunters would rather murder thousands than let one princess slip through.”  
 
    “The bitch needs to die,” I said.  
 
    And I was marked for death because I was twenty-one? It sounded insane. But someone seemed hellbent on keeping me from reaching my next birthday.  
 
    Hot rage, dark fear, and cold panic twisted in my stomach until I felt the terrible heartburn. I grabbed the edge of the bar. I couldn’t lose cool in this perilous new world. My family needed me, so I must survive, no matter what.  
 
    “You okay?” Indira asked, frowning at me. “You need a strong drink?”  
 
    Luckily, we had fewer patrons this morning, probably due to yesterday’s violence, so no one was paying attention to me. 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, fine.”  
 
    For a second, I wondered if I should tell her about the bounty on me, but then I didn’t want to get her all worked up and worried. Besides, Indira had a big mouth. If she slipped her tongue and told her pack friends about the bounty, some of them might not be able to resist the temptation of ten million bucks.  
 
    I cleared my throat and tried to sound not too curious or nosy. “So, about this Turning. Have you ever been to one hosted in Claws, Fangs, and Fiends?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Only Rydstrom and his select few attend and supervise the ritual. K said they always did it in the heavily warded basement, one of the forbidden places in the club.” 
 
    I made a mental note to sneak into the forbidden basement once I was familiar with the floor plan of the club. Indira must have caught the glint in my eyes and warned. “Don’t even think about it, Evelina. You’ll get yourself killed. Not to mention that Rydstrom’s men are lethal and merciless. This club has many levels and hidden traps, all glamoured, which is beyond your pay grade. I can’t even tell what your power is or if you have any. Anyway, humans and most of the Supers are only allowed on the ground level. The second floor is for Rydstrom and his people. The rooftop is for private parties, events, and orgies once in a while.”  
 
    My eyes flew wide. “Orgies? Did Rydstrom frequent orgies?”  
 
    Indira rolled her eyes. “Of everything I just said, your brain only focuses on the orgies.”  
 
    “I don’t have a big brain.” I smirked. “Well? Did he?” 
 
    “In the past, he only came to the club for the Turning,” she said, indulging me. “Only lately has he been coming to his office every day. I don’t know what transpired, but I felt something—something big is brewing in the air. Shit will go down.”  
 
    “Shit always goes down,” I said.  
 
    A gorgeous vampire strode toward us and ordered a drink as if I were her servant. I poured the poison for her in a glass that I hadn’t cleaned. As she stalked away, the club’s maroon door swung open with a bang. 
 
    Rydstrom swept in like storm, shadows and wind at his heels. Dark electricity whipped the entire floor, silencing the club. Everyone was suddenly alert, sensing the biggest predator had just appeared among them.  
 
    Even I straightened my pose behind the bar, though I rolled my eyes the next second at his drastic entry.  
 
    His sapphire eyes pierced through space, ignoring everyone, and found me. Fury twisted his gorgeous face.  
 
    My heart stuttered, and I wanted to hide. Not that I was scared of him, but I didn’t want to get into any more trouble. He might have caught me rolling eyes at him.  
 
    “My office, Evelina. Now.”  
 
    I sighed as he disappeared upstairs. The shit storm always seemed to find me. 
 
    “Boy, he’s in a foul mood today,” Indira whispered to me. “That’s the third day in a row he called you to his office. Lay low and shut your big mouth. Whatever he says to you, you nod and agree. If necessary, apologize meekly.”  
 
    “Apologize for what?” I asked, nerves fluttering in my belly.  
 
    K strolled toward the bar, and I tossed a pleading look.  
 
    “I haven’t done anything wrong, right, K?” I asked.  
 
    “You’ve been gossiping since you came in,” he said.  
 
    “Hey,” I said with steel in my voice. “I was cleaning and restacking resources while my mouth moved.”   
 
    Then I hit my forehead with the heel of my palm.  
 
    “It’s the barmaid uniform!” I said. “That must be it. He’s mad that I defied him. How dare he! I should be the one who’s pissed at him bullying me into wearing it in the first place.”  
 
    I was wearing my own clothes today—a chic shirt with denim Leila jeans that hugged my hips nicely.  
 
    K gave me a flat look. “Give our boss some credit. He never gets upset over such a trivial thing. The small mind thinks small.”   
 
    “Or he might be unsatisfied with my performance yesterday,” I said, giving both K and Indira a meaningful look. “I think he caught me tossing a shot of whiskey at a rude werewolf before I was off my shift. Customers aren’t exactly gods, and we should be treated as dignified humans. So, K.” I offered him a friendly smile. “You know our boss more than Indira and me. I think he might even be fond of you. So, could you go to his office on my behalf and tell him that I’ve been working very hard and that yesterday’s incident was a one-time thing while I was in the middle of training?” 
 
    “First, we aren’t humans,” K snapped. “There aren’t dignified humans here. Second, I’m not gonna stick out my neck for you. You’ve been a menace since day one and I’ve been trying my best to tolerate you before the boss eventually fires you.” 
 
    My jaw dropped. “Ouch. I thought we were comrades.”  
 
    “Don’t call me comrade. I’m not Russian,” K said. “And the rude one you threw booze at isn’t a werewolf. He’s a merman who came to visit his cousin. Werewolves and mermen are very different!”  
 
    “They’re both shifters. What’s the big deal?” I said. Then I spotted Drake stalking toward the bar, glaring at me like a bulldog. “I’m coming! I’m coming! Jesus!” I shook my head. “Must they always be so serious and intense?”  
 
    I took a deep breath and marched to the formidable Fae king’s office with my chin held high.  
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    I stormed into the luxurious office of glass, steel, and style.  
 
    “If this is because I’m not wearing that outrageous barmaid outfit you bullied me into wearing yesterday,” I started, trying to sidetrack him from what I was really worried about, “I’m telling you—” 
 
    Rydstrom appeared at my side the next second, faster than a flash of dark lightning, his hand tilting my chin up as he looked me over. I stared back, confused at his abrupt and intense examination.  
 
    “I had only a cup of coffee and a small apple pie this morning,” I offered, trying not to squirm at the pleasant sensation of his touch. I wanted more of it, but I refrained myself from leaning into his palm. “Okay, maybe two pieces of cheesecake, too, from the kitchen, but I used a napkin after I finished. So there’s no reason for you to stare.”  
 
    “You were hunted yesterday, Evelina,” he said gravely.  
 
    “How do you know?” I jumped, then glared at him. Had he been involved? “Were you there?” 
 
    “I have my resources,” he said. “You were seen with me in the club yesterday. That might have been the trigger.” He scanned my other parts to make sure I had everything, and his delicious touch only made me purr and flush. Guilt and worry darkened his sapphire eyes. “Are you hurt anywhere?” 
 
    His obvious concern melted me. I was a sucker when people cared. So I didn’t want him to think the assault was his fault.  
 
    “I’m fine. Don’t worry about it,” I said. “The first assassination attempt happened before I came to work for you. Someone sent a Nightling to attack my siblings and me in my dining room a few days ago. Clearly they confused me with someone else. I hope I can get the message sent to the asshole. I’m not a dark one or anything, just a human girl trying to make her way in life.” 
 
    His brows furrowed. “A Nightling?” 
 
    “Yeah, the other Fae said it was a Nightling.”  
 
    “Describe it.”  
 
    I did.  
 
    He sucked in a breath. “That’s not a Nightling, Evelina. That’s a Demonca, a creature from Hell.” 
 
    “What?” I shrieked, jumping back from his touch. “Satan is after my ass too? What does he want from me? The Devil is real, right? If Fae, vampires, werewolves, and all sorts of supernaturals have come to your club, then Satan can be real. This is bad! OMG, Satan, the great serpent from Hell, put a bounty on me!” 
 
    “Not all Hell’s creatures are sent by Lucifer,” Rydstrom said drily.  
 
    “How do you know? Are you his pen pal?” I asked, my voice remaining high-pitched. To try to calm my tits, I ran a hand through my tangled hair. I hadn’t brushed it thoroughly this morning since I hadn’t slept well—again—and had rushed to get my siblings to school.  
 
    “We’ve had some dealings,” Rydstrom said. Hands in his pockets, he projected absolute calm, like he hadn’t just revealed some Hell spawn had tried to kill me. 
 
    “For real?” I breathed hard, trying to pull more air into my lungs. “Maybe you can talk to Satan if he’s the one behind the bounty? Tell him that he’s going to waste big money putting a bounty on a nobody like me. It shouldn’t be his style, right? And when the truth about him putting a hit on the wrong girl comes out, he’s going to be the laughingstock in the supernatural community.”  
 
    I knew I sounded ridiculous, but my mind was frozen with fear. Who wouldn’t be if Satan wanted her head?  
 
    “I don’t think Lucifer is behind it,” Rydstrom said. “But I’ll get to the bottom of this.” 
 
    Everyone kept saying that—the detective on my parents’ case, the Fae kings about the attacks against me—but no one had actually discovered anything yet. My parents were still missing. The attempts on my life continued. Fear and frustration warred inside me, and I struggled to think clearly.  
 
    “How do you know it’s not a Nightling? What makes you an expert?” A Nightling was bad, but a Demonca sounded worse. I desperately wanted to deny the possibility of Hell going after me. 
 
    “Nightlings are from my court—the Court of Nightmares,” Rydstrom said. “Some of the Nightlings might look similar to what you described, but the one that attacked you is not my subject.”  
 
    “Then I’m a dead woman walking,” I said. My knees wobbled, and I sank into one of the chairs facing his fancy desk.  
 
    “I won’t let you die. I’ll make sure you live to your old age,” Rydstrom said fiercely. He sat on the edge of the desk in front of me, his gaze intense. “A team of my knights will guard you day and night from this day forward.”  
 
    “What?” I blinked. “Why do I need so many rival teams to guard me? It’ll only create more conflict than it is worth. Two Fae dudes who claimed to be kings already offered me protection. They also bicker a lot, which makes my head spin.”  
 
    “Rowan and Baron,” Rydstrom hissed.  
 
    I nodded. “They know you, too. I have to tell ya that they aren’t your biggest fans, either. What did you do to piss them off?” 
 
    “I slew their father a century ago,” he said with a careless wave of his hand.  
 
    I was shocked to silence for a second. No wonder their feud ran so deep. But who was I to judge? They were Fae, territorial and ruthless. Any excuse to fight made them happy.  
 
    “The former king of Winter and Summer raped my sister before tearing her apart,” Rydstrom said, his sapphire eyes burning with old hatred.  
 
    I couldn’t blame him for that rage. I’d tear anyone apart if they laid a hand on my family.  
 
    “Did Baron and Rowan know why you killed their father?” I asked quietly.  
 
