
        
            
                
            
        

     
 

 



Copyright © 2017 by A.D. Trosper

All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without prior written permission of the publisher.
 
Published by Black Feather
An imprint of Eternal Ink Publishing
 
Cover Design by Katie Jennings
 
First Edition: October 2017
 
This book is a work of fiction. The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead is coincidental and not intended by the author
 
ISBN-13: 978-0-9993741-1-5
ISBN-10: 0-9993741-1-7



 
 
Thanks go out to my family for all of your support, my beta readers who helped shape this into a better story, my editor for all of her hard work, and my proofreaders who helped hunt down escaped typo gremlins. 



Other Books by A.D. Trosper
RAVEN DAUGHTER
Unveiled
Betrayed
Inherited (coming 2018)
 
BOUND
Bound by Time
Bound by Legend
 
DRAGON’S CALL
Embers at Galdrilene
Tears of War
Ashes and Spirits
A New Beginning (short prequel)



 
For Stacy




Chapter 1
 
I’d left my friends behind without an explanation, without telling them where I was going, without a goodbye, and I’d left them in the company of demonborn at the house of a couple sealed to Caius’s younger sister, Lilly. I carried the guilt of that as I stood in the portal, just as I carried the surety that it was for the best. With my hand clasped firmly in Caius’s, I waited for everything to settle while inside the guilt warred with confusion over the kiss Caius and I shared. It still had me jumbled up. 
The portal we came through from the mortal world stopped shimmering. Caius let go of my hand the second we stepped away from it. 
We were in another forest, only this one was lush with trees that stood above a low carpet of thick green grass. Warm golden sunlight sparkled off a narrow, crystal clear stream that wound past where we stood. Brightly colored fish darted among rounded rocks under the water while trees that looked like weeping willows dragged their pale-pink leafy fingers across the surface. 
Strange bird calls filled the air and flowers I had never seen before bloomed along the grassy bank of the stream in a riot of soft colors. So different from the cold snowy landscape we left behind in the mortal world, it looked like a fairytale forest. 
I inhaled the sweetly scented air and smiled. “It’s beautiful.” 
Taller trees grew beyond the willows, their deep blue leaves rustling in a light breeze. A small deer with tiger-like stripes stepped close to the glittering stream and dipped its nose to the water. I watched, almost holding my breath for fear of scaring it. 
The breeze shifted, carrying my scent toward it. The deer raised its head and stared straight at me, water dripping from its muzzle. There was no tension in its body, no fear in its eyes, only curiosity.  I got the strangest feeling I could walk right up to it and it wouldn’t run.
Caius, who had already started down the path, paused and looked back at me. “Get a move on, Reaper.”
The deer jerked its gaze in Caius’s direction, snorted in alarm and bounded away, disappearing among the trees in three graceful leaps. I shot a scowl at Caius. “You didn’t have to scare it.”
“We aren’t here to sightsee and this isn’t a zoo. The Between is a wild place, it’s best you remember that.” He turned without another word and began walking.
I followed him, trying to take in the unfamiliar trees with their pale, almost shiny, smooth bark, perfectly straight branches, and long narrow blue leaves. Caius moved fast enough I couldn’t properly appreciate them as I worked to keep up. Wondering what had him in such a hurry I asked, “Do you think they are going to catch up to us that fast?”
“They won’t catch up to us at all. They weren’t physically linked to us. The portal won’t deliver them to the same spot.” He glanced back at me. “My family and your friends aren’t our concern now.”
“Then why the hurry?” The path led over a pile of rounded rocks and I scrambled over them, feeling sweat bead on my face even though the temperature was about as perfect as it could get. The combination of long-sleeved shirt and cloak were going to be too warm here. 
“We have a long way to go. The sooner we are done here, the better.”
How far away was our destination? I glanced at his tense shoulders and closed body language and decided I would let him walk off whatever was bothering him before I asked for more details. 
I wondered at his distant tone and clipped answers. The kiss had seemed so… but no, he was just trying to stop the firestorm I started. It hadn’t meant anything to him. I’m sure in the many years of his life he had kissed lots of women. Though I was certain of my deduction, it didn’t stop me from feeling something.
It was my first kiss, and what a first it had been. Just the thought of it made me mushy and tingly deep in my gut. What would it be like to have him kiss me like that and mean it? 
Caius kept up a brutal pace. Despite the difficulty I had, I actually appreciated it. The hard walk forced me to focus on the trail and navigating the occasional obstruction. It also exhausted me. Both were good things since it kept my mind from wandering to places best left alone. 
I doubted he had lingering thoughts over it. He would want someone taller, more elegant. Someone more experienced in all the ways I wasn’t. Someone who wasn’t some weird mix. That’s what I was, a mutt. A Heinz 57.  I really needed to stop thinking about it. 
After a couple of hours, we stopped to rest next to the stream that continued to follow the path. Its clear water was better than any I’d ever tasted when I gulped it down. I pulled off my black reaper cloak and ripped the sleeves off the snug, long sleeved t-shirt I’d been given at Lilly’s safe house. It was much cooler without them. Caius watched me pull a few loose threads still hanging from the seams and said nothing. In fact, we hadn’t spoken since we entered the forest. 
In an effort to ignore him, I focused on the trees surrounding us. A squirrel scampered a short way along a branch before stopping to eat something. Stripes, the same deep blue color as the leaves, ran horizontally down its slim, dark body and bushy tail. It paused and cocked its head at me, nose testing the air. A quick, dashing scamper brought it closer to me. I could see now that its eyes were a lighter blue than the stripes in its sleek fur. I gazed at it, entranced by the colors that were so different from its mortal world counterparts. 
A raven glided through the trees and landed not far from the squirrel. The movement sent the strangely colored creature scrambling for cover. I lost sight of the squirrel as its fur quickly blended into the foliage. I turned my attention back to the raven who stared at me with an odd intensity.  
The bird made think of my friends and I looked away from it. A twinge of regret for ditching them tugged at me and I ruthlessly squashed it down. It was safer for them this way. They couldn’t keep risking their lives for me. 
Even though I was sure of my course of action, I couldn’t help wishing Bethany and James were here. It was certain I didn’t deserve them as friends, but I still wanted them. Hopefully, they would forgive me someday for just disappearing.
When Caius finally stood, I was more than ready to walk again. It was just better if my mind stayed occupied with physical exertion. I started to drape my cloak over my arm before changing my mind and tossing it on the ground. 
Caius glanced at it and frowned. “Not taking it with you?”
Shrugging, I walked away from where it lay. “I’m done dragging that thing around with me. I have a warrant for my arrest, it’s not like I’m a reaper anymore.”
“You are a Daughter of Morrigan; you will always be a reaper.” 
Yay me. Daughter of an angel and Daughter of Morrigan, a mix that was strictly outlawed. And now, thanks to Caius saving my life, I had Archdemon blood flowing in my veins too. And of course, there were the Sentinels who were tasked with capturing me and taking me to my death. Tack on the fact I had been lied to by the people I was supposed to trust, nearly killed by a crazy hidden chamber as well as demonborn and even Caius’s own mother. 
Even the people who were supposed to stand with me wouldn’t because I was somehow supposed to bring about the end of something. There was the stupid freaking dagger that I wasn’t even sure would do what we thought it would. Add to that whatever my feelings were for Caius—I hesitated to think too closely on those because it seemed like it would be easier to take his eventual rejection if I never gave the feelings an actual definition—and it was just freaking fabulous to be me. 
As my rambling mental rant came to its conclusion, I realized Caius was waiting for me to say something. “Yeah, but it isn’t the cloak that makes me one. That’s what I meant.” I glanced back at the pile of black material. It had felt good to be a part of something. To belong. “I’m nothing but a pawn on a chessboard now and everyone either wants to use me for their own ends or knock me off the board.”
Caius didn’t say anything, just watched me with unreadable eyes. When he started down the trail again, I followed without a backward glance at the item that had once marked me as part of a new family. A slight breeze drifted through the woods, cooling the bare skin of my arms as I walked forward into whatever future awaited me.
He didn’t speak to me the rest of the day and I didn’t try to initiate conversation with him. Walking behind him was both a blessing and curse. A blessing because he couldn’t see me watch the way he moved with almost feline-like grace. A curse because I could watch him all I wanted and it was better if I didn’t. As if I didn’t have enough problems on my plate. Did I really need to add lovesick infatuation to it as well? Especially when it was for someone who didn’t return the feelings, someone I should never enter into a relationship with anyway.
Darkness slowly settled over the forest. Neither of us had any trouble seeing despite that, and for a while, we kept going. I’m not sure how long we continued through the heavy blackness blanketing the forest floor while various strange bird and animal sounds echoed among the trees. At first, I worried about what might be out at night in this forest in the Between, but after a time, even that wasn’t enough to keep my attention. Nothing seemed interested in approaching us—or attacking us. 
We hiked for hours in darkness before we finally stopped to rest. Too tired to care much whether or not I might be eaten while I slumbered, I curled up against the trunk of a tree and closed my eyes. Sleep took me almost immediately. 
I wandered lost through blood-splattered snow while demonborn stalked me. I shivered though, the snow didn’t feel as cold as I remembered. Maybe because all of my concentration was on keeping silent as I moved past trees whose limbs were weighted with a coating of white that gleamed in the moonlight. I didn’t know if I was searching for something or trying to get away. 
The snowy landscape stretched on forever. Always there was blood, bright red and gleaming, staining the thick blanket. I seemed to move in slow motion as I waded through the depths of it that rose above my knees. My breath came heavy from the exertion even as the skin on my face warmed from it. Shouldn’t the frozen air make my face cold? A slight ache in my side made me wonder if I’d been injured. I wanted to check, but was afraid to stop moving. If I paused to rest, even for a moment, they would find me. 
An indistinct light glowed in the distance, beckoning me forward from across a wide expanse of snow. Somehow, it seemed safe. If I could only reach that light, I would escape my pursuers. Unwilling to expose myself by crossing directly to it and unable to take the time to consider my best move, I began to circle toward the light, keeping to the cover of the trees. 
Though the sheet of snow that spread out between me and the light was unmarred by even a single footprint of any kind, droplets of blood still glimmered on its surface. I watched, horrified, as the blood coalesced, running together, steaming hot in the frigid air as it became a river through the center of the clearing. I stepped back. The snow trembled then melted into the river of red, soaking my feet.
A demonborn landed with a splash in front of me, his eyes wild, fangs in full view. 
I jerked awake, my heart pounding. The instinct to be quiet and stay hidden so strong in my mind that I swallowed the gasp that tried to break past my lips. The ache in my side was more pronounced. I quickly felt for a wound only to discover a small tree root under the place I laid. I must have rolled onto it. As the confusion from my sudden waking cleared and the nightmare images faded, I became aware of Caius’s cloak covering me and a small fire dancing happily a few inches off the ground. 
Embarrassed a stupid dream could scare me so much, I searched for Caius. He sat on the other side of the fire, his back against a tree trunk. His eyes held mine. I looked away first. Why couldn’t he have been asleep? I hoped I hadn’t done anything stupid like cry out or thrash around. I shifted off the root, buried my face under the cloak, and did my best to find sleep again.
If I dreamed again, I don’t remember. I came awake slowly to a small persistent sound. An alarm clock? No, I had rarely ever needed one of those even in the mortal world. Besides, this wasn’t steady enough for that. I pushed myself to a sitting position, the cloak falling back as I did. 
It was lighter now, maybe early morning. With the thick canopy of leaves above, it was impossible to tell for sure. The sound continued. Plaintive and frightened, it almost sounded like a strange bird or bug screaming. Even so, it tugged at me. I glanced around our campsite, if it could be called that. There was no sign of Caius.
I slowly stood, stretching to relieve stiff muscles. Somewhere in the tangle of branches above me, a raven called. The strange bug-like call came again. Glancing around again, I carefully stepped off the narrow trail, following the sound. The noise grew louder as I crept closer. When I peered through alien looking ferns, the cry cut off in a hiss. I stared. It stared back. It was a rather large kitten, probably three or four months old.
I glanced around apprehensively. Where was its mother? If the kitten was this big, then the mother must be roughly the size of a cougar. Not something I wanted to come face to face with, especially if she thought I was disturbing her baby. After several seconds, I looked back at the kitten.
Its short fur was a rich, charcoal grey. Jet black ears sported small tufts on the tips, and its ice blue eyes were heavily lined in the same black that made streaks down either side of its nose. Comparing it to mortal world cats, it had the markings and ear tufts of a caracal and the build and size of a cougar. Like the two had been crossed, if either of those types of cats came in that color or had long, fluffy tails. Careful not to make too much noise, I crept back toward camp, anxious to put space between me and the kitten before its mother showed up.
It didn’t take long to make it to the tree I had slept by. Caius’s cloak was still crumpled where I’d left it on the ground and he was still gone. Unsure what do to, I sat down and leaned against the tree. The morning was cool against the bare skin of my arms and I pulled the cloak over my lap, tucking my hands under it.
A faint crackle pulled my attention to the ferns and bushes I’d just exited. A small shape bounded through the shadows beneath the undergrowth and then the kitten slid into view. It sat there, across the path from me, its bright blue eyes focused intently on mine. There was an intelligence in its gaze I wasn’t expecting. After a long moment, it broke eye contact and set about washing its front paw as if it sat near people every day.
I couldn’t take my eyes off it. The kitten, though big, was absolutely adorable and its dark gray fur looked so soft. Something caught its attention and it crouched suddenly, eyeing my side of the path. In a sudden, not quite graceful movement, it leaped across the path and pounced. Whatever it was, it must have been a figment of the kitten’s imagination. It arched its back and bounced in a circle, batting at nothing, then stopped and stared at me as if shocked I was still there.
After a bit, it crept forward and explored the edge of the cloak, watching me closely all the while. When I made no move, it sat down and let loose its strange bug sounding meow.
Slowly, I took my hands from under the cloak and held them toward the kitten. It gave them a wary look before carefully sniffing them. It stared me in the eye again for a long moment before climbing on my lap and settling on the cloak. It had to weigh a solid fifteen pounds. Seeming content, it began to kneading the cloak, and unfortunately, my leg. 
“Ouch!” I gently lifted that paw and pushed more of the material between me and the claws. The kitten peered up at me, eyes half closed as if pleased with itself. I traced my fingers lightly down its back. The kitten surprised me by purring. As I carefully pet it, aware that it was a wild animal that might take offense at any moment and tear into my hand, I asked, “Where’s your mama, little one?”
The kitten blinked at me but didn’t respond otherwise. Getting braver, I began to rub around its ears. The kitten rolled in my lap, exposing its underside and the fact it was a female. I moved to scratch her belly. As soon as my fingers touched the fur there, she shot off my lap with a hiss. Okay then, no tummy rubs. She sat on the path and groomed her front paw again while occasionally shooting me offended glances. 
“I’m sorry,” was all I could offer. 
The kitten looked like she couldn’t decide if she should forgive me or not. Then something in the undergrowth caught her attention and she disappeared into the vegetation. At first, I could track her movements through it, but after a while, the sounds faded and I was left on my own again. 
Caius almost made me jump out of my skin when he stepped onto the path. Still listening as hard as I was for the kitten, I should have heard him coming. He handed me some sort of berries that were mottled red and purple. “Eat up, we need to go.”
I rolled my eyes as I popped the first berry in my mouth. Of course, first, he was off doing whatever all morning and now he wanted to hurry up and go. My face crinkled up at the taste of the berry and I almost spit it out as the bitter juice coated my tongue. “Ew.”
“Eat them.” Caius didn’t look at me while he put the fire out. “They may taste foul, but it’s all there is right now.”
I stared at the large pile still in my hand. Maybe getting it all over with at once would be better. Unsure of the wisdom of the thought, I dumped them all into my mouth, completely filling it. The second I bit down I knew there had been no wisdom whatsoever in the idea. Shuddering in revulsion, I chewed as fast as I could and gulped them down. I scrambled to my feet and hurried to the stream where I gulped mouthful after mouthful of water to rinse the taste of the nasty things from my mouth.
Caius had his cloak on by the time I finally stood, feeling a little waterlogged. He raised an eyebrow. “A little dramatic don’t you think?”
I scowled at him. “They were vile and you know it.”
“They were food.” 
“Barely.”
Without responding to that, he led the way down the path. 
Occasional rustles in the thick undergrowth followed us as we hiked through the forest. A time or two, Caius paused to scan the area behind us, golden eyes watchful. I suppressed a small smile because I knew exactly what kept making the rustle in the vegetation, the snap of a twig, and other small sounds. Although I hadn’t actually seen her again, I’d listened to enough of her rather clumsy stalking techniques after she’d taken off earlier to know it was the kitten. Why she was following us instead of taking off to find her mother, I didn’t know. 
A bright band of sunlight cut across the path up ahead. Maybe it was a clearing, though something about it looked off. When we reached it, I knew why. The band of light separated two very different kinds of trees. The new trees had dark, smooth bark, gnarled branches that started low on the trunks, and wide dark green leaves. There was no slow changeover. It almost looked like some giant axe had carved out a boundary of fifty-feet or so between the two kinds. An axe that hadn’t been gentle with the paler trees. Many of the branches on this side were broken off.
Caius appraised the new trees for a long moment before crossing the open space. As we passed under the branches, his pace picked up even more. I walked faster, doing my best to keep from slowing him down. 
Despite my determination to maintain the speed, after a good hour, my legs started to burn from practically power walking. “I know we have a long way to go, but do we have to cover the entire distance at this speed?” 
He slowed slightly. “We need to be out from under these trees before dark.”
“Why?” My eyes narrowed when he looked at me. “Are you going to turn into a gremlin if you’re under these trees after dark?”
Caius snorted and shook his head. “Not me, the trees.”
“Wait, what?” I eyed the trees warily.
“When the sun sets, the trees wake up. We don’t want to be among them when they do.”
“What do you mean, they wake up?” What in the nine hells was he talking about? He didn’t answer me and I was left with my imagination conjuring up possibilities as tension kept me wound up in a flight or fight mode. 
***
“I needed to put distance between us. There were too many consequences to allow anything else.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 2
 
As the day wore on and we still trudged through the forest, the tension leached out of me and I quit paying much attention to it, though the lack of the tree dwellers I’d seen in the first forest worried me. In fact, there were no bird calls either. Even the quiet rustle of the kitten following us had stopped, leaving behind an ominous quiet. Only the occasional deer track across the trail reassured me that something besides us occupied the forest.
Trying not to think too much on it, I broke the silence by asking the question that had been weighing on my mind since we stepped through the portal. “Why are we even doing this?”
“Doing what?” Caius barely glanced at me. 
“This?” I motioned to the trees. “Alaric and Sinmar have obviously been dishonest with us. Why are we still going after the dagger? We don’t even know if it will do what they say. Wouldn’t it better to go after whoever or whatever is causing the Lost and take care of the root of the problem?”
“If you have any way of knowing who or what is doing it, I’m all ears,” Caius said as he ducked under a low hanging branch.
His statement had me stumped for a moment. “Well, shouldn’t we be trying to find out then?”
Caius stopped and faced me, frustration in his eyes. “If we had any way of doing that, I would have already tried. Unfortunately, there isn’t a way. Alaric and Sinmar both claimed to have no idea. I don’t know if that’s true or not, but short of fighting our way through all of Midtween and interrogating the two of them, we have no way of discovering that either.” A low growl rumbled in his chest and he glared at the trees as if it was somehow their fault. “All we can do is see this through and hope the dagger does what they claimed.”
“I guess you’re right.” Resignation filled me. “I don’t like not knowing. I hate running blind.”
“On that, we agree.” Caius started down the path again. 
We walked in silence after that while my mind lingered on the Lost. So many souls. It was heartbreaking and terrifying. 
As the light slowly faded, I started to worry again. Since Caius wanted to be away from the trees before dark when they woke up, whatever that meant, it was probably best if we didn’t spend the night among them. And yet, the sun was obviously tracking lower in the sky even if it didn’t penetrate much into the forest. A raven’s urgent call echoed among the trunks. The first and only bird sound I’d heard since stepping under the branches of these trees. A shiver ran down my spine. It wasn’t until I saw glimpses of sunlight between the trunks that I dared hope we were reaching the end of this silent, tomb-like place.
It was late afternoon when we finally left the trees. A wide plain spread out in front of us, the horizon defined by the shadowy peaks of distant mountains. The stream flowed well beyond the trees before making a large curve to the left and flowing parallel to the edge of the woods, and it was an edge, though it was uneven. The trees seemed to just stop at some agreed upon point. There was no thinning. One moment we were walking under a thick canopy of trees and then we weren’t. The path also curved to the left, staying in between the water and the forest.
Caius sat down at the edge of the stream. I glanced back at the woods. In the late afternoon light, it looked more foreboding. I sat down where I could keep one eye on the forest and another on the open plain across the stream. Who knew what might lurk out there.
Caius held out his hand and a flame appeared in his palm. I leaned forward. “Can I do that?”
The fire disappeared as he studied me, an unreadable expression on his face. A little uncomfortable under his gaze, I said, “I mean, since I appear to be channeling your power, it seemed like a good idea to try. Maybe if I can learn to make smaller flames, I won’t explode into a fireball the next time I accidentally draw on your powers.”
“I don’t know if I can teach it to you.” His eyes were still locked on mine as if he were searching for something in them. “It isn’t just think fire and you have it, at least not for you, not yet. Like angel and Morrigan power, in the beginning, it’s emotion that will allow you to connect with and use them. And you keep yours bottled up until they explode and then so does the power.”
I snorted. “I have used angel power already with my staff and my shield.”
He withdrew his hand and I wondered if he was going to let me try. “In the beginning, demons frequently use negative emotions to fuel our powers. It isn’t required, we can use any emotion we are feeling most strongly at the time, but typically negative emotions are easier to access quickly.”
“And I’ve done the same,” I mumbled looking down at my hands folded in my lap. Every time I had touched Caius’s powers, I had been angry or hurt, or both. “So you just get angry whenever?”
“No. Like I said, any emotion will do and after a while, it won’t take emotions at all. After a while it becomes second nature, it comes when you need it before you even have to think about it.”
The tone of his voice was still distant. I glared at him. “You haven’t seemed very emotional to me. In fact, you’re pretty damned remote most of the time”
Caius shook his head. “I don’t have to show them to feel them. I don’t bury them. You do.”
A sarcastic reply rose but I didn’t say it because it would only prove his point. Whenever I got uncomfortable with my emotions, I tended to cover it up and not think about them too much. It was easier than confronting them. I hated feeling out of control. And I already knew that Caius wasn’t interested in teaching me how to feel without exploding. If something like that could even be learned.
Caius regarded me for a long moment and I knew he was watching my neutral mask, waiting to see if I would lower it. I didn’t. I couldn’t. If I did, it would let in the sorrow over the loss of my mother, the terrible gut-wrenching knowledge that she could have saved herself if not for me, the crushing blow from finding out I was completely alone in this world, the years of rejection from my peers, and the emotional hurt I’d taken at the hands of bullies. It was too much to let in. Better to keep it out. 
With a sigh, Caius stood and motioned for me to do the same. “We can try. Maybe if I can help you learn this, you will be able to tap into your angel and Morrigan powers more. With the purity of both in your heritage, you can do much more than a staff and shield.”
Intrigued, I asked, “Like what?”
“Why don’t we just start with attempting fire in a familiar way?”
Shrugging, I stood. However he wanted me to start out, I needed to get control. “How come whatever my angel and Morrigan powers are, they don’t come ever come out? Only yours? And how can I use yours at all?”
“Since the heavy infusion of my blood, some of mine appear to be yours as well. As to your angel or Morrigan powers, when you are happy or feeling love, have you ever needed your powers? Determination is a good emotion, but a neutral one. It can be used for any of the powers, but its neutrality makes it a weaker emotion to use,” he said with the impersonal voice of an instructor. 
I shook my head. I’d never had reason to use my powers when happy or when feeling love. When I was feeling either of those emotions, I was usually relaxing with my reaper family. 
“In those times of determination, they do come out. It’s why during a fight you have more stamina, a stronger staff for longer, why you are able to continue with injuries that should leave you dying on the ground, why you have more speed and power than normal reapers. But you don’t recognize those that keep you alive, and any offensive power you are using is all directed into the staff.” 
He motioned toward my hands. “Try and make a staff of fire.”
How was I supposed to make my staff out of fire? “Why a staff? Wouldn’t one of those hovering fires you do work as a first try?”
“The staff is what you are used to, so we will start there. It’s also the easiest thing. Anyone with even a drop of immortal blood in their veins can make a staff. It’s like toddlers drooling, all of us can do it.” He braced his feet and crossed his arms, obviously waiting for me to try.
“Fine.” I sighed and held my hand out, trying to envision my staff as flames instead of a glowing white bar. I felt my own power rise, it came with ease and a long white staff flared to life in my hand.
“That’s not fire, Reaper.” 
I ground my teeth and let the staff go. Reaper. He was back to using what I was instead of my name, which pissed me off. It was like he was purposely letting me know the kiss meant nothing. Not that he had to go to the trouble. I got it. It may have affected me, may have changed how I felt about him even more, but it had done nothing for him other than stop a firestorm. 
It wasn’t a big deal. I was used to being rejected. His disinterest was nothing more than a blip on my life’s radar. 
I latched on to the irritation his attitude was bringing on. Maybe if I used negative emotion, I would have more success. I gave my hand a shake and held it out again, focusing on the emotion. The staff appeared, this time streaked with red, but no flames.
“Still not flames, Reaper.”
My gaze snapped to his, anger flashing through me as I let go of the staff. “I have a name, Demon. I’m well aware of the fact I’m a reaper, thank you very much. I don’t need you to remind me.”
The tattoos prickled across my shoulders and a staff of flame burned in my hand. I should have been thrilled with it. Instead, I was too busy seriously considering the prospect of smacking Caius upside the head with it to feel any pleasure. And then the staff exploded, flashing into a white-hot inferno shooting from my clenched fist in both directions. 
Startled, I tried to jump away from my own hand. Which didn’t work so well since my hand was attached and all. It was enough, however, to make the fire disappear. Frustrated, I huffed a breath of annoyance. 
Caius raised an eyebrow, his face expressionless as he said, “At least you managed to achieve a fire staff…briefly.”
“Well then tell me, Obi-wan, exactly how am I supposed to control it?” I seethed, and for a second, considered trying to bring the fire staff back. Maybe I could smack him with it before it exploded. 
Caius watched me, his golden gaze considering. Finally, he asked, “If you want to hit me so bad, why don’t you?”
“What?” 
“Don’t try to deny it. Your body language speaks volumes. Why don’t you go ahead?” His stance was now one of waiting. I guess he planned to prevent any strikes against him. Not that he needed to worry about it. I may fantasize about it occasionally, but it didn’t mean I would actually do it.
“Because it isn’t right to hit people, no matter how mad they make you.” I folded my arms, mainly to keep myself from the temptation of the staff. 
“I doubt I would even feel a hit from you. And a staff made of fire isn’t going to hurt me. So go ahead, get it out of your system.”
“No.” I glared at him. “Sorry, I don’t work that way.”
“So,” his stance relaxed a little, “even though you are angry enough to hit me, you restrain yourself.”
“Uh, yeah.” Was that so foreign to him?
“Same concept when controlling the anger you were using to fuel the fire staff.”
I blinked. Oh. Yeah. That made sense. 
Caius knelt and held his hand out. A ball of flame filled his palm and he dropped it where it burned a few inches off the ground. He glanced at where I still stood. “And that, Padawan, is your lesson in control tonight.”
Unable to decide if I was still irritated with him, pleased with my new understanding, or happy he’d thrown my Star Wars reference back at me, I turned my gaze to the trees. I was under no delusions I would suddenly have control, but just understanding the how would make it easier to attempt, even if I failed again. 
Caius straightened and came to stand in front of me. “Though you’ve done enough with your power for now, there are still other things you should learn.”
“Like what?” He still had that instructor tone and I wondered what he had in store for me now.
“Like learning to use more than your power to fight. You have no clue how to fight without a weapon. And even with one, you can use your staff well enough against eaters, scarabs, and other lower demons, but you can’t defend yourself against more formidable foes.” 
“Scarabs?” 
“The things that attacked us that first night.”
So they had a name other than hell beetles, good to know. He held out his hands, palms toward me. “Hit me.”
I took a step back. “What?”
“Throw a punch at my hands.”
“Fine.” I threw my right fist forward with everything I had. His hand didn’t move even a fraction of an inch.
With a sigh, he lowered his hands and moved around me. “Plant your feet like this.” He adjusted my stance and I tried to ignore the warm feeling of his hands on me. “Hold your shoulders like this, arms like this.”
When he appeared satisfied with my stance, he stood in front of me again with his hands up. “Again.”
For the next two hours, he put me through my paces as he taught me how to punch properly, how to hit in other ways, and other basics of hand-to-hand combat. Not that I was suddenly a ninja or anything, that was going take a lot longer than two hours, but it was a start. 
During the last of the lesson, he worked on teaching me to break out of a hold. By that time, I was exhausted from the day and having a hard time concentrating as he easily slipped past my inexperienced attempts to fight him off with my newfound knowledge. He wasn’t gentle, but he wasn’t unnecessarily rough either when he grabbed me yet again and held me with my back crushed against his chest, one hand over my mouth. 
I tried to do as he’d instructed to break loose, but was getting nowhere. His warm breath brushed past my ear as he said, “If I was an enemy, you would be dead or captured. You aren’t putting enough effort into it.”
“I’m practically falling asleep,” I complained when his hand fell away from my mouth. 
Caius released me and stepped back. “You think an enemy is going to wait until you are well rested to engage? You will have to learn to focus through it.”
He was right; I needed to be able to protect myself with or without powers. I sighed and reset myself, waiting for his next mock attack to come. 
Caius watched me for a long moment. “Perhaps not tonight, though. We can work on it each evening.” He motioned toward the fire. “Rest for now.”
***
“Eventually, she would have to learn to use her powers without resorting to anger. I wasn’t sure I could be the one to teach it…” ~Caius