    “I never saw any reason to explain myself,” Rydstrom said coldly. “They aren’t my match in war.”  
 
    When it came to arrogance, no one could beat a Fae. But for once I couldn’t scoff, because I knew the pain of losing someone I loved. And the agony of Rydstrom’s loss had never gone away, never healed despite the passage of time.  
 
    I rose from the chair and stepped closer. His eyes tracked my movement, and his shoulders relaxed slightly when I brushed my fingers on his muscled forearm. “I’m sorry, Ryds.” 
 
    “I’ll be more than happy to remove both Baron and Rowan from your path,” Rydstrom said viciously as he stood. “It’s probably time to do so.”  
 
    “No, no, no!” I jerked my hand away, my fingers tingling from touching his skin. “You aren’t going to remove anyone without my approval. I’m not going over all the security details again. And if you boys fight each other, my family and I will end up being collateral damage. So quit the pissing contest and try to get along until this shit storm of bounty hunting is over.”  
 
    He narrowed his eyes at me, his shadow hissing and rippling at his feet, and I suddenly realized that no one had dared to talk to him that way. I took one step back and stopped, lifting my chin. I wasn’t going to back down, especially when my family’s and my life were in jeopardy.  
 
    “You might be their king, but you aren’t my king,” I said firmly. “I’m a woman of independent mind and I don’t bow to anyone. I don’t want the three of you to fight over me. I’m not some kind of juicy bone. I’m my own person and always will be. If you want my friendship, then you’ll respect me and my wish.” 
 
    “Friendship?” he asked, frowning deeply at me as if he’d never heard the word before.  
 
    I gazed up at him. “Yeah, friendship. An amiable state of mutual trust and support between equals. Have you never had a friend before?”  
 
    He stalked closer, heat swirling in his sapphire eyes. “Amiable.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes, about to tell him off for repeating my words. But before I could, he grabbed my waist and crushed me against his chest, then dipped his head and slanted his mouth over mine.  
 
    Pleasure raced through me with a pungent bite. His scent of night sky and cinders filled my nostrils, and then I forgot the world all around me.  
 
    The kiss was midnight fire and full of desire.  
 
    I’d never been kissed like that, though I’d claimed hundreds of kisses from many lovers. But this kiss didn’t belong to the mortal world. It didn’t just make my toes curl, my breasts tender, and my pussy clench. It made my whole body want to burn with pure flame until I had nothing left.  
 
    Wrapping my arms around his neck, I kissed him back with a fierce hunger I didn’t realize had been in me all along, dormant and waiting for the right person to strike the match.  
 
    Heat flowed in me, gathering in my groin. A primal, feral need to claim and be claimed roared through me, like a new, wild Evelina yearned to be born. As hunger and lust beat in my every fiber, I felt the emerging of fangs as if I had them, too.  
 
    No human could possess such an intense feeling and pleasure that burned like a small sun. The boundaries of my senses leapt to a much wider radius than before as the limit of my shell lifted, like that fine moment when my shadow fire had roared alive and blasted out of me to attack the Demonca.  
 
    I climbed onto Rydstrom, craving him, wanting him, needing to make him mine and fuck him. This was insanity. This was mad fire. This would lead to destruction.  
 
    But I no longer cared.  
 
    The Night King lifted me, and my legs immediately clamped around his hard, narrow waist. One large hand held my bottom, the other fisting my lush golden hair.  
 
    At his dominating urge, I opened my lips. His tongue thrust in, tasting like honey and spice. His powerful magic poured into me, so potent that I felt drunk.  
 
    Hot fuck, I could sip his dangerous, dark magic. Maybe I should withdraw and play it safe for once? This kissing scene wasn’t what I’d pictured before I strolled into his office—I’d expected him to yell at me before firing me. 
 
    I could have handled his rage. It was less dangerous than this.  
 
    Yet instead of walking away while I still could, I grew aggressive and possessive as if I was born an alpha wolf all along. My tongue thrust toward his to claim my prize, and I liked how he slammed the tip of his wicked tongue into my hard palate.  
 
    Pleasure rippled out like a shockwave. My cunt clenched hard, and I had no idea where his lust ended and mine began.  
 
    Rydstrom squeezed my ass and deepened the kiss, both dominating and pleasing me. A feral moan escaped my throat, and he answered with one of his own.  
 
    I wanted to fuck him. I wanted his massive cock inside me, filling me. I wanted to be fucked brutally and mercilessly, and I instinctively knew that he could deliver.  
 
    Answering my need, Rydstrom lowered me until his huge erection found my most sensitive spot. I tightened my legs and ground my hips into his. He groaned roughly.  
 
    “Ryds,” I whimpered against his demanding lips.  
 
    He carted me toward his ebony desk, his eyes hooded and shining.  
 
    Then a spark of lightning flashed and fizzed out. Rydstrom froze. 
 
    “What the—” I cried. “Is that Adele lady going to show up again?” 
 
    “I’ve enhanced the ward,” Rydstrom hissed, his voice slurring with lust. “She won’t appear again. No one can come in without my permission. However, I’m still bound by a certain court term. If I claim you in this realm, someone I care about will pay the price. But I can give you the finest, most intense oral pleasure and let you orgasm like you’ve never—” 
 
    A knock sounded from the door.  
 
    Rydstrom cursed.  
 
    I jumped off him like a startled doe. While my pussy still throbbed with aching need, part of my brain started to function as cold logic sank into my skull like hard ice. 
 
    Banging Rydstrom would unleash a sequence of domino effects that I couldn’t afford to deal with right now. As much as my body regretted not continuing what we’d started, the interruption was precisely what I needed to think straight again. 
 
    Rydstrom reluctantly let me go and snarled at the door. “Yes?” 
 
    An armored Fae knight I hadn’t met before pushed open the door and stuck his head into the office. His gaze darted between Rydstrom and me, as we still stood closer than a boss and employee should. At Rydstrom’s growl, the knight dropped his eyes right away.  
 
    “Forgive me, Your Majesty,” he said with a bow. “The head mage from the Silver Circle is here. He said it’s an emergency. Demonca and darkfae have gone on a killing spree.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I finished my shift at the bar, continually glancing up at the second floor where Rydstrom met with the mage leader. After about an hour, he rushed out of the club and never returned. 
 
    When I arrived home, the Fae knights still guarded the property, snarling at those from the opposite court when they crossed paths. At least they didn’t draw their longswords and charge each other now. 
 
    Rowan and Baron had returned to their palaces, since they couldn’t just ignore their kingly duties. A knight from each court informed me the kings had decided to split their time between tending to court and courting me. I appreciated not having to suffer through their constant bickering, but part of me felt more alone than I had in a long time. 
 
    Between homework and dinner, I called Detective Dallas, and he’d answered this time. There were no updates on his side, and he asked me to call him if my parents returned. 
 
    By the time my siblings were safe and quiet in bed, exhaustion swamped me, but I was too charged to sleep. I’d spent all day worrying about a million things with no answers or solutions. 
 
    Restless, I treaded to the basement where Mom used to teach me to meditate after my martial arts training. For some reason, my parents had always feared I’d go into a rage. Didn’t they know their own daughter any better? Despite my training, I wasn’t a violent person. 
 
    A couple floor cushions waited in the middle of the room, but I couldn’t relax enough to meditate properly.  
 
    Bookshelves lined the walls, and I trailed one hand over books and memorabilia as I reflected on the events of the last week. I couldn’t stop the circle of worries that nagged at me. Mom and Dad disappearing, the Demonca attacking, the Fae turning my world upside down. I kept insisting I was a human, yet most of the Supers didn’t believe me, even though none of them could figure out my supposed non-human heritage.  
 
    That was fine. I knew the truth, and I wouldn’t let anyone break the link between me and my family.  
 
    And yet… 
 
    Something different coiled inside me, a dark force, magical and beastly. It both intrigued and terrified me. It roared to be unleashed, for it had been bound unnaturally for too long.  
 
    What would happen if I let it out? Would I become the biggest danger to my own family? 
 
    Pausing my walk around the room, I picked up a picture frame of the nine of us from last Christmas. The photo showed us all laughing while the tree glowed merrily in the background. When my parents were around, I didn’t fight much with my siblings, and even Safiya was more amiable. My thumb brushed across the glass, and tears streamed down my face.  
 
    Pain stabbed me in waves. Mom and Dad had been my rock, always knowing what to do and what to say. The longer I couldn’t find them, the slimmer the chance that I’d ever recover them. The bounty, my siblings’ safety, our future, and the Fae…all the problems just rushed at me, bombarding me.  
 
    I slumped onto the cushions, curling on my side and crying silently as the pain kept lapping at me. I was alone now. I didn’t need to put on a brave façade. Tomorrow I’d get up kicking, fighting, and making jokes. But tonight all I could do was cry myself to sleep. 
 
    As I drifted down, away from painful consciousness, a warm breath tickled my neck. Then a hard body pressed against my back, and an impression of the night sky and cinders and pure male musk reached me. Rydstrom’s scent. 
 
    I moaned and sank into the dream, needing a warm male body to comfort me more than anything. I didn’t mind meeting the Night King in dreamland.  
 
    His lips traced along the column of my neck, his fangs grazing on all the sensitive spots and lingering on the hollow of my neck and shoulder. His large, powerful hand slid from my back and cupped my breast.  
 
    I arched my back. It felt incredibly good. He knew how to touch me as no other man could. While his skillful fingers kneaded my nipple, I wiggled my ass against his groin, satisfied to find his massive erection.  
 
    Our fun time had been cut off while I was in his office, so maybe in this dream, we could continue. And he didn’t disappoint. His hand traced down, fingers spreading wide and running over my smooth stomach. It moved closer and closer to the golden pubic hair above my delicate cunt.  
 
    My breath caught, anticipation buzzing in me.  
 
    His fingers moved across my pubic hair and went for my slick slit, tracing the line before brushing open my plump folds.  
 
    I whimpered.  
 
    He let out an erotic chuckle, which only made the liquid fire between my thighs race higher and wilder.  
 
    “My wet baby,” he murmured in a velvety voice, which made my blood race faster.  
 
    He started rubbing my pussy, just the way I liked it.  
 
    I writhed and tried to turn to look at his face, but he pinned me between a strong arm and his hard, muscled body behind me. I gave another moan and stretched against his torso.  
 
    Without warning, he thrust a finger into my heat.  
 
    His strong, long fingers soon found that one spot that I hadn’t known existed and thrust toward it, pressing on it, and twisting around it. I cried in pleasure. He withdrew the finger and moved two inside me, thrusting at that aching G-spot with perfect pressure as he built up the heat in me.  
 