Chapter 3
 
The last of the light faded from the sky and as it did, the trees in the forest began to glow. They varied in color from bluish white that reminded me of reaper replenisher, grey, a red that reminded me of Caius’s cloak, purple, and green. Some trees were a combination of colors. Their luminescent bark and leaves bathed the ground beneath them in multicolored light. 
Again, I was struck by the fairytale feel. “Is that what you meant when you said the trees would wake up?”
Caius only nodded, his gaze watching the glowing trees warily. 
I was about to ask what made the forest so bad when the first shriek froze my thoughts. I stared at the beautiful trees as a shiver worked its way down my spine. “What was that?”
“Some of the trees are carnivorous. Some simply defensive of the area covered by their branches. All are sentient.” Caius glanced at me then returned his attention to the sinister forest.
Another scream, long and drawn out, echoed from farther away. I swallowed hard. “So some of the trees are hunting? What are they hunting?”
“Whatever walks beneath them. The main food source of the frell deer grows beneath those trees. And like all good predators, they often adopt the color pattern of neighboring benign trees to confuse their prey.” Somewhere not far inside the glowing foliage, a branch snapped, a snarl ripped through the air and a tree shuddered. Caius chuckled at seeing the confusion on my face. “Sometimes, the trees aren’t the only predators hunting.”
“I thought no one from Midtween ever came here. How do you know so much about it?” I folded my arms, wishing I had kept my cloak. It was cool enough now and without it, I somehow felt less protected against whatever other strangeness this night might throw at me.
“Reapers and guardians don’t come to the Between. Demonborn do all the time. It’s the hunting ground of new demonborn before they gain enough control to take to the mortal realm.” Caius drew up one knee and rested his forearm across it. “The best blood is that with some immortal in it. After that, mortal human blood. Without the option of the other two, whatever can be found in the wilds of Between will suffice to sate the bloodlust.”
“Bloodlust?” I was almost afraid to ask. He was speaking to me normally with none of the distance and I was hesitant to break whatever it was that changed his mood.
My question didn’t seem to disturb him and he answered, “Demonborn usually hit bloodlust somewhere between eighteen and twenty-one. They become consumed with the craving for blood. They don’t need it, but they want it the way an addict wants their fix.” He shrugged as if it was no big deal. “We find bringing them to Between to hunt and satisfy their desire works better than trying to suppress it. The bloodlust comes in waves—often times with months in between the need. It passes by the time they reach their fifties.”
Unease crawled through me. “Um, with so much demon blood in me, am I going to have to worry about this?”
Startled, he glanced at me. “No. For one, you have enough angel and Morrigan blood in you to offset the demon. For another, you have mine, and I passed bloodlust so long ago I can barely remember it.”
“Good, because no offense, I don’t think I could handle that.” The relief was so strong, if I hadn’t already been sitting, my legs would probably have given out. His comment about me having his blood brought up another question that had lingered in the back of my mind since I was pulled from Eisheth’s trap and Rowen had said it didn’t help that it was Caius’s blood in my veins. “Why does it matter that it was your blood and not another demonborn?”
He didn’t look at me this time; instead, he continued to face the forest. “Try to get some sleep, Josephine.” 
And just like that, I was shut out. Fine. Whatever. I guess it was his secret to keep. Still, I couldn’t keep my thoughts from wandering around trying to think of a plausible reason his blood would be different. It was an unsuccessful endeavor. I lay back on the ground and stared up at the dark expanse of sky doing my best not to think of the way it had felt to have his arms around me, to be tight against him during our practice session. He’d been nothing but detached and professional during it, but that hadn’t stopped me from feeling things. 
The ground wasn’t particularly comfortable and I only achieved a light doze that I woke frequently from thanks to the occasional scream that would echo among the trees and the unnerving snapping of branches. The last wouldn’t have been so strange had there been any wind at all, but the air was perfectly still which meant the branches were moving on their own. As the night wore on, the noise quieted down and a deeper sleep found me.
I jerked awake just as light was starting to show in the sky. The smell of roasted meat filled the air. Sitting up, I twisted toward the fire where broken limbs created a rough spit. Caius was in the process of taking the meat away from the fire. He shoved it off the stick speared through it and placed it on a wide, flat leaf. Another of the leaves held a large pile of iridescent white berries. 
“Where did you get the food?” I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and leaned toward the meat as my stomach rumbled. 
“The trees don’t always finish their kills. This was a young frell deer. It was only half eaten and a fresh kill. I took a haunch then found the berries.” Caius motioned toward the pile. 
I stared at him in shock. “You went after a kill made by one of those trees?”
“We needed food. I originally went in to hunt, then found this. It saved me time.” He frowned at the look on my face. “I didn’t go that far. You were perfectly safe sleeping here.”
“I have no doubt. I just can’t believe you actually went near those trees.” I recovered from my shock enough to feel the ache in my stomach. 
“Any tree that tried to hunt me would have ended up getting hold of more than it bargained for and they know it.” He tore the haunch in half and placed one-half on another leaf, piled a bunch of the berries on it and handed it to me. 
I eyed the berries with caution. The last had been so nasty, I wasn’t sure I trusted these. I turned my attention to the meat and picked it up, though it was still hot from coming off the fire, and was surprised at how tender it was. It practically fell apart in my hands and had some sort of sticky coating on it. Raising a bite to my face, I smelled it and found the scent to be something between venison and beef. Taking a small amount in my mouth, I chewed carefully. It could have used some salt, but even so, it had a delicious, slightly sweet flavor. I stuffed another, larger bite into my mouth. 
After swallowing, I tried one of the berries. The firm skin contained a juicy interior that burst across my tongue in a wave of sweetness, like someone had crossed strawberries and bananas. It almost reminded me of the flavor on the meat.
“Did you put berries on the meat?” I asked before stuffing another bite of the tender, moist, frell deer in my mouth. 
He nodded around his own mouthful and after he swallowed he answered, “Cooking changes the flavor of the juice some and makes it a perfect thing to baste roasting meat with.”
“How do you know how to cook wild food in the Between? I thought demonborn only came here during bloodlust.” I grabbed a handful of berries and popped them in my mouth. 
“Those who come here for that, never come alone. An older demonborn always comes along to protect the young one who is often too foolish, inexperienced, and distracted to be trusted not to fall in a hole.” He tore another chunk of meat loose. “It can last for up to two weeks at a time. Most mature demonborn know what can and can’t be eaten here. Learning gives us something to do while we let the young ones hunt and keep them from getting themselves killed.”
“Well, at least you made good use of your time.” As I tore off another chunk of meat, a plaintive bug-like call carried from the edge of the trees. Pausing, the piece of meat hovering near my mouth, I turned toward the sound. 
A large ball of charcoal-gray fur bounded across the grass toward me. Before either of us could truly react, the kitten flung herself into my lap and reached up with her front paws, claws latching onto the meat in my hand. 
“Hey, you little fiend!” I tried to pry the kitten away from the meat. A high-pitched growl emanated from the kitten as she held on tight and snatched at the meat with her mouth.
Caius rose, took two steps and snatched the kitten up by the scruff of her neck. She flattened her tufted ears and hissed at him. He frowned. “What in the nine hells is a Bastet kitten doing out here?”
“Put her down, she’s hungry.” I frowned at him. 
“She?” 
“Yes. She introduced herself to me the first morning here while you were off picking nasty berries. She followed us for a long time. I thought she quit when we got to those crazy trees.” I motioned toward the forest.
Caius lowered the kitten to the ground. Before she could attack the meat in my hand again, I threw it on the ground. She pounced on it and started eating like she was ravenous. And without a mother, she probably was. I felt a strange sort of kinship with the kitten as I tore off more meat and tossed it to her. She growled and planted the claws of one paw in the new chunk while still working on the first. 
Caius watched with an ambivalent expression on his face.  “What do you intend to do with it?”
“I don’t intend to do anything. I assume she will follow or stay as she chooses.” I smiled as I finished the rest of my food, giving several more pieces to the kitten in the process. If she stuck around, I would have to think of something to call her. “I feel amazing after eating this. Thank you.”
He shrugged as if it were no big deal. “The wild food in Between will sustain you better than mortal food and much better than the synthetic stuff in Midtween.”
The energy flooding my body as it soaked up the food made me feel like I could go days without resting. I glanced at Caius as he finished his, glad that we seemed to have achieved some sort of friendliness again. “So where do we go today?”
“We follow the river until it reaches the coast.” He put the fire out and stood. 
“How far is that?”
“Depends on how fast we move.” He must have seen the dismay on my face because he added, “It’s an easy hike.”
I got to my feet. “Wish we could shift here. Flying would save a lot of time.”
“You can, but I wouldn’t advise it,” Caius said as he started following the path that continued to follow the stream. 
The kitten bounded along behind us. I eyed the trees nervously as the path curved closer to them. “We can? Then why was I told we can’t?”
He glanced over his shoulder at me. “It’s easier to tell people they can’t so they don’t try. Not that it’s usually a worry for those on your side of the river. They don’t come out here anyway. It’s not a good idea to have people with angel blood wandering around where young demonborn are bloodlust-hunting.”
“Okay, but why?” He still hadn’t answered my question.
Caius paused and turned around. “The Between is full of odd energy. Once you become your other, you have every possibility of not finding the person inside in order to change back. After a while, you will lose all of you and become the raven wholly.”
“Oh.” It was all I could say. I mean what else was there? “Avoid shifting at all costs then, got it.”
Amusement glinted in his eyes before he started walking again.
***
“The dangers of the Between are many. But the biggest danger to me came in the form of the small woman who walked at my side.” ~Caius





Chapter 4
 
We didn’t speak anymore while we followed the stream and path as they wove in and out of the edge of the woods. The kitten disappeared often, sometimes for an hour or more only to show back up again. The day crawled as we walked in silence, which gave me plenty of time to think. I sifted through all of the details since we started on this ridiculous journey until one stood out.
The sun was high overhead when we finally stopped for a break. The kitten was off doing whatever she did when she disappeared. While it was nice to sit down, I didn’t feel particularly tired. In fact, I still felt pretty energized. There were other benefits to a rest though, like the fact it was easier to talk and I had more questions.
“After you got me out of your mom’s death trap, Rowen said something about a prophecy.” I weighed the sudden guarded look in Caius’s eyes and pressed forward. “What prophecy?”
“It’s something the Morrigan said before she went into her slumber. A view of the future and, many believe, a warning.” His gaze met mine. “I only know pieces of it. As far as I know, only Rowen, who was chosen as her Watcher and Guide, knows all of it.”
“Rowen is only a thousand years old,” only a thousand years old, it sounded weird even as I said it, “and the Morrigan went to sleep over ten thousand years ago. How can he be chosen for anything?”
“Just because she slumbers doesn’t mean she is incapable of doing anything. He is the oldest of her remaining Children and was given the full prophecy.” A grim expression settled on his face. “I honestly hadn’t considered the prophecy until he mentioned it.”
“What does it have to do with me?” 
“It may have everything to do with you.” His liquid gold eyes studied me again. “It talks about the mix of four bloods, which you almost are. It could definitely be you it speaks of. Or it could have nothing to do with you.”
“What parts do you know?” My mouth asked it before my brain could decide if I really wanted to know or not and a part of me wished I could take the question back. 
He sighed; obviously, he’d been hoping I wouldn’t ask. 
 