    He played me like a fine fiddle.  
 
    I bucked my hips to ride his fingers. I was so close.  
 
    But then he pulled out, sliding his palm over my hip, up to my breast, and back down. I whimpered and snarled, trying to turn to look at him again, but he still pinned me against him. He wouldn’t allow me to see his face and he was too strong for me to fight him.  
 
    Would I just let a stranger—or Rydstrom—fondle me and play me like that?  
 
    And why wasn’t I in control of my dream?  
 
    Yet, this was the best fantasy. It was the most fantastic wet dream, ever.  
 
    His erection pressed against my butt cheek. I could feel the warm moisture in the slit of his scorching hot crown. I wiggled my ass again, urging him to fill me. When he rubbed my skin with the thick head of his cock, teasing me to no end, I shifted my position and got my pussy aligned with his crown, ready to push backward and force his cock in.  
 
    He chuckled darkly. “I can’t fuck you in the mortal realm, but I’m the master in this domain. I can give you everything you desire in the realm we share. I’ve wanted to fuck you and make you scream since the first moment I saw you.”  
 
    He hooked my leg onto his strong arm, baring me wide open, and I panted in thrilled anticipation.  
 
    My lips parted in burning desire.  
 
    The thick head of his shaft nudged at my slick entrance, and then with one powerful, brutal thrust, he embedded deep inside me.  
 
    I gasped. He was huge and granite hard. The minor pain paled in comparison to the pleasure that shocked me all the way to my toes. 
 
    Without waiting for me to adjust to him, Rydstrom started thrusting, each slide sending waves of delicious heat to every nerve. He knew how to fuck me. Every thrust hit the right spot, making me moan yet wanting more.  
 
    Too soon, I was panting and moaning and writhing like a feline in heat, not caring that I made all sorts of ridiculous, primal sounds.  
 
    I’d never experienced or believed sex could be like this, and I was being fucked in all the right ways to Sunday. Every stroke brought out the wilderness in me until my every cell lit with nightly fire and shadow and roaring need.  
 
    He pounded into me again and again, the exquisite pleasure both sweet and merciless, meeting my carnal need and ruining my chance of ever having sex with a human male again.  
 
    Fever rose in me, turning to storm of fire. Lava coursed in my veins, a fever song that whipped me higher and hotter. Everything was crashing and building and burning.  
 
    And I might just combust.  
 
    “Easy, Miva Dulicia,” he murmured. “You can take me. You’re the only one who can take my power.”  
 
    The words of the ancient Fae tongue penetrated the hot haze of my brain.  
 
    Miva Dulicia. My mate. 
 
    The fever storm didn’t ease. It exploded, and I came like a volcano around his cock. I lost any semblance of control I still had, lost on waves of blissful heat. He hissed and pulled me closer.  
 
    “That’s it now, my wild Miva Dulicia. That’s good. You’re doing fabulous,” he whispered in my ear.  
 
    My eyes widened in shock and ecstasy as the spasms kept going, as my pussy kept milking his cock violently. Gradually, the last wave of the sweet orgasms ebbed.  
 
    A possessive kiss grazed on the side of my neck, and his arm released me. When I turned, the hard, warm body that had anchored me was no longer there.  
 
    He was gone.  
 
    My eyes flashed open, and I sat up on the cushions. I was alone in the basement. But what happened a second ago felt more real than anything I’d ever experienced.  
 
    Had it really been just a dream? 
 
    An intense loss and longing swelled in my chest and burned a path to my memory. As I lay back down, rolling to face where the stranger in the dreamland had been, the scent of star fire and midnight mystery whiffed up.  
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    Baron and Rowan strode toward me as soon as I rushed out of the house in the crisp morning air. Rowan carried a bouquet of white lilies in his hand, which might have been plucked from his Winter Court, since they looked glistening and dotted with tiny ice crystals. Baron held dozens of golden daisies from the Summer Court.  
 
    I blinked. Was this their new form of courtship? 
 
    “Hey, what’s up?” I greeted, giving their hot bodies an onceover, and a swirling lust made me want to squeeze my thighs.  
 
    Baron dressed in a summer yellow polo shirt and pale jeans. Rowan had abandoned his trench coat undercover outfit for a gunmetal gray T-shirt, which exposed his muscled, bulky arms with the tattoo of a regal Fae female dressed in a fur gown under the snow—the symbol of the Winter Court.  
 
    Baron’s maroon hair stirred in the wind. His golden eyes laughed at me. He was like a capricious summer rain while Rowan was the solid winter, breathing frost even in the summer Pasadena. His silver hair flowed around his broad shoulders, his hard, icy beauty a stark contrast to Baron’s sun god charm.  
 
    Between the flowers, smiles, and updated wardrobes, it seemed they were going to compete to ask me on a date. The thought made my heart flutter. 
 
    Then they sniffed the air. Their big smiles dropped instantly and rage twisted their handsome faces.  
 
    “What now?”I said warily. 
 
    Their furious, cruel eyes glued to me.  
 
    “Who was with you last night?” Baron demanded in fury. “Who was the male?” 
 
    I blinked. “What? I was alone in my room until now, not that it’s any of your business.”  
 
    Baron and Rowan traded an enraged look, which started pissing me off, too.  
 
    “How could you betray me, Evie?” Rowan asked in an icy, heartbreaking voice. “You’re my mate.” 
 
    “What is wrong with you?” I lashed out. “One second you were perfectly fine, almost like gentlemen. The next, you went batshit crazy. I’m not a mate to you or anyone. I’m my own person. We aren’t even in a relationship, dudes!”  
 
    “She didn’t know.” Baron ground his teeth. “That bastard marked her with his scent in his twisted fantasy realm.” 
 
    A realization hit me, then horror. Rydstrom had visited me last night, but not in a dream. As the Night King, he could create a fantasy realm that bridged the mortal and immortal worlds, a distorted reality of his own making. He’d fucked me for real. Hadn’t I smelled his scent in my basement and on my skin after I woke up? 
 
    Rowan and Baron had scented him on me now.  
 
    Baron studied my paled face. I bet I looked furious and humiliated. “The Unseelie bastard violated her,” he spat, a muscle twitching on his tight jaw. “That vermin completely crossed the line this time.” 
 
    “While we kept each other at bay all this time so neither of us could get a taste of Evie first,” Rowan said, his voice dripping icy venom and hatred, “that son of a bitch stole her and marked her. I’ll kill him. I’ll carve his heart out.”  
 
    That was why the Winter King and the Summer King had always showed up at the same time at my house. They’d tried to prevent each other from having alone time with me. Yet they forgot another predator behind them. And now Rydstrom had taken the maiden, whom they carefully and calculatedly guarded like two obsessive dragons.  
 
    I was livid, too, yet my wrath and theirs fell in different categories.  
 
    “Tell me in detail, Evie,” Rowan commanded icily. “How did Rydstrom come to you? Do not emit anything.”  
 
    “I don’t need to tell you a damn thing,” I said with equal icy rage. “I have my own issues to deal with, and you don’t own me.”  
 
    Their eyes flashed with terrifying anger, their powers boiling, ready to unleash.  
 
    I stormed toward my pale green van. The knights had taken it to a shop and had it fixed yesterday, though the roof was still dented. And a team of Summer knights had driven my siblings to school already, so I was grateful they didn’t need to see this shit blowing up.  
 
    I hopped into my car, ignoring sizzling Baron and arctic Rowan in their dark fury, turned the key, and hit the gas pedal. Both Fae came after me, and I had to swerve to avoid running them over. I wondered if my van could do real damage to them, but I didn’t have the heart to test it.  
 
    Rowan and Baron were infuriating any second of the day and they often crossed the boundaries, but they hadn’t wronged me. Instead, they’d protected me and my family.  
 
    My van shot out of the fence like an enraged arrow, racing in the direction of Claws, Fangs, and Fiends. 
 
    I had my wrath to rain down.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I stormed into Claws, Fangs, and Fiends like a raging wind.  
 
    K and Indira broke off whatever they’d been saying and both arched an eyebrow at me. Judging from their queer expressions, I could say positively that they were gossiping about me.  
 
    “Hey Evie,” Indira said from her usual place behind the long bar. “We were just talking about you.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I asked.  
 
    “We can’t figure you out,” Indira said, her light brown eyes glowing now as her wolf peeked out. “How come I’ve told you about almost everything and you’ve never said a thing about yourself?” 
 
    “Not today.” I then asked, my nostrils flaring. “Is Rydstrom here yet?” 
 
     I wanted to storm Rydstrom’s castle like a dragon and see how he liked it when someone invaded his territory and privacy.  
 
    K gave me a measured look. “Did you eat firecrackers before you came here?” 
 
    “Worse,” I hissed.   
 
    Indira pushed a plate with a slice of chocolate cheesecake toward me. “Eat this. You look like you need it.”  
 
    “I’m going to take down Rydstrom,” I grated. “I’ll punch his teeth out first.”  
 
    K chuckled. “Yeah, right. The king will be shaking in his boots.”  
 
    My eyes burned. “I’m serious.”  
 
    “Sure,” K snickered. “I’d love to see how a mouse pounces on a lion. It’ll be spectacular.”  
 
    Indira rubbed the tattoo of the wolf’s paw on her temple, gazing at me thoughtfully. “Yeah, he’s in the office now. He usually doesn’t come in this early. But I strongly suggest you don’t dive into his office headfirst while he’s in the middle of an important meeting. He might have a soft spot for you, but he’s still Rydstrom, one of the biggest, baddest predators ever.”  
 
    K nodded. The sounds of an argument breaking out in the north corner drew his attention, and he strode off.  
 
    Fuming, I spooned a piece of cheesecake into my mouth and nearly moaned. The chef here always used top quality ingredients.  
 
    “Listen,” Indira said, bending toward me. “I see what’s going on here. I see the chemistry between the boss and you like a sizzling steak. But don’t entangle with him, or any high Fae. If you do, you’ll eventually fall for them, and then the end won’t be pretty for you. Compassion is a foreign concept to the Fae, and they despise weakness more than anything. Love is regarded as a weakness and they’ll exploit it like a vulture on a corpse. You’re on the other side of the fence. You’re a sweetheart even though you try damn hard to put on a tough façade. You’re a barking sheep, Evie.” 
 
    I stared hard at her. “I’m not a sheep, and I don’t bark.”  
 
    “High Fae always move on from one woman to another, faster than changing their underwear,” she continued. “I’ve stayed here long enough to see the trail of broken hearts they leave behind, and some broken bodies, as well. If you fall for Rydstrom, the most lethal Fae, you won’t have anything left when he’s done with you.”  
 
    I swallowed hard.  
 
    All three Fae kings were like sexy gods that no woman could resist. Yet they were all drawn to me, and I had a hunch as to why. I seemed to be able to hold out against their charm and potent sexual power to a degree, but they had no idea how much I shook inside.  
 
    I presented a challenge to them, so they wanted me more.  
 
    But one day, I’d show my weakness. One day, I wouldn’t guard myself like this. And then they’d see through me and see how frightened I was and how much my body craved them. The deep, secret part of me constantly fantasized to be used by them, fucked by them, and claimed by them. My carnal body longed to be their instrument.  
 
    Only my will prevented such a naïve submission. But in the end, they’d know, and they’d enact their power on me and abuse my heart until they unmade me. When they left, I wouldn’t have a piece of myself left.  
 
    They might not even leave you with any piece. They’re kings, predators, and merciless killers. An internal voice mocked me like a wisp of icy smoke.  
 
    I put down the spoon and left the cheesecake be, my appetite gone.  
 
    “You want to know what I am, Indira?” I said. “My name is Evelina Greene. My parents, who are both humans, went missing a week ago. I dropped out of college and came home to take care of my six younger siblings. That’s why I need this job. And then, all of a sudden, some asshole believed that I was someone else, probably a dark one. They put a bounty on me. So far, I’ve survived two assassinations, but more will come. I guarantee you.”  
 
    Her mouth hung open.  
 
    The mahogany double-doors banged open, and an icy storm blasted into the club. Ice crystals instantly coated the entire ground floor with frost.  
 
    Rowan stormed in, then Baron stepped beside him, his golden eyes gleaming with angry sun flare.  
 
    Shit! I cursed under my breath.  
 
    I didn’t need them to come here and make a spectacle out of me. I had a plan of challenging Rydstrom. First, I’d demand a cash paycheck in advance since I needed to buy more groceries and I wouldn’t accept Rowan’s and Baron’s charity. They already thought that they could run my life. Second, I’d get Rydstrom to promise never to violate my trust again. Not that I placed my trust in him or anything. I didn’t completely object to his nightly visits in the fantasy world, but he needed to make an appointment first and I would check my schedule and see if I could fit him in.  
 
    I didn’t like surprises these days, and I for sure wasn’t a big fan of people showing up at my door unannounced.  
 
    The arrival of the Summer King and Winter King would screw up my plans if I let them.  
 
    I immediately squatted under the counter while everyone else in the club seemed to freeze and stared at Baron and Rowan like they were superstars. Hushed murmurs spread like the summer rain.  
 
    “Cover me, Indira,” I whispered. “If the two dudes come to ask about me, you tell them I don’t work here anymore.”  
 
    “Are they the assassins?” Indira whispered back. “You’re so screwed, Evie. Even I can’t help you now.”  
 
    “No, they’re worse. They told me they’re the silly kings.” 
 
    “Seelie.” Indira’s eyes went round. “It’s S-E-E-L-I-E. They’re the formidable, scary, and cruel Seelie kings. They’re big deals. How did you tangle up with them, too?” 
 
    “By unfortunate accident?” I said. “I don’t see how they are big deals, but they are stalkers. Don’t look down at me! You’ll give me up, man. And stop talking to me before they’re gone.”  
 
    “They’re here,” Indira said and straightened her back.  
 
    “Lady Evie, why are you hiding from me?” Rowan said, leaning on the counter and peeking down at me. “I can scent you in a crowd of tens of thousands.” 
 
    He was bluffing. No one had that kind of nose.  
 
    “I wasn’t hiding,” I hissed. “I was looking for the tips I dropped. Some patrons are dirt cheap here and give meager tips, so every penny counts.” I showed them a dollar bill in my palm that I secretly pulled out from a pocket as I straightened up and rotated my neck. “Found it.”  
 
    “This is a bad place for you to work,” Baron growled. “You don’t need to stay in this shithole. I told you that it’d be my privilege to provide for you.” 
 
    “Stop it, Baron,” I said. “First, this is the most upscale club in the country. My friend, the legendary barmaid in the supernatural community,” I jerked a thumb toward Indira, “also works here. Don’t insult her as well. Second, when did I become your kept woman? Just because you were in my house once, invited by my sweet little sister, doesn’t mean you have the right to decide my life. And any further invitation to my house is revoked as of this second. For both of you.”  
 
    Baron narrowed his darkened eyes on me, and I glared back, my chin held high.  
 
    A drunk Fae swaggered to the counter and leered at me. “Hey, sugar.” 
 
    Baron swiveled his glare and punched the rogue Fae in his teeth. 
 
    The drunk clapped a hand to his bleeding nose, rage in his eyes as he wheeled to his attacker. When he saw who had punched him, he fled.  
 
    If the rogue was stupid enough to contest, Baron or Rowan would have gutted him right there. The magical world was like the Wild West. 
 
    “You guys need to leave now, seriously,” I growled at Rowan and Baron. “You won’t get me fired. I warn you.”  
 
    Indira dragged my sleeve and pulled me aside while K came over to check out the situation.  
 
    She whispered into my ear, her hand covering the corner of her mouth to prevent her voice from spreading, “You can’t talk to them like that, Evie. They’re the true Seelie kings. They can break your neck like a twig with a thought. I’ll educate you on what the Seelie and Unseelie courts are like when we’re safe, but for now, stay low and keep your mouth shut.”  
 
    “I’m going to kill Rydstrom,” Rowan proclaimed, standing so still I almost thought he was an ice statue. Yet, lethal power rolled off him in spades. “He took what belongs to me. After I kill him, I’ll take back what’s mine.”  
 
    “Let’s tear down his despicable establishment first,” Baron said viciously.  
 
    A group of Night knights filed in, surrounding Baron and Rowan. Everyone drew their blades, including K.  
 
    The kings from the Summer and Winter courts sneered, their powers rippling in the air, and they eased their longswords from behind their backs.  
 
    “Let’s kill them all, Summer King,” Rowan said, puffing out fogged breaths.  
 
    “Stop!” I shouted, leaping over the long bar to block the kings and knights from advancing on each other. I wouldn’t allow them to use me as an excuse to start a war here. I faced Baron and Rowan. “I want you to leave. If you have issues with me, you can take it up with me outside the club after my shift is over.”  
 
    “I’ll never harm you, Evie,” Rowan said, frowning at me, anger beating in him. “You know that.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything anymore!” I said. “You keep making my life difficult.”  
 
    “I was trying to protect you as I vowed to do,” Rowan protested.  
 
    “You need to learn to have faith in me, Evie,” Baron said. “I’ll take care of this, and that fucking asshole will never come near you again.”  
 
    They couldn’t be reasoned with while white-hot rage rode them, even though they were trying to be patient with me as the tension kept rising in the room.  
 
    They wouldn’t leave until they bled Rydstrom.  
 
    “Please, Rowan, Baron, just leave,” I said. “We can talk this out when I get home. I’ll even make spaghetti for you tonight if you leave now.”  
 
    “You heard the lady,” Rydstrom said coldly, his voice like a sharp blade striking from above. He’d come out to the balcony and glared down at the other kings. “She asked you to leave, so leave, or I’ll make you. And Evelina, you don’t need to cook anything for them.”  
 
    I glared at him. He was no less arrogant than the other kings.  
 
    The Night King leapt from the balcony and landed with the lethal grace of a panther before Baron and Rowan, and now the two brothers, Rydstrom, and I formed a triangle.  
 
    “Summer King and Winter King,” Rydstrom pronounced. “You aren’t welcome in my domain.”  
 
    “When did you expand your Night Court to the mortal realm?” Rowan retorted. “Next you’d claim the entire Earth as yours. Is that your ambition or idiocy?” 
 
    “That’s not the point, Winter King,” Baron snapped. “Focus. We came to take back what’s ours. After we combine our forces and erase him, we’ll level this place and take Evie home.”  
 
    Rydstrom darted a glance at me, and I growled at him for what he had done to me last night. He didn’t seem offended. Instead, a wicked delight sparked in his sapphire eyes.  
 
    “Hello, Evelina. I missed you,” he purred, just to anger his rivals more.  
 
    “You’ll pay with your life for marking what’s mine, asshole,” Rowan said icily, raising his blade to charge the Night King.  
 
    “Wait a second!” I shouted. “I’m no one’s. I belong to myself, and my loyalty is strictly to my family! And you know what? It’s only going to get worse and messy with all three of you. My life was so nice and simple before I met you.” Which wasn’t exactly true. My life had gone downhill the day my parents had disappeared without a trace. “So, I quit,” I yelled more. “I’m done with all of you and I mean it! Indira, please pour me the strongest drink. After that, I’m getting the hell out of here.” 
 
    “You can’t quit, Evelina,” Rydstrom said silkily. “We have a magical contract. I haven’t resolved you.”  
 
    “We are not done, Evie, far from it,” Rowan said, looking furious and devastated, and his eyes burned with icy fire. “You’re mine and no one else’s.”  
 
    “Calm, Evie,” Baron said. “Go take a break and sit tight over there. I’ll kill the Night King, resolve any contract you have with him, and scratch his stinky mark off you.” 
 
    My face burned with fury. Hardass Fae didn’t know when to quit. “This—this—” I was too mad to string words together.  
 
    A strong wind of three sources—winter, summer, and night—lifted me and transported me out of the combat range.  
 
    Then Baron’s sunbeam blasted toward Rydstrom. The room brightened as if a small sun had dropped in the club. The vampires screamed. The shifters howled. And everyone else groaned in pain and shielded their eyes, including Indira. I was the only one immune to the Summer King’s sun power, even though the brightness was a bit too much for my taste.  
 
    Shadows surged out of Rydstrom like a dark flood and met Baron’s sunbeam, dimming the room an instant later. Taking advantage of that, patrons fled toward the entrance or the back exit.  
 
    Rowan bellowed as he flung a current of ice spears toward Rydstrom, intending to punch as many holes as possible in his foe, and Rydstrom’s starlight lashed out.  
 
    Their magics locked in a death duel. Where their powers collided, a terrible vortex formed and started expanding, wild wind whipping around the club as it grew.  
 
    “Get out of here, Evie,” the three kings called.  
 
    The ground shook. Glasses behind the bar cracked and shattered, the sharp pieces flying. Steel beams in the walls and ceilings bent toward the vortex. The Fae trio were going to collapse the building along with everyone who hadn’t escaped, including Indira. I dashed toward the bar to shield her. 
 
    Before I could get to her, three kinds of magics wrapped around me, shielding me from the flying glass shards and the raw power surging in the air. After securing me, the kings trained their attention on each other again, their power tearing into each other.  
 
    If this feud didn’t end now, one or all of them would die. 
 