“Sound the trumpets
Hear the thunder
Let the ties
Be torn asunder
 
Cast the Child
Upon the wind
With darkness her consort
She returns again
 
At her feet
The blood of war
For when the Child comes
The Morrigan rests forever more.”
 
I stared at him in horror. Though I didn’t understand what most of it meant, the last part was pretty damn clear. There was going to be a war and it was going to be my fault. It wasn’t just me getting worked up; I really was the cause of all of this. And, it sounded like I would be the end of the Morrigan. Unable to speak, I looked away before he could see the tears that stung my eyes. 
“There are more verses, but I don’t know what they are.” His voice was rough. “They may not be as dark as these.”
If I didn’t know better, I would think he was trying to comfort me in some way. I stared at the ground, my gaze following the progress of a bright purple, iridescent beetle as it made its slow way down the edge of the path. The prophecy made me sound evil. I would come with darkness and start a war. 
Finally, I got myself under control enough to ask, “If I’m supposed to end the Morrigan, why has Rowen been helping me? Or any of my friends? They love her and I’m going to end her.”
I didn’t see how it was possible I could cause the death of the Morrigan. She was a god, the original creator, older and more powerful than any other. I was just a mutt created by some crazy ass angel. 
“Like I said, only Rowen knows the full prophecy. Maybe he knows something we don’t.”
A stick blocked the beetle’s path. It could probably crawl over it, but I reached down and moved the obstacle anyway just to give myself something to do. Was the dagger a part of the prophecy? Was there a verse about the Lost in there? Was I the cause of that, too? 
Needing to change the subject, I asked, “Why are demonborn so much stronger than guardians and reapers?”
It seemed a safe enough subject and one that had been nagging at me anyway.
“Guardians and reapers, generally, have only trace amounts of angel in them. Even most of Rowen’s group have less than an eighth Morrigan. Rowen and a few others have a little more. Demonborn all have one full half that is demon.” He stood and looked down the path and I knew it was time to go. “It’s a testament to the Morrigan blood that even with smaller amounts, once they get enough age on them, they are mostly an even match for demonborn not born to an Archdemon.” 
I stood and brushed the dirt off my knit pants, they really weren’t the best for hiking. They were the least of my problems, but it was easier to focus on that rather than the fact I was apparently going to destroy everything. “We should go.”
His gaze swept over me. “You can create new clothes anytime you want, you know.”
“I can what?” My surprise was complete. “Why would no one tell me that?”
“None of them are a full half-and-half hybrid. Angels and demons can do it, so can demonborn. For us, it’s as easy as shifting. None on your side of the river has enough angel, or even Morrigan blood, to do so. I doubt they realized you would be able to. You can clean yourself too, though a shower is still more satisfying.”
“How do I do it?” Finally, something useful that didn’t involve getting my friends hurt or destruction of any kind.
“Use your power the same way you would to make your staff or when you shift. This is another basic thing that should come naturally. Instead of envisioning the raven, envision clothing. See the clothes in your mind. Then mentally see them in your hand.” He held out his hand and I watched in amazement as a new black t-shirt appeared in it. 
Eager to try, and because it took my mind completely off the whole prophecy thing, I held out my hand, palm up. Pulling on my angel power was easy; I had used it many times to strengthen my staff. Unfortunately, all I got was my staff.
I let it go as Caius said, “Focus your thoughts only on the clothing you want.”
Closing my eyes, I tried again. When I felt cloth in my hand, my eyes flew open in excitement. It quickly died. A pile of denim that looked nothing like jeans filled my hand. “What am I supposed to do with these?”
“You can deconstruct things like this as easily as you construct them. It’s the same as sending your staff away. Simply concentrate on them being gone.”
I closed my eyes and concentrated. Somehow, this part came easier. When I felt the fabric leave my hand, I looked and it was empty. Well, at least I got that right. Once more, I tried to create the jeans and once more failed.
“Again,” Caius said as I made the pile of unrecognizable fabric disappear.
I worked to really see the jeans I wanted. Again I felt them in my hand. Yes, I had a pair of skinny jeans that mirrored my favorite worn pair. It would have been nice if there had been stitching down the legs to hold them together though. 
Caius just motioned for me to try again. “It takes a bit to get the hang of it. You need to see them in your mind exactly how you want them to be. See every detail.”
Thankful he hadn’t laughed at my attempts, I closed my eyes again, determined to get it right. In my mind, I saw the jeans. I mentally lifted them and shook them out, inspecting every seam and stitch before letting my power roll down my arm. Again, the feel of soft, worn denim filled my hand. 
They were perfect, until I looked closer. Gah! At least all of the seams were like they were supposed to be. Too bad I’d been so focused on those I’d forgotten to ‘see’ the zipper and button. I deconstructed them in disgust and looked at Caius. “Can’t you just fashion some for me so I can change?”
“Nope.” He shook his head and crossed his arms, making the material of his shirt stretch across the muscles of his broad shoulders. “You can do this or wear what you have on.”
Grumbling under my breath about stupid, perfect demonborn who could do everything, I again began creating the jeans in my mind. After inspecting all of the seams, I focused on the zipper and button then looked them over again. In my imagination, they looked like they were supposed to. Cautiously, I let the power flow down my arm into my hand then cracked open one eye to peek at them.
They seemed right. Opening my other eye, I inspected them fully, feeling elation rise. I had done it! I looked at Caius with a full smile spreading across my face, giddy with success. 
Something flared in his molten eyes before they seemed to shutter. He nodded and said curtly, “Good.”
He turned his back, stripped off his old shirt and began pulling on the new one. Grateful for the privacy, however small it might be, I scrambled to pull off the knit pants and get the jeans on. It would have been easier if I hadn’t kept getting distracted by the play of the muscles in his back as he changed shirts. Did he have to be an Adonis while I was all, well, me? I mean yeah, I’m pretty. But was pretty good enough to stand next to that? Victoria’s beauty would look right. Shaking my head, I banished the thoughts. I’d never worried about my looks before, I wasn’t going to start now. Caius wasn’t even interested in me that way, so it didn’t matter anyway. And if by some strange miracle he ever was and my looks weren’t good enough, then he could kiss off.
The jeans fit perfectly, curving around my hips and butt while still fitting my narrow waist. They were just as I had imagined and I couldn’t help smiling stupidly down at them. Maybe it was no big deal for a demonborn however old Caius was, but it was huge for me. I could feel the grime in my hair from sleeping on the ground when I ran my fingers through it. “How do I make my hair clean?”
“You make all of you clean in much the same way you make clothing. You envision it clearly in your mind and let your power move through you. Though you might as well wait until we’re done hiking for the day.” He started to turn then stopped. “Have you finished dressing?”
“Yep.” I gave a half turn when he faced me. “They even fit.”
His gaze raked over me, giving nothing away of what he thought. “Once you get used to using your power that way, the clothes will come easier.”
Though his mood seemed to have soured for some reason, mine was still lifted. Who cares what a grumpy demonborn thought of how I looked in my jeans? I had made clothes with my mind! Well, and my power, but it was still a heady feeling. One that stayed with me for the rest of the day and carried me through the arduous workout he gave me that evening when he continued the training from the evening before. 
The kitten showed up just as I was dozing off. After gulping down the food I had saved for her from the meal Caius rustled up, she curled up right next to my head and I fell asleep to the sound of her purr.
***
“Distance was going to be impossible.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 5
 
The path widened enough the next day that we could walk next to each other. Although neither of us said anything, the moodiness seemed to have left Caius and it was a comfortable kind of silence. 
It was late afternoon when Caius stopped abruptly, his entire being almost humming with tension. I froze; all of my senses on high alert as I scanned our surroundings for whatever it was that had tattoos starting to glow on the half-demon at my side. 
A man leaned against a tree not far ahead. The contrast between the sunlight and the deep shade made it difficult to make out his features. Something about him dried my throat as fear knotted my stomach. 
Caius took a step forward and in doing so placed himself partially in front of me. Now, I could say that I’m a strong female and don’t need a man to defend me, but nope. Not even going there. I hadn’t even gotten a clear look at the guy and it was enough to make me happy to let Caius take the lead on this. 
One day, when I got a handle on things, I would supposedly be formidable. This was not that day and I wasn’t too proud to admit it nor stupid enough to choose this moment to get all woman-hear-me-roar.
The man stepped from the shadows and walked toward us. Or maybe he glided, it was so graceful. Black hair hung to his waist in a straight, shiny fall. Though Caius had always seemed perfection of the human form to me, this man could almost make Caius seem average. Almost. 
When he came to a stop in front of us, his height held my attention. He had to be head and shoulders taller than Caius, which made me feel absolutely shrimpy. Caius inclined his head slightly. “Hades.”
I nearly choked and my heart rate jumped into a gallop. Hades? As in the Greek god, Hades? I couldn’t help the tremble that started in my knees and worked its way up my body. Sentinels and demons wanting me dead weren’t enough? Now I had a god after me too? If he wanted me dead, I was screwed. Not even Caius could defeat a god. Without realizing it, I had reached out and snagged a handful of the back of Caius’s shirt. I didn’t know why, only that I needed some connection to keep the sudden terror at bay.
In my fear, I had missed part of the conversation. 
“…relax, Caius.  I’m not here to kill you.”
“Maybe not, but there are very few I trust these days.” Caius shifted, putting me behind his back a little more. 
“Now, Caius, is that any way to behave with an old friend?” Hades said smoothly and moved to where he could see me better. My trembling increased under the weight of his black eyes. “I merely wanted to get a look at the one who has everything in chaos. Shame on you for hiding her heritage.”
I glanced up at Caius’s face. I could only see the side, but if the tension in his jaw was any indication, he wasn’t pleased to see Hades. I couldn’t blame him. I did envy his calm as he faced someone who could obliterate him. Or maybe he wasn’t completely calm, but he seemed more pissed than scared. I would take that, too. Unfortunately, I couldn’t find any anger in myself to latch on to. Only quivering fear. Then again, I was facing a kind of devil.
Hades’s expression became one of affront. “I am not a devil.” 
I stared at him in shock. Could he read my mind?
“Yes, I can.” He glanced at Caius. “Does she really believe all of that forked tail and pitchfork stuff?”
“She was raised in the mortal world, with all of their stories.” Caius’s voice was still guarded as he moved his arm back to block me a little more. I placed my other hand on the rock-hard muscle of his forearm. 
“Oh yes,” irritation flashed across Hades’s face, “those.”
He took in Caius’s stance and me tucked behind him and raised a perfect eyebrow. “Protective aren’t we?”
“We share a partial bond, what happens to her happens to me.”
“Except death.” Hades held up a finger. “That you would survive.”
A growl rumbled low in Caius’s chest and I could feel the vibration in his arm.
“Just a correction of your statement, nothing more.” Hades smirked and turned his attention back to me. “Such a little thing to cause so much trouble.” 
Heat flared on Caius’s skin when Hades walked around him, reached toward me and hooked one of his long, perfectly manicured, nails under my chin, forcing me to look into his black eyes. I fell into them, drowning in their dark depths as they filled the world around me. My hand tightened on Caius’s arm until my nails dug into his skin. 
“Enough.” Caius’s command was sharp.
Hades chuckled and suddenly the world was normal again. He gazed down at me with interest. “She’s fantastic. I can’t wait to see her grow into her powers.” He placed his finger against his lips as he regarded me. “I won’t even have to wait that long. Your blood is maturing her faster.”
Okay, terrified I may have been, but the way he continued to talk about me like I was a show dog was starting to irritate me. I welcomed the spark of anger that welled inside. It helped to balance the fear. 
Hades smiled down at me. “And she has some spunk. If you two finish the bond, you will be unstoppable. And it would have to be you, Caius. Though I suppose Malik, or even Lilly, could do it.”
If I had thought Caius was tense before it was nothing to now. Heat rolled off him as the tattoos glowed bright and I knew he was close to becoming his demon half. I dug my nails in harder, feeling the crescent marks form on my own skin as blood welled in them. I couldn’t worry about that now. I needed to remind him he was facing a god. 
“Do calm down, Caius. I wasn’t seriously suggesting Malik take your place in this. And I would never dream of revealing your secret to the world.” Hades took a step back, putting space between us. “I’m having far too much fun watching everyone scurry around like a bunch of frantic ants. I can’t wait to see the looks on their faces when it comes out, and eventually, it will. With the kind of enemies you have now, you will have to play that card at some point.”
He glanced at me before turning his attention back to Caius. “I always liked the Morrigan. We had many nice chats. I won’t stand in the way of the Child or tip your hand.”
If he liked the Morrigan, then why was he okay with my existence? Shouldn’t he hate me because I was going to destroy her?
Hades’s black eyes came back to me. “My dear little one, you haven’t a chance in the universe of destroying the Morrigan. End her yes, but never destroy.”
I finally found my voice. “If you aren’t the devil, what are you?”
“I’m a god, young one. I thought that was clear.” He flicked his eyes at Caius. “She isn’t lacking in intelligence, is she? That would be unfortunate.”
Another growl rumbled through Caius and Hades waved a hand at him like one would a dog. “I didn’t mean anything derogatory by it. Merely a question. I wasn’t aware the mortal world had fallen so far in their knowledge. I really should pay more attention to it.
“To answer your question, little Morrigan, I am not the devil. Even in the mortal world, I believe that title belongs only to Lucifer who isn’t a pointy-tailed, pitchfork-wielding kind of guy.” Hades sighed as if disappointed I didn’t know this. “He isn’t even the evil thing the mortals believe him to be. Merely a high-ranking angel that fell because he disagreed with some of the politics in the Heavens.”
Yeah right, because non-evil people regularly keep pits of eternal fire to torture souls in. If I were braver I would have rolled my eyes. Or at the very least scoffed. 
Hades gave me an indulgent look. “Every soul needs a place to go, even the sadistic and evil ones. I mean really, would you suggest that a child molester go to the Heavens? No, you wouldn’t. No soul reaches the pits without cause. And only the most despicable ever see the pits anyway. You forget, there are many levels to the Hells in the underworld.”
He shook his head and sighed. “It really is a shame they have forgotten so much in the mortal world.” He fixed me with a firm look. “Politics, my dear, are the only thing that separates the Heavens and the Hells, nothing more. There are plenty of good people who belong to the Hells, like Caius here. And just as many who aren’t good who belong to the Heavens. Remember that, little one.”
Looking back at Caius he said. “It was good to see you, my friend. Perhaps when we meet next, it will be under circumstances that don’t generate so much distrust.”
“Perhaps it will.” Caius still hadn’t moved and heat still bled through his shirt along with the glow of the tattoos. 
Hades gave me one more appraising look before disappearing into the shadows under the trees.
***
“I’m more powerful than most even know, but against a god, I stood no chance. Thankfully, that god was Hades. A friendship exists there, even if I couldn’t afford to fully trust him in that moment.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 6
 
I let out a shaky breath and rested my forehead against Caius’s upper arm. Neither of us moved for a little bit as if we both needed a moment to gather ourselves after the meeting. The heat rolling off Caius slowly dissipated. “You can take your nails out of my skin anytime you’re ready.”
Startled, I jerked my hand away and untangled the other from Caius’s shirt, embarrassed now that the danger was past. Or at least I hoped it was. A search of the shadows under the trees revealed no sign of Hades. “Is he really gone?”
“Yes.” Caius took a deep breath and let it out slowly, the tattoos fading as he did so. 
A million questions whirled through my mind as he began walking and I stumbled after him, still feeling shaky. It took a little bit to sort through them, but eventually, I did. Although I desperately wanted to know what secret Caius carried so close to the vest, I didn’t ask. I already knew from the night before he wouldn’t tell me. Unsure of his mood, I settled for what seemed the easiest to answer. 
“I thought nobody could cross the veils except those in Midtween?” I had to jog a little to keep pace with his walk.
Caius glanced at me and slowed down a little. “Gods can cross any veil at any time. Most prefer to remain in their respective realms. Angels and upper-level demons aren’t allowed to the cross the veils whenever they want. Lower level demons can be sent across, but it takes a tremendous amount of energy, the demon commanding them has to really want it.”
“If gods can cross the veil, then why are Sentinels after me? And if they are itching for war, then what is stopping them?” I still had to work to keep up with him.
“I don’t believe the gods are interested enough to get involved yet. Whoever ordered the Sentinels, it wasn’t them. And gods don’t fight wars anymore. Once, a very long time ago, they did. Then they created angels and demons to fight for them. All celestial wars since then have been fought across the realms by angels and demons. Until the Morrigan brought the veils down.”
“So there haven’t been any wars since?” Maybe the mortal world needed veils because they were always fighting there. 
“Wars have still been fought on smaller scales. Armies can’t be moved through the veils. There have been at least five wars in the Heavens in the last ten thousand years, seven in the Hells.” Caius slowed further, giving my legs some welcome relief. 
“Wars in the Heavens?” I frowned trying to fit what I had learned in the mortal world into what I had learned in Midtween. I knew the Heavens had as many levels as the Hells, but somehow, I still imagined it as a place full of fluffy clouds or something. “I thought the Heavens were supposed to be a peaceful rest for souls to renew their energy.”
“The souls have their levels. Those levels are kept out of the wars; the souls in the Heavens are never involved in the wars. Like the Hells, that leaves a couple of open levels and at least five different factions. Even the Hells have different factions within it.” Caius sighed. “You would do well to remember Hades’s words. Both the Heavens and Hells are ruled by politics; neither can be trusted over the other.”
Fabulous. Just what I wanted to hear. “How do I know who to trust then?”
He gave me a sharp look. “You don’t.”
“Seems kind of lonely.” I had grown up lonely, but my time in Midtween had given me friends that were basically family. Getting a taste of something good usually made it more difficult to go without it. 
“It happens.”
He spoke about it all with such assurance, I wondered aloud. “Have you been involved in any of these wars?”
“Two of the wars in the Hells, one in Midtween itself, and a few of the wars in the mortal world.”
I missed a step and stumbled to catch myself before I fell face first into the dirt. “Which mortal wars?”
“The Hundred Years’ War was my first human war—I was only a hundred years old or so at the time—and the French Revolution, on the side of the commoners who wanted out from under the heel of the monarchy, were a couple of them.” 
The blood drained from my face. That made him over eight hundred years old. I felt lightheaded and had to remember to breathe as I stared at him, wide-eyed. 
He glanced at me and sighed. “You are still thinking with your mortal upbringing. The number of years is just that, a number. Rowen is at least three hundred years older than me.”
I had known that about Rowen, but trying to wrap my brain around the numbers wasn’t working. So I latched on to something else. “Why fight in mortal wars?”
“Why not?” He shrugged. “If life gets boring, all one has to do is go to the mortal world. They never stop fighting over there. Just pick a side and it keeps one busy for several years usually.”
“How does all of the fighting not get to you after a while?”
He gave me a look that plainly said, really?  “I’m half-demon. I spent my early years with my mother, an Archdemon who is renowned for her cruelty. And you are worried what the mortals inflict on each other is going to bother me?”
Of course, what was I thinking? What sensible demon gave a crap about that kind of thing? I felt like an idiot for even bringing it up. “How do you pick a side then?” 
“How you pick depends on why they are fighting. And it affects how you feel about the fighting as well. Some just toss a coin and join in. And then some of us join the side with the most valid reason for fighting, like the common man in France during the revolution. It’s easy to decimate the other side when the other side is the reason people are starving.”
His revelation shed a glimmer of light on the hardened man walking next to me. Caius didn’t seem to have a problem with killing; it didn’t appear to leave a mark on him. But if he chose sides like he said, then he didn’t just join wars for the fun of spilling blood. There was a purpose to it and, at least when it came to the French Revolution, that purpose was to end the starvation of a people who were tired of being told to eat cake when they had no bread. 
That side of him stirred my curiosity. “Why did you help the Children during the war in Midtween?”
Caius sighed. “I tried to stay out of it. At first, the Children were holding their own. When the angel-bloods tried to take over the demonborn side of Midtween, they involved me. Rowen and I have known each other for a long time. He knows things about me that he could have exploited at any time and yet never has. I owed him for keeping his silence. When the Children started losing ground, I went to their aide.”
There was the cryptic reference to Caius’s past again. Knowing he wouldn’t tell me, I started to ask anyway. A distant howl killed the question before it came out. It wasn’t a normal howl, not something one would hear in the mortal world. It raised every hair on my body and sent an icy shiver down my spine. It was echoed by more howls and an assortment of screeches that were like nails on a chalkboard to my ears. 
I looked wildly around, trying to find the source of the sounds, fear churning my stomach. The kitten hadn’t shown herself in hours and I hoped if she still followed, she would stay away for now. Whatever was coming would probably take out the kitten without even slowing down. A touch of anger rose in me. I was so tired of being afraid. Not like I could just shut off the fear though, so I was stuck with it. Caius grabbed my arm and broke into a run. I sprinted to keep up with him as he headed for the trees. The carnivorous, prey hunting trees. 
When we made it to the deep shade, I glanced back. Though the howls and screeches still came, I couldn’t see what made them. The sun, hanging just above the low shadowy line of peaks on the horizon, couldn’t be missed. It was going down and we were headed into the forest.
There was no trail here and I scrambled through the underbrush behind Caius as he pushed deeper among the trees. It was darker under them, and as we crashed through another bunch of thick bushes, I noticed the base of a tree trunk beginning to glow. Down low, where the bark met the dirt, the purplish light streaked with red was easy to see.
I looked over my shoulder. The setting sun was completely hidden by the close growth. My steps didn’t slow or hesitate. I’d seen Caius turn demon and rip a whole bunch of scarabs to pieces. I’d seen him rip other demonborn to pieces. If he thought running amidst a bunch of killer trees was better than making a stand against whatever was coming, I wasn’t going to argue. 
Sweat ran down the sides of my face as I dodged a thin branch from a bush that snapped back from Caius’s passage. The next one smacked me across the cheek like a whip. I could feel the welt growing but didn’t have time to worry about it. The shrieks and howls were getting closer and the luminescent glow was climbing higher on the tree trunks. 
My breath came hard and I was covered in minor scratches and sweat by the time Caius halted deep in a thick grove of trees. I leaned over, my hands on my knees while I waited for my lungs to catch up. I finally managed to gasp out, “What’s coming?”
“Skraelix,” he answered. 
I’d never heard of them, but it looked like I would get a lesson in short order.
Every tree within sight was fully engulfed in the glowing light. They were awake. The howls and screeches continued to close in, though some of the noises sounded like they were made in pain now. I straightened and glanced at Caius. The tattoos gleamed gold on his skin. I eyed the trees warily. “I’m guessing there was some strategic reason we ran into these woods.”
He didn’t look at me, his attention divided between the trees and the demonic noises coming at us. “There are a lot of lower level demons out there. The trees will attack anything. It will cut down on the numbers we have to fight.”
“You do realize we are part of the anything the trees will attack, right?” I panted and glanced nervously at the tree nearest me as the branches started to creak. 
“It’s a risk we have to take.” His nails began to lengthen into sharp points. 
I backed away; aware he was close to changing. My staff came to my hand almost as a reflex. Not flame, but white light. I wasn’t angry enough for flames. No, I was terrified. Any emotion could be used, what could I do with terror? 
The first demons reached us and the trees whipped into a frenzy at the sudden movement. The forest around us exploded in the snapping and cracking of branches and the injured and dying screams of the demons. 
In the eerie light of the trees, the demons that came at us looked like the twisted hybrids of more than one creature. No two looked exactly the same, though all had the body and legs of some sort of insect, a torso and head of a human, arms that were more pincers than anything, and long naked muzzles filled with sharp teeth instead of a human face. Like some sort of creepy twist on the centaur. 
Caius roared as he morphed and jumped toward the first one to break past the trees. I took another step back. What the hell were these things supposed to be? More swarmed from between the trees. Several were snatched up by branches, their screams cutting through the air. Two slipped past the pissed off trees and Caius and charged straight for me. 
I brought my staff up, fending them off and working to cut their scuttling insect legs from under them. More came at me. I gave ground as my staff blurred, desperation behind my moves. I had been trained to fight eaters, which rarely traveled in more than pairs and weren’t particularly intelligent. I wasn’t some badass warrior woman who could lay waste to any enemy that came at me. 
There were so many insect people around me I could barely keep them away. A pair of jaws snapped near my face and I managed to bring my staff around, slicing the muzzle full of fangs in half. The thing screeched with a sound that curdled my blood as another lunged forward. 
 Desperate, I tried to bring my shield up. It flickered briefly and then was gone. A massive ball of indigo shadows slammed into the things surging toward me. Every creature within a thirty-foot radius of me lay dead while the after-effects of Caius’s power lingered across the ground like a web of blue smoke. Only the small circle of space where I stood remained clear.
A branch snatched me around the waist and lifted me high into the air, ripping a terrified scream from me. My arms and legs flailed as I kicked and hit uselessly at the branch. Below me, the Skraelix outside the circle of dead surged forward and crawled over one another in an attempt to reach me. Even in my panic, I couldn’t decide whether or not I wanted the tree to let me go. And then I was hurtling toward the trunk, smaller branches grabbed at my hair, my clothes, and my skin. 
A jagged maw opened on the trunk. The branches tightened until I could barely breathe. A new wave of terror rolled through me, sending my heart pounding at speeds that weren’t healthy for it. I grabbed for a power, I didn’t care which one, and came up empty. 
***
“All plans fall apart in battle. A tree had just become my number one enemy.” ~Caius
 