    Fear hammered in me, ice filling my blood. As much as they frustrated me, I couldn’t bear to lose any of them. I wouldn’t allow it! 
 
    There was only one way to stop the duel—getting between them. They wouldn’t harm me. They got into this stupid fight because of me. I knew that I was probably in way over my head, but I had no choice. The ruthless Fae kings had lost all reason in their fit of jealous rage. I had to gamble that their magics wouldn’t destroy me before they destroyed everything.  
 
    I roared and, like a flash, I dashed into the expanding vortex that was now bigger than a truck.  
 
    “Don’t, Evelina!” Rydstrom shouted, trying to withdraw his shadow power and starlight. “Stay away!” 
 
    “No, Evie!” Terror filled Rowan’s voice. “You’ll get hurt!” 
 
    “What have you done, Evie?” Baron also tried to leash his power.  
 
    But it was too late for them to rein in their massive powers. The vortex had become self-sustaining, and I stood in its eye.  
 
    A battle call beat in my bloodstream, a new power in me rose from a long slumber, and it wasn’t the shadow fire. My shadow fire had no use in this conflict. A whorl of vines shot out of me, holding onto the vortex of starlight, fire, and ice. And then the three Fae kings spun around me, not by their choice. I was now a magnet to them and their vortex.  
 
    Light, wind, and shadow twirled around us, engulfing us. Pain lanced through me. The Fae kings stretched their hands, roaring, unable to reach me.  
 
    They couldn’t shield me, not from this. Tears blinded my vision as agony threatened to shatter me, the pain not from the vortex, but from my effort of taking it with me.  
 
    I screamed. The dizzying, painful whirling intensified. My vines vanished, unable to hold the vortex any longer.  
 
    But then, luckily, the screaming vortex was gone.  
 
    We fell in a vast meadow. I stumbled at my clumsy landing, dumbfounded at what I had just done. But at least I stopped the death duel between the Fae kings.  
 
    A force called me like a burning song in my blood, and I wheeled to face a vertical flame that extended from the heaven to earth.  
 
    I knew exactly what it was—the Veil.  
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    “How did you shift us here, Evie?” 
 
    Rode on your battling vortex, obviously. I rolled my eyes at Baron’s question, though none of them saw it since they were behind me.  
 
    “It’s not possible,” Rowan breathed. “How could you find the Veil, Evie? It’s hidden and closed to all except the most powerful Fae.”  
 
    Rydstrom was the only one who hadn’t demanded an answer.  
 
    I ignored them, still irritated and drained from the vine magic I’d wielded, and staggered toward the Veil like a moth to the flame.  
 
    “Don’t go to it, Evie.” Rowan slipped his arm around my waist to stop my advance. “It’s too dangerous. If you don’t have enough power to cross it, the flame will consume you.”  
 
    “She won’t cross. Let her go, Winter King,” Rydstrom warned. He appeared on my other side the next second. It seemed he wanted to hold me instead. Starlight hissed in his palms.  
 
    “Stop it!” I snapped. “You won’t fight again and put me in danger here.” I shook my head in disgust, not caring one bit about the shame swirling in their eyes. I shook off Rowan’s arm, just in case they got into a battle over me again.  
 
    These Fae were as unpredictable as a ticking bomb.  
 
    The Veil stole my attention again, the song of flame and frost, midnight and dawn beating harder and harder in my veins. I involuntarily stretched my hands toward it, answering with a silent song of my own—a lullaby from genetic memory.  
 
    The thin line of flame expanded to two columns of fire, and they kept opening for me until the gap was wide enough for four people to walk through.  
 
    I peeked inside. A brilliant splash of colors rushed to my face, and ancient magic like finest, aged wine whiffed out of the opening, rolling off my skin like silky, cool liquid.  
 
    It felt good. It felt right. 
 
    “The sealed section of Elfame,” Roman murmured beside me.  
 
    So this was the fairyland, home of the Fae and the courts of the three kings with me.  
 
    Shafts of sunlight, more vibrant and nourishing than sunbeams in the mortal realm, streamed across the evergreen grassland. Flowers bloomed and shivered, and colorful vines extended to the opening in the Veil, enticing me in. Under the shining, blue sky, tiny winged pixies chased golden fairy dust. A distant flute melody vibrated in the clear, clean air.    
 
    That world was real, and it was the most lovely, enchanting realm I’d seen.  
 
    “Don’t go in yet, Evelina.” Rydstrom darted between me and the Veil. “It’s not what it appears to you. In Elfame, you’ll need my guidance to wade through the perilous landscape and avoid all monstrous things and traps.”  
 
    Baron snorted. “Speaking of which, your court is filled with those.”  
 
    “How did you know where the Veil is, Evie?” Rowan asked, sounding amazed and worried at the same time. “How could you get it to open like that? No one can manipulate the portal unless—” He swallowed hard and didn’t spell out the rest of the words.  
 
    Three pairs of bedroom eyes stared at me intently.  
 
    “It was by accident,” I said a bit sheepishly, now that I calmed down enough to realize that this power play was way over my head. “Accidents always happen around me, ever since I was a toddler. I didn’t want the three of you to fight, and I didn’t want anyone getting hurt in the Claws. I have a friend there now. Then I remembered that Rowan mentioned my parents might be on the other side of the Veil. I wanted to find them more than anything. Also, I figured your crazy cyclone would cause great damage in any human city, so the best way to avoid a disaster was to bring it and all of you to the Veil. If your vortex blew it away, all the better, since there’d be no barrier stopping me from reaching my parents.” 
 
    The Fae kings were silent for a second, their faces grim, as if I’d done the formidable.  
 
    “You wouldn’t want the Veil to be torn down and open, Evie, if you know the consequences,” Rowan said. “The Veil has been up and unbreakable for eons for a reason, and because all the courts are making sure of it, even the Unseelie court. Only one species would benefit from the tearing of the Veil—the demons. If the Veil was gone, Fae would war with humans. It would be a bloodbath. Lucifer and his Hell force would cross over and take over Earth.” 
 
    I put a hand on his arm to stop the doom and groom speech. “Slow down, dude,” I said. “Let’s not get carried away with this immortal invasion and Hell on Earth conspiracy—” 
 
    The stench of sulfur, rotten corpses, and foul magic hit my nose before I could finish. Then inky darkness loomed cross the fairyland on the other side of the Veil. The pixies had disappeared, and the landscape of blossoms had shifted to ragged black mountains that spewed dark red lavas and noxious smoke.  
 
    My eyes widened, and cold fear squeezed my heart.  
 
    “Close the Veil, Evie!” Rydstrom roared.  
 
    “I don’t know how!” I yelled pathetically, but I threw up my hand toward the Veil and barked. “Close. Close now. Just fucking close!” 
 
    The space between the two columns of flame only expanded, as if the Veil needed me to go in, and only then would it close.  
 
    But I wasn’t that dumb. If I stepped in, I might not find a way back. And then who was going to take care of my siblings?  
 
    “Close!” I shouted again, slamming my palms together to show the Veil how to close.  
 
    It wouldn’t budge. Instead, a small army of monsters, all eight feet tall with fangs and claws and glowing red eyes, poured out from the other side of the Veil. Freakishly, the nightmare creature that had attacked me in my dining room was in their rank.  
 
    The demonca locked its eerie, hateful gaze on me and flashed a lewd grin. “Princess. Meat.”  
 
    “Filthy demons,” Rydstrom hissed, drawing his sword.  
 
    “Protect Evie!” Rowan shouted, ice magic twirling around him and dropping the temperature around us.  
 
    “Get behind us, Evie!” Baron shouted.  
 
    “Run!” I cried out and bolted across the meadow.  
 
    I’d never been so afraid and I didn’t know why. Pure primal terror flooded me with adrenaline, as if the demons could deposit absolute panic directly into my mind. Horrific images of torture and death battered my mind as I ran. Those demons wanted to tear me open with their fangs and eat my liver while I was still alive.  
 
    I couldn’t let myself suffer that fate, not only for me but for my family. I was the last line of defense my siblings had. I wouldn’t abandon them to be orphans.  
 
    The crashing of steel and the sickening sound of claws tearing into flesh rose behind me, nearly drowned out by my rushing heartbeat and labored breathing. I ran out of the meadow, sprang up a narrow trail, and darted into a courtyard surrounded by Victorian-style brick buildings. I blinked at the abrupt change of scenery. It was as if I’d come to a London market, only this place felt like a supernatural London market.  
 
    I panted hard, my mind still reeling in icy fear and confusion. I didn’t hear the brutal battle sounds from here now, yet I didn’t feel safe. Instead, shame washed over me.  
 
    I had run away like a coward.  
 
    When the demonca appeared in my dining room, I had faced it. When the assassins pursued me, I’d fought back. But when a horde of demons poured out of the Veil, I’d left the Fae kings behind. All of them had protected and helped me. Where was my honor? My loyalty? 
 
    I might not be much, but I was still my parents’ daughter. They’d taught me better.  
 
    I had to go back and help them. I had to close the Veil.  
 
    What Rowan had said about the demon invasion proved to be not farfetched at all. If I didn’t find a way to close the gap in the Veil, more demons would flood into the human world, and innocent lives would be lost, my family included. If the entire demon horde fell upon Earth, the disaster would be unimaginable.  
 
    Baron, Rowan, and Rydstrom must have known that, so they’d stood their ground to fight. They were better males than I’d thought.  
 
    I squinted my eyes and commanded, Take me back to the Veil.  
 
    I’d done it once—dragging all three powerful Fae to the Veil with me. I could do it again, especially now that I felt such a strong connection to it.  
 
    Vertigo hit me and then eased. I landed perfectly this time. Instantly, battle roars, screams of pain, and clashing steel assaulted my hearing. I flashed open my eyes, pulled the dagger from my boot—I’d almost lost it in the woods fighting the assassins—and threw it into the eye of a one-horned demon that snuck up on Baron from his blind side.  
 
    When another green-skinned demon swatted his blade-like claws at me, I dove, rolled on the ground, and yanked a wicked-looking dagger from a demon corpse. I slashed the blade across his claws before they bore down on my face.  
 
    Nasty things! 
 
    The demon dagger was too heavy for my taste. I weighed it in my hands, debating if I should keep it. I might stumble under its weight in a fight and cut my own toes.  
 
    “What are you doing here, Eve!” Rydstrom barked furiously as he pierced his blade through a demon’s throat and fought toward me. “I asked you to hide in a safe place.” 
 
    “My days of hiding are over,” I said. I knew clearly now there was no safe place for me to hide, so why not take the fight to my enemies? “Can’t let you boys have all the fun.”  
 
    Then I blinked. Wow, I sounded badass. I should have brought a recorder, so I could play it later for Indira. She’d called me a barking sheep. But then, none of these Fae males thought much of my potential as a warrior either.  
 
    “Protect my mate!” Baron shouted, also noticing my reappearance, and fought toward me.  
 
    See what I meant?  
 
    “My mate!” Rowan snarled, stabbing two Hell creatures like a fiend himself to eliminate any obstacles between us.  
 
    Demon corpses piled around the Fae kings in pools of black blood. The kings were all wounded as well, their clothes tainted with their own red blood. And with the Veil staying open, more demons streamed out, besieging us.  
 
    I tossed aside the heavy demon dagger and spread my arms, summoning either my shadow fire or vines—whatever was available.  
 
    C’mon, I pleaded with the dark force coiled in my chest. I know now I have you in me. If you don’t want to see me be impaled by the demons and die today, aid me again. 
 
    My shadow fire sputtered in the pit of my magical well and then whooshed up along the walls, as if pleased to finally be recognized and unleashed. It blasted out of me, crashing into the Veil. As my shadow fire and the Veil’s flames merged, the columns of fire started to move toward each other, still weaving with my shadow fire in the process, until the Veil returned to its original form. The vertical flame connecting heaven and earth cut off the demon horde, and I nearly whooped with exultation.  
 
    A squad of demons screamed and rushed at me. I threw up my hands to meet their challenge.  
 
    Vines, black and thorny, sprouted out of the ground beneath me. Part of them twisted into a living shield around me, while the rest shot toward the three nearest demons. The vines whipped at the hell’s pawns, faster than lightning. When the demons cut one branch, more vines cropped up, binding and squeezing their victims, their long, poisonous thorns piercing the demons’ thick skin.  
 
    The Fae kings stared at me for a moment before continuing their battles to reach me. They hadn’t thought I had this kind of power.  
 
    Me neither. 
 
    I smirked as I watched my vines work.  
 
    A couple demons sniffed at me and my vines, confusion and fear crunching their grotesque faces.  
 
    “Princess?” one demon asked, but my vines strangled him before he became talkative. What was he thinking about? This was a battlefield, not a social event.  
 
    With no more demon reinforcements, I had the luxury of watching the Fae kings combat while my vines handled the rest of the demons for me.  
 
    Rydstrom opted to use his obsidian sword to cut down the demons instead of applying his magic. His shadow power didn’t have much effect on the demons since the creatures came from a dark place. Occasionally, he used his starlight to slow down his opponents.  
 
    The Night King wheeled amid five giant demons, retreating, dodging, and lunging. He slashed at his foes left and right, faster and mightier than them, but the demons tried to overwhelm him with their sheer numbers and height.  
 
    It was a sight to watch as they blurred and crashed. When they broke apart, a few demons had lost either a head or their limbs. But more demons filled the spots their Hell brethren vacated, thanks to the Night King’s merciless killing. Demons were truly a bloodthirsty bunch.  
 
    Rydstrom swung his long blade backward without looking and beheaded a yellow-horned demon. Pride welled up in me. He could take care of himself, though I saw he had some nasty slashes on his left side.  
 
    Rowan alternated between tossing his ice spears at the demons and lunging to swing at them with his broadsword. Demons used their cold hellfire to counter his ice spears most of the time. When the Winter King saw there were still many demons between him and me, he roared in rage and shifted to a massive silver wolf in a shimmering light.  
 
    His wolf was over eight feet tall on all fours. A few demons stumbled away from him before they regrouped and charged him. The ferocious wolf clawed through the demons, tearing into them, his fangs dripping with black blood. 
 
    Baron proved to be the most effective royal warrior among the three in a killing spree. He vanquished a group of demons with his brilliant sunbeams, but the more powerful demons held their ground and countered his solar flare with their cold hellfire.  
 
    While his sun power battered the demon fire, he charged into their rank, wielding his blade like a lethal dancer. He put much more effort in making his slaying more brutal and faster when he noticed me watching.  
 
    All three Fae kings fought their own battle. If they ever fought back to back, none of them would have so many wounds. They probably each hoped the demons took out the other kings. 
 
    Then I sensed the most powerful demon amid the horde—how could I sense their power grade was beyond my perception, and it scared me a little. I faced the direction of the greater power, and the demon’s attention snagged on me.  
 
    He was the last one that had slipped through the Veil. He’d watched the battle instead of engaging the Fae kings. Now he watched me as the cords of my thorned vines separated a few demons’ heads from their necks, or thrust into the demons’ chests and yanked out their black hearts.  
 
    I was shocked by my brutality and violence, but then it was the doing of my poison vines. It wasn’t me, right? I didn’t enjoy killing grotesquely. In fact, yesterday had been my first time killing someone and it had shaken me to my bones.  
 
    The demon’s power ripped through the air, and suddenly I knew what he was—an archdemon.  
 
    He grinned at me and uttered two demonic words, “Inferno Princessca.”  
 
    Icy fear gripped me like no other, even worse than the terror that fueled my cowardly run earlier. This time, the terror froze every muscle in my body. I couldn’t even drag in a breath. 
 
    The archdemon sprang toward me, his icy hellfire piercing my vine-shield and slamming into my chest.  
 
    I was done, I thought, tears flowing down my face. I should have made one of the Fae kings to vow to take care of my siblings when I had the chance.  
 
    “Evie! Evelina!” the Fae kings screamed, but they were too late.  
 
    I waited for myself to drop to my knees in a heap and be burned to a crisp.  
 
    The hellfire fizzled out on my skin like the mist.  
 
    The archdemon’s crimson eyes glowed eerily before he bellowed his order in a demonic tongue, which I understood perfectly. “Take the girl and return home! I need her alive!”  
 
    All the demons abandoned the Fae and rushed toward me. They planned to drag me to Hell.  
 
    The Fae kings roared in rage, and their powers merged.  
 
    A vortex of fire and ice and sunbeam and starlight rained down, hitting the demons and turning every one of them to flying ashes.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The archdemon shifted to a plume of smoke and vanished into the ground before the Fae kings’ combined powers torched him.  
 
    The demon who wanted me the most had escaped.  
 
    When all three kings reached me, my vines had retreated. Baron, Rowan, and Rydstrom held me in their arms, crowding me. Though they glared and snarled at each other, none of them had the strength left to fight each other off.  
 
    “Are you hurt?” they asked me and inspected me clumsily. It seemed that none of them were especially good at caring for other people.  
 
    Kings were pampered, and my mind had finally caught up with the fact that they were the real deal. They were the Fae kings, the most powerful beings in Elfame that existed on the other side of the Veil.  
 
    “I don’t feel too hot,” I complained. Guess I was still a whiner, and that hadn’t changed. “I have bruises and scratches here and there. But it’s no biggie. You, however, need to tend to yourselves. All of you are wounded. Do you have any Fae medics on call?” 
 
    “Don’t fuss over us,” Baron said. “We’re Fae kings. We regenerate superfast.”  
 
    Their gazes lingered on the Veil, the flame waving before burning brightly again, still calling me.  
 
    “Everything has changed,” Rydstrom said, a distant look in his dark sapphire eyes. “Today, the Veil opened for the first time in millennia and let the demons pass through without being summoned to Earth.” 
 
    “The last time it remained opened was ten thousand years ago,” Rowan agreed grimly. “Almost all the worlds were destroyed in the species wars.” 
 
    Baron let out a ragged breath. “If we hadn’t stopped the demons, the horde would have reached the mortal realm.” 
 
    “Lucifer has been trying to bring down the Veil ever since his epic fall from the heaven,” Rydstrom said, fire in his words. “The Lord of the Underworld wants his realm on Earth. He’ll soon receive the word that the one who can tear open the Veil has come, and he’ll have his demons hunt down Evelina with all his might.”  
 
    My heart rammed into my ribcage and blood rang in my ears.  
 
    “I’m so very sorry,” I stuttered. “But I put the Veil back, right? I’ll just stay away from it from now on. I know I fucked up so big. What else can I do to fix it for good? I really don’t want Satan and his nasty demons to come after my ass.” I shuddered at the thought of more Hell creatures chasing me—or worse, my siblings. “Is there anything I can do, guys?” 
 
    Their attention snagged back to me, no accusation in their eyes.  
 
    Rydstrom traced his thumb across my sooty cheek. Rowan and Baron glowered at him, but didn’t assault him.  
 
     “You need to understand who you are, Evelina,” the Night King said mercilessly. “Time for hiding is over. You’re the prophesized one who can open and seal the Veil.” His eyes sparkled with satisfaction. “And my search is finally over.”  
 
    “What? No, no,” I cried out. “I’m not the one. I opened the Veil by stupidity and accident. I’m not going to open it again and give the demons another free ride. I might be many things, but I’m not a ten-fold fool who loves to court disasters. And I’m not even sure if I can open the Veil again. I don’t feel it in me anymore.” 
 
    I lied. I still heard the fiery song from the Veil flowing in my blood. 
 
    “The war had been waging between the courts of Winter, Summer, Dawn, and Night since Elfame came to existence,” Rowan said. “We only called the truce twenty years ago after the prophecy circulated again.” 
 
    They had a prophecy now? Another hot mess I needed. I rubbed my temples, feeling the throbbing headache with my fatigue.  
 
    “The prophecy said the one queen would save us from destroying each other,” Baron said, a golden light glinting in his eyes, which made me think of his lion form. “She’ll bind us all to her and unite the four courts. She’s fairer than all the queens before her and never cruel. She’ll bring prosper and strong magic back to Elfame.”  
 
    I peeked around over their shoulders and didn’t see anyone.  
 
    “I don’t envy her, you know,” I murmured, “with all the burdens and unrealistic expectations falling on her slender shoulders, if there’s ever such a queen coming.” 
 
    “The Dawn bitch thought she was the one,” Rydstrom said, throwing his head back and laughing viciously. “She no longer has power over me. Her curse on me has broken. But I’m not sure if I’m glad or upset that you two also haven’t surrendered to her. What’s stopped you?” 
 
    “She wants you to bend the knees first,” Baron hissed. “She wants you to be the first to warm her bed to fulfill the prophecy. She wants to fuck your ass more than anyone else’s.”  
 
    I narrowed my eyes, a murderous rage and jealousy stabbing my middle.  
 
    “I never thought the prophecy would come true,” Rowan said, his eyes shifting to ocean blue. “I never expected to find my true mate after two centuries of a lonely existence. We need to guard our future queen.” 
 
    They were still nuts. And more infuriating now that they also held dark secrets.   
 
    I started to shove them away, needing breathing room and a cool head. Their body heat radiated to me. Their intoxicating scent of powerful males, magic, night, flame, ice, and lust addled my mind and made my pussy clench with raw need even on the battlefield littered with piles of demon corpses.   
 