Chapter 7
 
I was several feet from the gaping maw when the tree paused. Distracted momentarily by the insect people trying to climb its trunk, it turned its attention to them. Shaking all over, I grabbed the branch wound around my waist, the bark smooth against my palms, and tried to pull it away. At the same time, I tried to find some vestige of the fire I knew ran inside me.
The fire didn’t come. Something else did. It felt ancient as it rose inside me, rolled down my arms and through my hands. The tree shuddered and sighed. I closed my eyes and suddenly, I could feel the tree. I could feel the entire forest. It began to hum with energy. 
A Skraelix’s pincer slashed through my lower leg. I cried out as the pain exploded through me. Caius’s enraged bellow echoed among the trees. Angry energy flared from the tree, from all of the trees. Hot blood soaked my boot. I struggled against the tree, needing to get to my leg and stop the bleeding. The branch loosened its hold, but didn’t let me go. Instead, it pulled me higher into the air. I gripped the branch tighter. My stomach lurched.
Dizzy, I stared in astonishment as every tree in view thrashed and tore at the creepy demon army. Only Caius was untouched by the trees as he stalked in my direction, killing the Skraelix with an efficiency I envied. 
When the cracking of limbs stopped, only the fading cries of the dying demons remained. The tree that held me began to hum again, almost vibrating with energy and I got the odd feeling it was trying to soothe me. It could try all it wanted, there was nothing soothing about being held at least sixty feet in the air by a murderous tree. 
It lifted me higher. I closed my eyes and gritted my teeth. My leg throbbed in time to the spinning in my head. The tree shuddered violently, the energy turning angry. I really didn’t want to open my eyes and see just how far I could fall should the tree decide to let go. I did anyway. 
Caius, returned to his human form, stood before the tree that held me. He didn’t look at me. His gaze fixed on the tree and everything in his stance said he was prepared to rip it out by the roots. “You know I’ll not harm her. You can sense the connection. You also have enough intelligence to know better than to force my hand.”
A dizzying fog settled in my mind. My leg still bled, I was hanging the-gods-only-knew how high in the air now, and he was talking to a freaking tree. The branch around me loosened then tightened over and over as if the tree wasn’t sure what to do. I pleaded in my mind, “Please, just put me down.”

A scream burst from me as I hurtled toward the ground, only to be cut short when I stopped just before the forest floor. The branch around me unwound and I fell with a soft thump at Caius’s feet. 
What in the nine hells just happened? 
It was hard to think straight as my head spun. Unable to stop shaking, I scrambled to my feet and lurched away. Agony throbbed in my leg, blood still flowed into my boot, and I really didn’t care. I just wanted out of the damn forest even if I had to crawl out. 
Caius gripped me around the waist with one arm and pulled me back against him. “Do you intend to bleed to death?”
If it got me out of the trees…
Still holding me tight with one arm, he forced his other wrist against my mouth. The scent of his blood filled my nostrils. With the back of my head pressed against his chest and trapped by his arms, I fought to keep the hot flow from getting past my lips. I was no match for Caius’s strength as he held his wrist pressed firmly against my mouth. My teeth scraped against his skin as I tried to turn my head.
His entire body went rigid as he sucked in a sharp breath and hissed, “Drink. We left with no replenisher. This will heal you.”
“Da bond!” My muffled protest came out around his wrist.
“Won’t get any stronger than it already is at this point. You’ve already taken more of my blood than you will now.” The irritated growl in voice was unmistakable. “Drink, Josephine. Now.” 
Fine. Whatever. Not like he was going to give me a choice anyway. Stupid demonborn. I opened my mouth and gulped the hot, coppery liquid down. It was easier to take this time and didn’t taste as bad. It hit my stomach with the same fireball though. I quit drinking and groaned as my knees buckled. 
Caius held onto me as the burning soaked into my tissues and rushed through me. My insides cramped and twisted, though not as bad as before. A cold sweat broke out on my forehead and I shivered. Thankfully, the convulsions didn’t come. The pain and inferno abated even as the rip in my calf continued to heal. 
I managed to find strength in my legs again and stumbled away from him the minute he released me. Wiping my mouth, I turned to glare at him. The fire I’d been so desperate to reach before came easily. It crackled around the edges of my hands. “You could have asked.”
“Why? You were bleeding profusely.” Although the gold of his eyes was molten, he seemed unaffected by my flare of temper, which only irritated me more. “Would you have truly refused?”
“Of course not, but would it kill you to give me a choice in the matter?” I really didn’t want to die and I wasn’t sure my argument was even rational, but that didn’t change how I felt about it.
Caius frowned and crossed his arms. “You were close to passing out. You can’t drink if you aren’t conscious. There wasn’t a lot of time to debate it and you seemed more intent on trying to run off than addressing the issue of your leg.”
I wasn’t even sure why I was so angry with him. I felt all out of balance as I spat, “Next time, ask. I’m not stupid.”
The flames around my hands grew. The humming of the trees changed, turning ominous as their upper limbs started to creak and crack. Caius crossed the distance between us. “Get the fire under control. The Morrigan in you calmed the trees. Bringing demon power to the forefront is only going to piss them off.”
I glanced warily at the trees as I shook my hands, trying to make the fire go away. Since I wasn’t sure how I made it to start with, it was hard to put it out. Maybe I needed to start carrying a fire extinguisher around with me. “I can’t.”
The trees swayed and I could no longer hear or feel their energy. My inability to control my anger only fed it. I’d always had my emotions on lockdown, why couldn’t I control them now? I didn’t even have a good reason to be angry.
Caius took my hands. The pent-up fire bled into him as he absorbed it. The flames sputtered and died. When I tried to pull my hands away, he held on to them. I glowered at him. “The fire is out okay, the trees will calm down now.”
His gaze was steady on mine. “I’m keeping the fire from getting out of control. A fresh dump of demon blood is going to make your emotions unsteady for a short while. You still need to calm your anger.”
“I’m not angry,” I practically snarled at him.
“Jo, you have markings glowing on your skin. You are most certainly still angry.” 
My shock was almost complete. His use of my name took the fiery wind right out of my sails. I could feel the markings fade as I said softly, “You called me Jo.”
A half-smile pulled up one corner of his mouth. “It would seem surprise is the key to calming your anger.”
I snorted then froze as he lifted a hand to my face, his thumb swiping across my lower lip. It came away red with the blood I had missed wiping away after he released me. My skin tingled where he touched me. The golden color of his eyes flared as he continued to gaze at me. 
The memory of the last time our lips touched flashed through my mind and suddenly, I wanted him to kiss me again. Not to stop a firestorm, but because he wanted to. We were standing so close, it wouldn’t take much to…
His other hand came up and mimicked the action of the first, wiping blood away from the other side of my mouth. This time, he didn’t pull away. His hand remained resting along my jaw as his fingers slowly curled around the back of my neck. 
My insides quivered and I forgot to breathe as his face slowly lowered to mine. Unlike the last kiss, his lips were gentle when they touched mine. I melted as he slowly explored my mouth with his. A different kind of fire raced through me. One arm encircled me, pulling me tight against his body. My breath came ragged as, emboldened by the first kiss, I returned his exploration. For no other reason than I wanted to, I nipped at his lower lip.
Caius became perfectly still. Unsure of why, I looked up to find a storm raging in his eyes as he searched my face. With a frustrated growl, he let go of me and turned away running a hand through his inky black hair. 
I wrapped my arms around myself. Rejection had been so imprinted on me since childhood, I felt instantly cast away. What had I done wrong? I had no experience unless I counted the first kiss, so it could have been any number of things, but nibbling his lip seemed to be what ended it. Was that a bad thing to do? I had no idea. 
“I’m sorry.” I wasn’t sure for exactly what, but it seemed the thing to say.
Caius chuckled and shook his head. “You have nothing to apologize for, Jo. It is I who should apologize.”
Now I was really confused. “I don’t understand.”
He partially turned toward me, his gaze lingering on my lips. “I wish I could have ended that better, but when you…it started things you aren’t ready to finish. The demon in me limits the extent of my control, it was better to put space between us.”
“Oh.” I stared at the forest floor as heat crept over my face. At least it wasn’t me. No teeth, got it. Not unless I wanted to go a whole lot further. That idea made more heat infuse my cheeks to the point I thought I might spontaneously combust.  I may not have any personal experience with sex, but I’d read plenty and had a good imagination. Too good at that moment.
The subject needed to change. “Can we get out of here?”
“The trees seem calm enough now; we should get back into the open before that changes.” 
It was then I realized I could hear their humming again and took my eyes off the ground for the first time since he explained his apology. “How can I feel the forest?”
“It’s the Morrigan in you,” Caius said as he regarded the trees. “With your Morrigan blood so pure, it doesn’t surprise me you can feel the forest and it recognizes you. She was the original creator, after all.”
My gaze raked over him. There were no visible injuries. “How did you heal so fast without replenisher?”
A guarded look shadowed his face. “Did you want to leave the trees or not.”
I eyed the glowing trees that still hummed with energy. It felt like they were watching me. It would be nice if I knew exactly what I’d done to tame the forest. I hated feeling like I was stumbling through the dark with everything. Unfortunately, there wasn’t anything I could do about it right then. Might as well get out from under the trees before it wore off.
***
“Damn the consequences.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 8
 