     “Listen,” I said. “This is getting all confusing. I don’t know about you, but I’m getting out of here.”  
 
    “Shall we all go?” Rydstrom glanced at Rowan and Baron, but he forgot to ask my opinion. That was how the Fae kings operated. No surprise there. Baron and Rowan glowered at him out of habit, then nodded, less hostile toward their sire’s slayer. 
 
    White wind, shadow, and golden light swirled around us, and then I was in the whirlwind where stars in the night sky zoomed away. The next, I landed on solid ground, brisk, chilly air slamming into my face. I blinked away the wind and found myself standing in the courtyard of a picturesque cabin atop a snowy mountain, still surrounded by the three formidable Fae kings.  
 
    “Where are we?” I asked, stunned by the otherworldly beauty of this place.  
 
    “It’s one of my most secured safe houses in the Court of Night,” Rydstrom said. “No one can breach the ward and no one can spy on us here.”  
 
    Rowan and Baron nodded grumpily. They wouldn’t get over a century-old feud in a day, but they were accepting the probably first true peace gesture the Night King had offered them. I wondered what had transpired since I didn’t get their Fae guy code.  
 
    “Lady Evelina.” Rowan sank to one knee. “I’d like to use this opportunity to formally propose to you—our one true mate whom we’ve been waiting for and seeking out for centuries—and pledge my fealty to you.”  
 
    Then Baron and Rydstrom also dropped to one knee, and since Rydstrom clasped my left hand in his large one, so Baron and Rowan each grabbed a few of my fingers from my right hand. With my arms spread eagle-style, the four of us looked ridiculous in this posture.  
 
    And the whole thing was crazy. One moment, we’d been battling the demons. The next, they were all proposing to me. How could their mood shift from a brutal killing to romantic in a blink of an eye? I could never switch on and off like that, especially when I was still running on the tail of adrenaline and worried and very much afraid and also relieved at still being alive.  
 
    I admitted that all of them were beyond gorgeous, but— 
 
    “Wait a second!” I tried to yank back my hands but failed. “I didn’t even know your kind existed a week ago. I thought you were featured only in some paranormal fantasy romance novels. Yep, those fictions also mentioned how your kind claims your so-called fated mates, and I assure you that biting, clawing, moaning, and roaring aren’t my gem. And regarding your proposal, I’m flattered, but my answer is a no, a very firm one. We haven’t even gone out on a date yet.” I tried to pull my hands back again. “I don’t want any of you to kneel in front of me and pledge whatever. Let’s pretend that nothing happened, and no hard feelings.” 
 
    “You want to go out on a date first?” Rowan asked, blinking in bewilderment.  
 
    “If it’s a date you want, you’ll get it,” Baron said.  
 
    And it puzzled me to no end that all three of them no longer fought over me while merely an hour ago they’d gone for each other’s throat. It seemed they’d silently reached an agreement on sharing me.  
 
    “Dudes, that’s not the point,” I said exasperatedly. Yet I kind of got where they came from. They didn’t think like human males. They were ancient Fae. They all admitted that they were like two hundred years old, which was super ancient. But Baron had insisted that he was considered young as an immortal. In my understanding, for old Fae, it was in their nature and culture to take what they wanted, when they wanted it.  
 
    “You still don’t understand who you are, Eve,” Rydstrom said softly. “Come.”  
 
    He stood and led me across the courtyard and up the marble stairs until we stood in front of the full window of the blue cabin. Reflected in the dark glass, a stunning woman lit by starlight stood next to the magnificent Night King.  
 
    And she was me.  
 
    My hair was still golden, but flowing and radiating. My green eyes were so deep and bright that they seemed to be the greenest thing I’d ever seen. My face was soft, creamy, and fair, and my full lips were light pink, like the loveliest spring roses. Every feature was intensely refined and beyond exquisite. I now held the beauty no human girl could dream to possess.  
 
    My hand slid over to my pointed ear and I jumped.  
 
    “This is bad!” I cried out. “How am I going to blend in now? I still live in the human world and I don’t plan to leave it behind soon. What about my siblings? They’ll freak the fuck out. And how am I going to keep them in line looking like this?”  
 
    “You’re High Fae like us, Evie,” Rowan said and there wasn’t any sympathy in his cool, velvet voice. He stood right behind me. The three of them seemed unable to stay away from me. “The spells that once bound your essence and magic had worn out when you linked to the Veil. Your glamour finally dropped. It’s incredible you came to power even before your Turning.”  
 
    “No,” I whispered, not wanting this reality. It felt like I’d been plucked out of one future and placed in another terrifying one.  
 
    “You can’t deny your true heritage, Evie,” Baron said as he leaned toward me, inhaling my scent as if it was catnip to him. 
 
    “You don’t get it,” I said, wanting to lash out at them, at fate, at the universe.  
 
    “No, you don’t get it, my daring Eve,” Rydstrom said, but he spoke gently now. “You have no idea how long we’ve been waiting for you. You aren’t just any High Fae.” He breathed out a wisp of starlight. “You’re the lost princess heir, the true Queen of the Court of Dawn.”  
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    Dear reader,  
 
    
Thank you for reading Fever Fae! Are you ready for the Wild Hunt?  
 
    Frost Fae is scheduled to be released in October since I want to give myself plenty of time to make this second book as good as it can be without feeling the pressure of the looming deadline. And you know I always release the next book out earlier than planned. 
 
    Join Meg’s Legion of Hellions to keep up with latest news and fun stuff. I also love to do giveaways in my group. I hope to see you there! 
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    P.S.  If you enjoy this book, would you consider leaving a brief review on Amazon? A review is like a real hug. <3  
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    “I’ll ravish you for hours. Days. I won’t ever stop.” That’s the Fae Kings’ ritual of claiming. Sorry I asked. 
 
      
 
    The three Fae kings insist I’m their fated mate, and they’re terrible at sharing.  
 
    I know I should turn my back on them before they ruin me. 
 
    They’re too ruthless, feral, possessive, and well, too hot for me to feel safe.  
 
    A girl would have a better chance of swimming with sharks than walking among the predatory Fae, let alone tangling with them between the sheets.  
 
    But did I adhere to my own advice?  
 
    And now my unbridled lust complicates everything, leading me right into the Dawn Queen’s trap. To claim the kings for herself, the viper thrusts me into the Wild Hunt.  
 
    There’s only one way out of the deadly game—unleash the terrible, forbidden magic in me, jump off the cliff, and hope my mates catch me.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    WAR OF THE GODS  
 
    This darkly sexy Reverse Harem Fantasy boxed set includes:
A bonus novella: A Court of the Beginning and the End (The novella is not included in the audio boxed set.)
Book 1: A Court of Blood and Void
Book 2: A Court of Fire and Metal
Book 3: A Court of Ice and Wind
Book 4: A Court of Earth and Aether 
 
      
 
    They call me beautiful. They call me a monster. Soon, they'll call me death.

As a direct descendant of the God of Death, Cassandra Saélihn is considered the most dangerous monster of all time. Her own mother locks her in a cage to protect the world from her. Cass thought this jail would be her world for a lifetime, but then four sexy, formidable warriors--a vampire lord, twin fae princes, and a demigod--find her.

They claim she's not a monster, but a powerful weapon.

The Olympian gods have begun to destroy the Earth with a vengeance, and only she can stop and kill them. But Cass has a mind of her own and can't be told what to do, no matter how drawn she is to her four warrior saviors.

To their dismay, the four warriors can't tame the wild, cunning, and volatile Cass. But they have a bigger problem--their growing attraction toward her.

To turn the woman they desire into the ultimate weapon and ensure Earth's survival, they'll have to conquer her body and heart, which seems even harder than winning the war against the atrocious gods. But nothing turns these alpha males on more than an impossible dare. And nothing turns Cass on more than being stalked. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SNEAK PEEK: WAR OF THE GODS 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Stop being childish, Cass,” Lorcan chided me. “This isn’t play. I didn’t go to such great lengths to rescue you for the fun games in your mind.”  
 
    “What do you want from me then?” I said, my mouth suddenly dry.  
 
    No one would just let me out of the cage out of pure kindness or for the justice of the world.  
 
    “I want to be straightforward with you,” he said. “I know you aren’t ready, but we need to make you ready as soon as possible. We don’t have much time. The world is burning. We need you to save it.” 
 
    “What?” I almost spat out my drink, but I swallowed it just in time.  
 
    Reysalor edged closer to me, lending me his warmth and support. Lorcan gave him another harsh look, evidently not pleased with how cozy the panther and I were.  
 
    “You have no idea what’s going on in the outside world,” Lorcan said.  
 
    I sizzled with anger. Was it my fault that I had been locked up?  
 
    “The mortal civilization is collapsing,” Lorcan said, as if it meant something to me. “Half the world is burned away. It’s only a matter of time before the immortal realm will be breached. If the human terrain is destroyed, the immortal realm that’s connected to it will become a shadow, and all of us on this planet will face extinction.”  
 
    I hadn’t seen the mortal realm burning in my dream visits, but then I hadn’t had dreams for over a year. I’d been nearly broken and too weak to dream-visit any place.  
 
    “So, the world is burning,” I said. “How am I supposed to save it?” I put up my hands, palms facing him, and wiggled my fingers. “Put out the fire with my small hands?”  
 
    I snatched another full glass from across the table and took a gulp of the sweet juice.    
 
    “You don’t need to put out any fire,” Lorcan rasped, clearly not liking my tone. “That’s not your job.” He heaved out a breath. “But we’ll need you to kill the most powerful beings—the gods from Mount Olympus.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh, and it was too late for me to swallow a mouthful of juice. It shot right toward the High Lord of Night, splashed onto his spotless, white shirt before he could duck.  
 
    I stared at his shirt, my eyes wide. I’d ruined it. Then my gaze moved to his face. A muscle jerked on his jaw, and his gray eyes darkened a notch.  
 
    Jade moved toward him, ready to assist in any way, even in stripping him. She would love that, wouldn’t she?  
 
    I inhaled slightly as the erotic dream entered my mind again. The High Lord had looked deliciously hot when he was naked. Would he look like that in reality?  
 
    Lorcan waved her back, and she retreated, sending me a death glare.  
 
    “Oh, that was most unfortunate,” I said.  
 
    Reysalor roared with laughter and rolled on the floor.  
 
    I used great effort to straighten my face into a neutral expression. I really shouldn’t laugh in his face. The vampire lord was an extremely dangerous and powerful being. Pissing him off too much would do me no good. He wouldn’t provide me with free meals then. And then I’d have to hunt my dinner like a wild beast. I didn’t even know how to hunt.  
 