It took longer to get back to the path and the river that ran alongside it. Of course, we weren’t crashing through everything at a run either. The kitten was still nowhere to be seen and I could only hope she hadn’t somehow gotten caught up in everything. When we finally stepped from beneath the trees, I let out my breath in a sigh of relief. I was physically and mentally exhausted. It had been a crazy day filled with too much adrenaline.
The glow from the trees lit the deepening dusk, casting light along the river bank. A flame bloomed in Caius’s palm. He started to set it then snuffed it out and turned to me. “Do you want to try setting the fire?”
I gave him a weary look. “I’m too tired to get angry right now.”
“You can use any emotion. Anger is just the easiest when reaching for demon power. There might come a time when you need it, but can’t summon anger to assist you. Like today.” He moved to stand behind me and took my hand, extending it out, the back of my hand resting in his palm. The heat from his body soaked into my back, sending a slight shiver through me. “Close your eyes.”
Though his nearness was causing havoc with my ability to think straight, I did as he said. It only made me more aware of the warmth of his skin against mine, of the feel of his hand. I wasn’t even sure how we had gotten here, but somewhere along the way, we’d stepped over a line and neither of us seemed interested in stepping back. I thought Caius had tried those first couple of days in the Between, but not anymore. I licked my lips. “What if it goes crazy like it did in the mortal world?”
“I can absorb any extra. If I had realized you were so close to exploding then, I could have taken in the extra. Once that amount was loose, I could only absorb so much, you still had to get it under control.” He slid his other arm around my waist. “I’ve got you; the fire isn’t going anywhere it isn’t supposed to.” At that moment, I begged to differ. He continued, his voice almost hypnotic, “Now, concentrate and tell me which emotion you are feeling most strongly.”
I blushed again because with him standing so close behind me, the strongest thing I was feeling wasn’t something I was willing to say out loud. 
“Jo?” The sound of him saying my name sent warmth curling through me. “Did you fall asleep?”
I felt him shift a little. Certain he was looking at me, more blood rushed to my face. “Nope, not asleep. Trying to figure out which emotion.”
He chuckled. “That one will do nicely.”
If my face heated anymore it was going to melt right off. I was tempted to claim exhaustion and beg off the lesson, but he would probably know better. And I refused to be a coward. Just because my suddenly awakened libido was determined to go crazy didn’t mean I shouldn’t learn these things. I was sure his mind hadn’t instantly gone there and I could focus as well as him, damn it. 
Caius’s low voice, soft in my ear didn’t help anything. “Take that feeling and bring it to your center. Imagine a tiny flame.”
Since the feeling was already in my center, I didn’t have any trouble there. Imagining a small flame was easy and it gave me something to think about besides him. When I had the flame securely in my mind, I nodded to let him know I was following.
“Now, take what you are feeling and start giving it to the fire. A little at a time, just like you would feed a real fire.”
I envisioned taking tiny pieces of the heat coiled in my belly and putting them in the fire. It didn’t lessen the feeling, but it did feed the flame. As it grew in my mind, I fed it bigger pieces. 
“Good. Now take the fire and send it to your hand so you can hold it.”
This didn’t go so smoothly. No matter how I tried to send it to my hand, it wouldn’t go. Frustration started to well up, diminishing the feelings caused by Caius and making my imaginary flame sputter. 
Caius’s lips brushed my neck just below my ear, his breath warm against my skin as he said, “Don’t get frustrated, we have all night.”
The inflection he put on those last four words sent a delicious shiver through me and reignited everything. The fire burned strong in my mind again. I tried to block out the whisper of his lips against the spot where my shoulder met my neck. If he kept that up, he was going to have a different kind of blaze to deal with. 
I tried to move the flame to my hand again and failed. A small tendril of the frustration resurfaced. My voice came out shaky when I said, “I can’t get it to send to my hand.”
He brought his mouth back to my ear, his teeth lightly grazing my skin. My knees got weak and it was an effort to stand. I had to admit, he was adept at keeping me focused on a single feeling. “Then imagine your hand taking the fire from where it is now.”
My body reacted to the husky tone. Thankfully, the part of me that really wanted to learn this managed to keep on task. I did as he suggested. It was ridiculously easy to move the fire that way.
“Open your eyes, Jo.” 
Caius’s lips were still driving me crazy, but I opened my eyes. A small fire danced happily in my palm. Under normal circumstances, I might have gotten so excited over the accomplishment that I lost my concentration. Not an issue this time. Not with Caius’s mouth working its way from my ear to my shoulder. 
“Now, turn your palm over and let it fall to the ground.” His hand turned with mine, the fire I had built fell from my palm and hovered near the ground. “Imagine a rope attached to it. Tie it off to the ground like you would a balloon.”
I did as he said, visualizing the rope and tying it to a clump of grass. 
“Now what?” I asked, breathless as my fire balloon stayed right where I put it. 
“You are done. You created fire with something other than anger.” He circled me until he stood in front of me, blocking the view of my accomplishment. 
So heated through I wasn’t sure what to do with myself, I stared up at him. His golden eyes shined in the dark. “You do all of that every time?”
“No. That only needs to be done in the beginning to connect you with your powers. Later, you won’t have to do all of it to access what you need. I haven’t needed to in a long time. But then, I’ve been setting fires for a long time.” He leaned close, his lips a hairsbreadth away from mine. “No teeth, no advances. I’m already walking a thin line and I am no saint.”
I nodded. He gently, slowly kissed me. If I was braver, I might have tossed caution to the wind and attacked him. But I wasn’t, not yet. So I returned the kiss, but carefully, aware of the battle he was fighting within himself to give me time to decide. 
He broke away, ending the kiss with a few last gentle brushes of his lips against mine. “I think we had better stop right here.”
I cleared my throat. “Um… yeah. Probably best.”
Honestly, I could have spent the entire night kissing him, but it seemed he had reached the limits of his control. I wasn’t ready to cross that line so he was right, we both needed to cool down. 
I gazed at the fire as he moved away from me. Though I ached inside and felt an odd sort of edginess, reality finally intruded and the exhaustion from the rollercoaster ride of a day seeped back in. After creating new clothes and deconstructing the old, I slowly changed while Caius kept his back turned. I paused as I pulled on the clean shirt. Right at the point where my collar bone met my shoulder, a thin curl of black marred the skin. 
Rubbing at it didn’t smudge it or make it go away. It reminded me of Caius’s tattoos, except this was only a single curl and it was daintier and more feminine than his. Maybe using so much of his power was marking my skin. When I wasn’t so tired, I would have to ask. For now, I just pulled the shirt on.
With a yawn, I told Caius I was done and sat down. Past heavy lids, I watched him watch me. Another yawn cracked my jaw. A blanket appeared in Caius’s hand and he gave it to me. 
Grateful, I wrapped myself in it and rested my head on my arm. Sleep came for me the moment I closed my eyes. As I sank into its depths, I felt a warm, fuzzy body curl up next to me. Knowing the kitten was okay, and still following, eased a tension I hadn’t acknowledged. I roused just enough to give her a brief scratch behind the ears and then sank into sleep’s depths with my fingers in her soft fur. 
***
“Sometimes it’s worth it to stand in the flames and burn.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 9
 
As we followed the path the next day, the forest continued to the left, the stream and the open plains to the right. With the scenery unchanging, my mind turned inward. There was something I needed to ask, but with the demon battle, the kiss and the fire lesson, I couldn’t remember what it was. Since mulling over the time spent entirely too close to Caius would just make me turn red as a beet, I spent the time walking to sift through everything else that had happened, trying to remember what had sparked the question.
It was something Hades said. And then I remembered. He’d mentioned Caius hiding my heritage. Eisheth had said something similar. “How is it that you knew about my mix of bloods when almost nobody else did?”
He frowned. “Rowen didn’t tell you?”
“Obviously not or I wouldn’t be asking.” The trail cut close to the trees and I watched them warily, though during the day they seemed like any other trees. 
“Right after Rowen first saw you, he came to me and asked that I research where you had come from.” 
“Why you?” 
“Despite the fact Rowen and I stand on opposite sides of the river in Midtween, I’m the only one he could trust to keep my findings secret.” Caius glanced at me. “Just like there are few I trust.”
“Rowen is one of those?” I’m not sure why, but it bothered me that I didn’t feel counted among the few. Granted, he had known Rowen for hundreds of years.
“He is. Malik and Lilly are the only other two I trust implicitly. My siblings that joined us in the mortal world are also on the short list, but not even all of them know everything about me.”
I snorted. “Lilly seems a bit unruly to trust with much.”
“She is young, especially for a demonborn. But if she gives her word on something, she will keep it.” 
I sighed, knowing he was right. Though I still held a bit of a grudge over the night othersiding, she had kept her word and not only saved my life twice, but also Hannah’s. It was so strange to have everything I thought about the demonborn turned on its head. 
“If Rowen trusted you so much, why were you always trying to kill me with eaters?”
“Kill you?” He stopped short and turned to me, his eyebrows pulled together. 
“Yeah, kill me.” I halted. “Every time I got low on energy, the eaters always seemed to pile up and there you were, lurking on my route. Why draw them to me if you didn’t want me dead?”
He raised one eyebrow at my accusation then started walking again. “The eaters are naturally attracted to reapers who are low on energy, the high mix of heritage made your soul all the more appealing. I didn’t draw them to you. If I had wanted you dead, you would be.”
“Then why were you always there on my route?” I kept pace with him. 
“To make sure you didn’t die. With your concentration of angel and Morrigan, you attracted more eaters than anyone else. No one has ever had to face as many as you during shift.” He shrugged as if his lurking meant nothing.
I wasn’t buying it. “Why though? Why did it matter if I died?”
“Rowen asked me to keep an eye on you.” 
“Yeah because the second among the demonborn has nothing better to do.” I grabbed his arm and pulled him to a stop. Or rather he allowed me to since I didn’t have the physical strength to make him. “You once told me you would never lie to me.”
“And I’m not. Rowen asked, I agreed.” Turmoil swirled in his eyes.
“But why agree? Why not pass it off on Malik or something?” I’m not sure why it was so important for me to know this, but I sensed there was something hidden underneath his explanation. It was confirmed by the low growl at the suggestion of Malik. 
He crossed his arms and glared down at me, indecision in his expression. I let the question hang in the silence between us, waiting to see if he would answer. Finally, he sighed and said, “Because you caught my interest the moment you met me glare for glare in the cemetery. Most would have looked away, maybe try to find a way to hide, you didn’t. Then when I met you the first day you reaped souls, you stood toe to toe with me, refusing to back down even with the scent of your fear thick in the air. I liked what I saw. So when you started reaping on your own and Rowen asked me to keep an eye on you, I agreed.”
I’m not sure what I expected his answer to be, but it wasn’t that he had been interested in me for over a year. That he followed me for three months to protect me. I swallowed and looked away, unsure of what to do with this new information. “If you were interested in me, why were you such an ass when we met my first time reaping? Or when we first started this journey together?” 
“That first time on your route, I was testing your mettle. When you met my glare in the cemetery, you didn’t know who or what I was. No more than you did at your house. I wanted to see if you really had that spark, or if you would become a shrinking violet once you realized the danger.” A hint of a smile tugged at his lips. “You had more mettle than was healthy for you.”
“And after we started on this stupid journey?” I pressed.
“What I felt was completely forbidden. It was better to push you away. Unfortunately, it was harder than I thought it would be and here we are.”
“Is that why you agreed to the partial bond?”
“When Sinmar asked me to suggest someone for it, I volunteered.”
I met his gaze. “Because you needed to keep an eye on me for Rowen? Or because I interested you? I thought you said you had no choice.”
“I didn’t have a choice. I couldn’t let it be anyone else. Even if you continued to hate me as you seemed to then.” 
“Not even Malik? You said he is one you trust.”
Caius’s jaw tightened and I saw a flash of possessiveness in his eyes. “Not even Malik.”
I wasn’t sure how to feel about that. “And what if I decided I wanted someone else?”
“That would be your decision. I don’t force myself on people. I’ve already turned one woman loose so she could choose.”
“And look how that turned out.” I vividly remembered how cold he’d been to Nadia, even physically violent. “You pretty much hate Nadia.”
Caius snorted in disgust. “She didn’t leave me for another. I walked away from her. My issue with Nadia has everything to do with a decision she made. One I can’t forgive.”
That roused my curiosity. Nadia had alluded to something she had done that she regretted to this day, but she hadn’t told me what. “If not leaving you for someone else, then what did she do?”
His jaw flexed again, his eyes hardened with a dangerous glint and I could tell just thinking of it pissed him off. Whatever it was, it must have affected him deeply. What could she have done to anger someone like Caius who was half-demon and had killed more times than I could count? 
“It was a long time ago.” He started walking again, his body language clearly saying the subject was closed. 
It appeared I wasn’t going to find out the answer to that question any time soon. With a sigh, I followed him. It really didn’t matter and wasn’t any of my business, except that I cared for Caius. Cared more than I wanted to really admit at that moment and it seemed he might actually care for me. I didn’t want to make whatever mistake Nadia had. 
By the time the sun had set behind the mountains along the horizon, leaving the darkening sky streaked with color overhead, I was ready to fall over. We hadn’t eaten since the day before and that had been a day full of energy use. Where this day had been quiet, we had covered miles on foot, only resting briefly around midday. When Caius said he was headed off to hunt, I only nodded. I should be helping with that, but I was too tired to care if we ate. 
The stream burbled quietly over rounded rocks a few feet from where I sat. Although the entire forest was once again glowing, the path had swung far enough away the light wouldn’t reach where I rested once full night fell. A fire, I should at least start that. Not that we needed one to see, it just offered a feeling of safety.
I held out my hand and closed my eyes, searching for an emotion. Was exhaustion an emotion? Because I had that in spades. I thought of Caius and warmth spread through me. Not lust, not passion, something deeper, more permanent. I imagined the flame and fed a tiny piece of the emotion into it. To my surprise, the flame jumped into a full fire with just that little bit. 
A little nervous that it might get away from me due to the way it had grown so fast, I contemplated putting out my imaginary flame. No, I could do this. Carefully, I imagined my hand pulling the flame away. I opened my eyes and there it sat in my palm. I let it fall and then tied it off so it would stay put, feeling pretty proud of myself. 
When I heard a footstep behind me, I turned with a smile, ready to point out what I’d done. The words died on my tongue and my smile faded. It wasn’t Caius. It was four men who looked an awful lot like the one who had died at the portal in the mortal world. Sentinels. I scrambled to my feet, my heart leaping in my throat. 
***
“Nadia’s betrayal would remain forever bitter on my tongue. Not every demonborn cares. I do. Nadia knew that, and did it anyway.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 10
 