    “How am I to kill the gods?” I asked meekly. That was my best effort to appease him. He’d sounded absolutely ridiculous when he’d demanded I kill the most powerful beings. And it wasn’t just one god.  
 
    If he and his vampire army couldn’t kill the gods, how was I supposed to? The prick wanted to send me on a suicide mission, and he sounded like he felt entitled to do just that.  
 
    Out of the cage and marching to death? And it wouldn’t be a good death for me.  
 
    Anger pulsed in me.   
 
    Jezebel had locked me up to control me. This vampire lord had set me free to use me as a tool. One way or the other, they just couldn’t leave me the hell alone.  
 
    I hadn’t even filled my stomach yet, and he’d already figured out a way to use me, as if putting such a burden on my shoulders was a fucking noble thing to do.  
 
    Maybe Reysalor wanted the same. I gave him a searing look. His friendliness might all be an act. At least he had the decency to look sorrowful and guilty.  
 
    “And what gives you the idea that I’m capable of slaying the gods?” I asked tightly.  
 
    “The gods have crippled the human technology,” Lorcan said. “Now only magical beings can stand a chance against them. But none of the shifters, fae, vampires, demons, or mega are powerful enough to take them. You’re probably the only one who can kill the gods, if our visions are right.”  
 
    What visions? My mother’s visions had put me in a cage and his just might kill me.  
 
    I hadn’t even been able to use my power to toss him away and burn him when he’d grabbed me on the stairs. 
 
    Lorcan regarded the doubt I knew was written over my face. “We’ll train you and bring out your latent power,” he said in an uncompromising tone. “We’ll start once you’re done with your brunch.”  
 
    The fucker didn’t even want to give me three meals. He combined breakfast and lunch and called it brunch.  
 
    And bringing out my power? My mother had spent all her life to prevent just that.  
 
    “Tell me, why should I give a fuck if the world burns?” I said, putting my foot on the arm of the chair near me in defiance.  
 
    While I had been left to rot in the cage, the world lived on. Men and women ate, drank, laughed, and fucked. I’d heard them, watched them, and envied them whenever I dream-visited them. I craved their lives, but all I had when I opened my eyelids were a barred iron cage, the cold walls, my panicked panting, and tears burning my puffed eyes.  
 
    Maybe it was their turn to suffer a little?  
 
    Lorcan and Reysalor traded a quick glance, like two conspirators in a dirty secret.  
 
    “I hope the fire reaches this realm and burns this place to ash,” I muttered. 
 
    It would leave no place for Jezebel to trap me again. If the vampires were afraid of the gods and could do nothing to stop their advance, then the gods’ fire could melt my cage to a lump of metal.  
 
    Perhaps I’d join the gods instead of letting Lorcan and Reysalor use me as a weapon to kill them, which was fucking suicide anyway.  
 
    I didn’t say it out aloud, but I was sure a cunning killing light flashed in my eyes, because the vampire lord’s bitch was about to charge me, even though Lorcan simply regarded me coolly with slight distaste.  
 
    I glanced at the food on the table, and I no longer had the appetite.  
 
    “When the world is all burned, you’ll have no place to stay, either,” Lorcan said. “And the gods won’t leave you alone, especially if they know who you are.”  
 
    My nose wrinkled. “Who am I?”  
 
    A dangerous light glinted in his eyes. The vampire had icy fire, but beneath it I read his uncertainty. He didn’t know either. But I had a hunch he’d interrogated Jezebel and her vampire king about my legacy and hadn’t gotten much out of it.  
 
    She would never reveal her parentage and who my father was to anyone. She’d only told me once that I was a bastard in blood. I knew what that meant. I was unwanted.  
 
    The High Lord of Night was frustrated. 
 
    Jezebel’s mind was a mess of threads, tainted by her madness. Her only good use was her blood. And she must have been a good fuck for King Dario to keep her around all this time.  
 
    I didn’t know how or why, but Jezebel was even more damaged than I.   
 
    “Why don’t you tell me who you are, Cass?” Lorcan taunted with a purr in his voice.  
 
    “Here’s what I am,” I said through gritted teeth. “I’m the wildest thing who never should have been caged. The mistake Jezebel made will be corrected. You can’t control me, so don’t even try. I’m ruthless and reckless. I won’t obey any laws or rules—not yours or anyone’s. I have no sense of morals, shame, or honor. It’ll be pointless to use those damn concepts to mold and manipulate me. I carry no bond but my own freedom. And I won’t allow anyone to use me as a weapon. Use me as a pawn, and I’ll kill the kings and queens on both sides.”  
 
    A lick of black fire twirled up my arms and into my tri-colored hair like a snake. It should have scared them, but both the vampire lord and panther stared at me, mesmerized.  
 
    “You’re a survivor, Cass,” Lorcan said.  
 
    “And my every survivor instinct tells me not to do your bidding,” I said. “When you tore open that cage, you thought you found the treasure—a weapon you could use. Unfortunately, you got me.”  
 
    You are the treasure, Reysalor said in my head.  
 
    I glanced at him. He looked sincere and gazed at me like I was the most precious thing to him. My heart fluttered, and I was turned on. I was so fucked.  
 
    “You’re exactly what I’ve been searching and waiting for, for an eon, Cass,” Lorcan said. “Even though we don’t know your true heritage yet.”  
 
    Hadn’t they heard my fierce statement?  
 
    “If you’re trying to mess with my head, it won’t work,” I said. “I’m not naïve.”  
 
    Why don’t we do this, Cass baby? Reysalor said, and Lorcan leaned forward. He could hear the beast talking to me. You’ll have the final say on whether you want to kill the gods or not. In the meantime, we’ll train you and make you stronger. We have eons of experience at your disposal. Use us. Take advantage of us. When you’re powerful enough, no one will ever put you away like your mother did or they’ll suffer your wrath, and ours.  
 
    That sounded fine. But too easy. The terms were all for my benefit. Reysalor might be on my side, but Lorcan didn’t strike me as someone who would put other people’s interests first.  
 
    My suspicious gaze traveled between the vampire and the beast.  
 
    “What do you have to lose, Cass?” Lorcan said. “Strike a deal with us. Lay down your conditions. Make your demands. I’ll meet them if they’re reasonable.”  
 
    Right, they needed me in the future, but I needed them now. As Reysalor had said, it was up to me in the end if I wanted to kill the gods or not. I’d watch out for myself every step of the way, so they couldn’t dictate my path.   
 
    “I don’t like the idea of brunch,” I ground out.   
 
    Lorcan arched an eyebrow.  
 
    “There must be three meals a day: breakfast, lunch, and dinner,” I insisted.  
 
    “Fine,” Lorcan said.  
 
    “And in between, there’ll be snacks to my liking,” I said, deciding to push it further.  
 
    “That can be arranged as well,” Lorcan said on a sigh.  
 
    Our gazes locked. He looked at me as if I was his snack.  
 
    “No one’s fangs get near my neck,” I said. “If anyone thinks I’m the snack, they better be ready to have their teeth pulled out. I’ll never be a blood whore.” 
 
    Reysalor snarled. I’ll kill anyone before they can seek your blood. He glared at Lorcan in warning, and Lorcan returned the glare, albeit wearily.   
 
    Two conditions settled. I ventured for more.  
 
    “I’ll have a hot bath daily,” I said. “Sometimes two if I’m too hot and sweaty.”  
 
    “You’ll have your hot bath,” Lorcan said.  
 
    “I want my own, independent suite.” 
 
    “That’s pushing it, Cass,” Lorcan said. “You’ll stay in the secured room next to mine so the panther can guard you at daytime and I’ll guard you at night. One of us will always be with you. We can’t trust anyone here.”  
 
    I opened my mouth to protest, but his statement “we can’t trust anyone here” struck a chord in me.  
 
    “Fine,” I said. “I’ll compromise on that. You two really know how to drive a hard bargain.” I pursed my lips. “I think that’s it. I’ll amend my terms when I think of something else.”  
 
    “And I have my conditions as well,” Lorcan said.  
 
    I frowned at him.  
 
    “Can’t let you have all the fun,” he said, but there was nothing teasing about his tone. “You’ll not be lazy.” 
 
    I glared at him. “That’s an insult.”  
 
    “You’ll train as hard as you can,” he continued, holding my gaze coolly. “You won’t make an excuse to stay in bed. And I don’t want to hear constant whining, either.”  
 
    “I don’t whine!”  
 
    “And you’ll listen to our instructions instead of constantly defying us.” His list kept going.  
 
    “Our? Us? Please define who that consists of,” I cut in. “I’m not going to take everyone’s stupid instructions.” 
 
    “There are only two you need to listen for now: Reysalor and me,” Lorcan said. “And most important, you’ll promise not to run away before you come to full power.”  
 
    “When will that be?” I asked. That would be the day I would truly be free.  
 
    “It’ll depend on how well you listen to us and practice as instructed,” Lorcan said, regarding me with a brooding and calculated look.  
 
    He made it sound like he was the star mentor everyone craved.  
 
    I snorted. My ass.  
 
    “Oh, one more thing,” I said slyly. “I pick my own clothing.” 
 
    “You have a closet full of them,” he said. “Pick whatever you want.” 
 
    “None of them are what I want,” I said, shuffling my skirt. “We’ll need to go shopping, and the sooner the better, so we can start the training.” 
 
    That was a ruse.  
 
    I had dream-visited the shopping malls. I desperately wanted to go there in the flesh, and maybe sneak into a theater with a large bucket of salty, buttered popcorn. That would be like heaven.  
 
    From now on, I wanted to live a little, even though they demanded I train to kill the gods.  
 
    “We can’t go to the mortal realm,” Lorcan said. “It’s not safe for you. As I said, we don’t want any spies to get the wind of you. Besides, half of the mortal realm was burned.” 
 
    That sounded depressing. What if the places that I’d wanted to go to had already been leveled? It seemed the gods were menaces. Maybe one day I would take them out if they pissed me off enough—that is, if I could.  
 
    “We’ll take you to a clothing store around here,” Lorcan sighed, as if he’d suffered enough of me. “And after that, you’ll train.”  
 
    “Deal,” I said with a smirk, running my fingers over Reysalor’s thick fur in victory. The motion brought a hungry, envious look to Lorcan’s eyes, as if he wanted to be the panther. I glanced at the beast, who winked at Lorcan.  
 
    I got up so fast that the chair screeched on the floor.  
 
    “Who’s going shopping with me then?” I grinned. But as Lorcan turned to glance at Jade, I shook my head and wiggled a finger. “No, no, no. I don’t want her. She’ll suck the joy out of everything.”  
 
    There was no way I was going to give the vampire bitch a chance to strike me first.  
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