I was right; they were taller than Caius by about half a head, each with features that were perfect except for the icy cold that filled their eyes. “Josephine of the Reapers, your arrest has been ordered, we are here to carry it out.”
There was no way for me to defeat them. No way even for Caius to. Maybe if I could make the trees…I bolted for the glowing forest, running flat out with fear-choked adrenaline aiding every step. I’d crossed under the first tree at the edge when one of the Sentinels caught my flying hair in his fist and yanked me backward. 
I slammed into the ground at his feet, the wind knocked from me. The Sentinel frowned, his voice calm when he said, “You cannot outrun us or overpower us. Our orders are to bring you in alive if possible, but dead will work if it is the only way. It is best you come quietly.” 
Above him, the branches of the tree started to sway. I moved one hand so it lay palm down on an exposed root. The ancient power rose up and flowed through me as I sent the tree my pain, though I wasn’t sure how I did it. The Sentinel leaped aside as a branch lashed out at him, his startled gaze jumping to the tree. 
I rolled and scrambled past the trunk. The Sentinel attempted to follow only to be smacked down by a branch as thick as my leg. Suddenly, I was rather fond of these trees. 
The Sentinel recovered quickly and caught the next swing in his hands. With a wrench, he broke the branch off. The tree screamed. It wasn’t something I could hear with my ears, but it pierced me nonetheless. The Sentinels now had the attention of the entire forest. The nearest trees lashed out at them.
Two of the Sentinels moved with speed I couldn’t follow, breaking off branches with their bare hands. The feeling of the trees screaming tore me apart. I couldn’t stand it and the Sentinels were only making the forest angrier. The trees would end up destroyed.
I leaped to my feet. “Stop!”
The forest came to a sudden halt. I pushed away from the tree I’d sheltered under and took a few steps toward the Sentinels. “You would destroy the trees to get to me? They are innocent of whatever you are accusing me of.”
“The arrest order must be carried out. Even at the cost of the forest,” the one who had grabbed me, the one I’d dubbed Sentinel One in my mind since he’d offered no name, said. “Your mix was deemed too dangerous.”
“By who?” I crossed my arms and glared at him as I inched away. I still hadn’t stepped from beneath the limbs and despite what they said, the Sentinels didn’t seem inclined to come in after me yet. I might yet be able to disappear into the forest.
“The ranking angels and demons on both sides have decided.” Sentinel One stated as he stepped toward me. 
“So a bunch of angels and demons get to decide my fate? What about the gods?” I asked, trying to stall for time while my brain scrambled for a way out of this.
“The gods have remained silent either way. In the absence of their counsel, the high ranking on both sides are authorized to make this decision. Enough questions.” 
I flinched away as he reached for me, but his hand clamped over my wrist before I could make any kind of move to escape. Caius’s hand wrapped around my arm before the Sentinel could move me. I couldn’t decide if I was relieved he was there or upset that he was probably going to be taken by the Sentinels as well.
“Caius.” Sentinel One glanced down at where Caius’s hand held my arm. Great, I was going to become a tug-of-war rope. 
“Asmodias.” Caius’s voice was ice.
“Her arrest has been ordered, I have to take her in.”
“I don’t give a damn what’s been ordered. She stays with me.”
Sentinel One, or rather Asmodias, shook his head. “You cannot hope to defeat the four of us. Your mother may be an Archdemon, but you are only half. If it was you that felled our brother, I can only assume you caught him by surprise however unlikely that might be.”
Caius smiled, but there was nothing friendly in it. “He wasn’t caught by surprise.”
“Then you admit to taking the life of a Sentinel?” Asmodias asked, his eyebrows rising.
“He was in my way.” Caius let the implied threat hang between them. 
I stood motionless as the tension between the two practically vibrated and really wished I wasn’t standing between them. Was Caius trying to get himself killed?
“Then you will be arrested as well.” Asmodias motioned toward another Sentinel. “Thedon will take you into custody.”
Fangs gleamed in Caius’s smile. “No, he won’t. No more than you will take Josephine into yours.”
“You are willing to forfeit your life by fighting us?” 
“I forfeit nothing.” Caius’s hand moved, leaving my arm and clamping down on Asmodias’s. 
The tendons and muscles of Caius’s forearm stood out as he squeezed the Sentinel’s wrist. Asmodias stared at Caius, shock plain on his face as I felt his hand loosen. As soon as it was possible, I jerked my arm away and retreated. I didn’t want to be in the middle of what was coming. 
The Sentinel moved in another blur, a long dagger appearing in his hand. Caius blocked the attack before backing away, taking the fight farther from me and out into the open. The other three Sentinels surrounded Caius, each pulling a long dagger from the sheaths at their waists. Caius moved with speed I hadn’t seen him use, the claws of his demon half ripped across the face of one Sentinel. The glow of the trees cast the five in eerie light as they continued to fight in what was a graceful, yet violent and deadly dance. Caius’s claws raked down Asmodias’s side, tearing through the armor the Sentinel wore. Thedon’s dagger scored a line across Caius’s chest and I pressed a hand to my own as a red stain spread on my shirt.
Even with all four Sentinels bleeding, and the one with the torn face having trouble keeping up, I could tell Caius wasn’t going to be able to defeat four Sentinels at once, despite all of his strength and speed. My stomach knotted as I watched them inflict wound after wound, felt reflected injuries tear open my own skin. Asmodias and Thedon and the third whose name I didn’t know landed simultaneous hits that sent Caius flying. He landed hard on his back and skidded across the ground. Burning scrapes opened up on my back. 
I edged closer to the forest, afraid of endangering myself, but also afraid of being taken by the Sentinels. 
Asmodias took a step toward Caius as he leaped to his feet. “Surely even you can see that you cannot defeat us, demonborn. Do you concede?” 
Caius wiped blood from his mouth. “I do not.”
“If you wish to continue this…” Asmodias glanced in my direction and motioned toward Thedon. “Collect the reaper.”
I no more than turned to bolt for the tree than he grabbed my hair and tossed me face first on the ground. His knee came down between my shoulder blades. Pain flared from the scrapes on my back. I struggled to escape, but when even someone like Caius was having trouble standing against them, I was no match. Thedon easily caught my flailing arms and pinned them behind my back.
During my embarrassingly short and futile struggle, the battle had begun again. Asmodias and the other two Sentinels continued to come at Caius. I almost wished he would take the fight closer to the trees, but realized it didn’t work that way. Without me channeling whatever it was into the trees, Caius would be as much an enemy as the Sentinels. 
I closed my eyes to the fight and sought the Morrigan power inside me. If I could use it to gain the protection of the trees once more, then maybe they could be a distraction if nothing else. 
“Not going to happen,” Thedon said as metal rattled in my ear. I twisted my head to see him pull a pair of shackles covered in runes from his belt. The heavy energy resonating off them had me squirming in panic. I didn’t know why, but I didn’t want those things on me.
I fought harder as Thedon snatched one wrist and slapped a shackle around it. Emptiness crept through me. Though one of his knees was in the middle of my back, the other leg was close to my face. I thrashed against Thedon’s superior strength, twisted, and sank my teeth into the skin on his inner thigh.
Thedon snarled, his knee pulling away from my back as he swatted me in the side of the head hard enough to daze me. He reached for my other wrist. Twisting me around, he snapped the second cuff around it, binding my hands in front of me. Yawning emptiness ripped open and I fell into it as if dropped into a bottomless canyon. Disorientated, I barely noticed him haul me to my feet.
Feeling like I’d somehow been torn in half, or had a part of me ripped out, I had trouble standing at first. It was weird to be on my feet, on solid ground, and to be falling at the same time. Everything looked dimmed and it took me a moment to realize that my power and my enhanced vision must be intertwined.
Thedon pulled his dagger and laid the point against my neck. “You will cease this useless fighting.”
Although Thedon barely raised his voice, the fighting paused as if a switch had been thrown. Caius slowly turned. Blood slicked his skin, but the dangerous fire burning in his molten eyes sent a chill through me. He pinned the Sentinel holding me with a deadly look. “You will die, Thedon.”
“A bold declaration from someone who has lost the battle,” Asmodias said.
A dark laugh rose in Caius’s chest. “I never lose a battle, Sentinel.” 
Asmodias sighed. “You are losing more blood than we. You cannot hope to defeat three of us before Thedon uses that knife. You should not keep pushing this.”
“You shouldn’t underestimate me.” Caius brought his fists together so his arms from little fingers to elbow pressed against each other. The half-moon markings on his forearms lined up. A bright flash of light blinded me. 
I blinked hard to get my sight back, trying to figure out what happened. My gaze found Caius standing braced in front of Asmodias, and my jaw dropped. Thedon had lowered the dagger and seemed frozen in shock. Not that I blamed him. 
The glow of the trees illuminated the massive, gray-feathered wings spreading out from Caius’s back. His shirt hung shredded on him. When he tore it away, the tattoos running up his sides and around his shoulders were a glowing in a swirl of gray and gold. 
How could Caius have wings? Only Archangels had wings and Caius was undoubtedly half-demon.  
I wasn’t the only one struggling with Caius’s revelation. Asmodias looked like he was on the verge of apoplexy. “That cannot be!”
Caius gave him a savage smile, his fangs flashing. His next movement was so fast I couldn’t track it. Only the sickening sounds of grinding bones and wet ripping signaled his connecting with Asmodias. The Sentinel’s body dropped to the ground. Caius tossed Asmodias’s head away and turned on the other two who broke out of their shock and threw themselves at him.
Thedon started pulling me backward as if he hoped to drag me out of there while Caius was busy with the other two. I tried to put up a fight, but my insides felt disconnected and my mind was still falling. Losing my balance, I staggered into the Sentinel. His grip on my arm tightened as he cursed and righted me. 
My confused gaze settled on a shadow slinking to the very tip of one of the tree’s branches that remained strangely still for it.
No! 
The kitten launched herself with surprising power. She sailed through the air in a perfect arc and landed with a snarl of fury on Thedon’s head and shoulders. The Sentinel released me as the large kitten turned into a tornado of claws and teeth.  
Thedon reached for the kitten, but she leaped toward me before he could grab her. I grunted and staggered when her almost twenty pounds hit me. Her claws dug into my skin as she slid down my arms, digging deep grooves. She twisted until she had the metal of the shackles between her teeth. Her charcoal fur shimmered with waves of bright blue light as she tore through the rune-covered metal like it was paper. My hands came free and the emptiness washed away, the sensation of falling stopped abruptly and whatever was ripped away mended, leaving me feeling whole and my full vision returned
The kitten pushed off me and launched herself at Thedon again. He stumbled back under the renewed attack, which concentrated on his face this time. When he reached for her again I lunged forward, grabbing at his arms. It didn’t even slow him as he caught the kitten in a rough grip and slung her into the trees. 
Ignoring the deep tears and bites all over his head and face, the Sentinel grabbed me again. Fury over what he’d done to the kitten and desperate to keep from being captured again, I threw caution to the wind. Two things happened at once; I burst into flame and shifted into the raven at the same time.
Startled, Thedon lost his grip on me. With an enraged cry, I flew into his face, my sharp beak ripping at his eyes as my wings beat fire around his head. Before he could get hold of me again, I propelled away from him, climbing into the sky beyond his reach.
Freedom beckoned, its call sweet and pulling. It begged me to forget, to let the human fall away, to embrace the raven fully and live as something other than me. The appeal held me for only a fraction of a second. I didn’t want to be something else, I liked me. 
I tilted my wings and made a sharp turn as Thedon abandoned his attempts to catch me and joined with the other Sentinels against Caius. Although it was obvious the odds were in Caius’s favor, he didn’t need yet another adversary. I tucked my wings close to my body and plummeted through the air, dive-bombing Thedon and the other Sentinels. 
Swooping among them, every feather still aflame, I tore at them with my small talons and jabbed my beak in their faces before flapping away only to return. I was so single-minded in my attacks, it took me a second to realize it was over. I made a slow circle as I took in the demolished Sentinels through my raven eyes.
“Jo!” Caius’s voice cracked like a whip as he held out his hand.
Startled, the fire that engulfed me snuffed out. I coasted to him and landed on the offered resting place. As soon as I settled, his thumb came down over my foot as if he worried I would fly away again. I cocked my head, trying to understand the expression on his face. Fury, mixed with…fear? Yeah right, he wasn’t afraid of anything.
“What in the nine hells have you done?” 
Well, I was right about the fury anyway. I ruffled my feathers in the best approximation of a shrug I could do as a bird. What was the big deal? I’d managed to get free of Thedon on my own. Okay, the kitten helped, but I had still managed after getting caught again, and then went on to help him fight. Ungrateful much? Of course, I couldn’t say any of that because I was currently a bird, but it didn’t stop me from participating in a mental rant.
Caius took a deep breath and his other hand shook slightly when he pinched the bridge of his nose. “You shifted in the Between.”
So? I shook my feathers and cocked my head, hoping he would see my confusion.
“You won’t be able to change back.”
Of course, I could. I squawked and bobbed my head.
“You are certain?” Caius sounded like he didn’t believe me, which was irritating. 
I bobbed my head again then followed it with an eye roll, or rather my raven version of it. Shifting to a raven and back had always come as easy as breathing, unlike pretty much everything else. 
“I’m going to set you down…so you can try,” he said, lowering me to the ground. There was that disbelief again. I pecked his finger in reproof as he let me go with reluctance I didn’t understand. Did he actually think I was going to fly away? There really did seem to be some fear buried beneath the anger. Once on the ground, I ruffled my feathers again, this time to settle them all in place. 
It was harder to reach for the person than it should have been and I struggled to bring on the change.
“Jo?”
I squawked irritably at him. Would it kill him to give me a minute? 
Caius pointed a finger at me. “Wait.”
First, he’s all impatient and then he’s telling me to wait. I made a variety of noises as my bird form told him what I thought of that. Caius picked up his cloak from where he must have ditched it just before he began his killing spree. After giving it a good shake, he it carried to where I stood and draped it over me. He tucked it around me until only my head was showing. What on earth was he doing?
He straightened and stepped back. “The clothes you were wearing didn’t come from Midtween, they won’t have shifted with you.” He glanced to where Thedon had held me. “And they certainly didn’t survive the fire.”
I swiveled my head to look in the direction he was. A pile of charred material lay crumpled on the ground. Oh. If I had shifted back when I first tried, I would have ended up standing completely naked in front of him. Giving my head a shake, I concentrated on the shift. 
At first, it didn’t come, the raven held me tightly. The sense of freedom kept trying to pull me away. For a moment, I saw life as only a raven. I wouldn’t carry my emotional scars into that life. I wouldn’t remember being me. I wouldn’t remember my mother. The thought of not remembering her made me push harder to become the person again. Whatever else came at me in life, I didn’t want to forget my mother.
Even so, instead of the quick change I was used to seeing, the world shifted sluggishly as my raven eyes slowly became my person eyes. The transformation took much longer than it should have. Dizziness swamped me as it finally finished and I found myself abruptly sitting down. Relief rushed through me. I liked shifting into my raven, but I didn’t want to be trapped that way. 
***
“I don’t know what she was thinking when she shifted in the Between.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 11
 
Caius crouched in front of me and grabbed my wrist, extending my arm as he examined the long, deep scratches left by the kitten’s claws while I clutched the cloak close with my other hand and stared at the wings sweeping behind him. 
“Not even I would attempt to shift in the Between. I don’t know how you came back from that.” His gaze searched mine. “You shouldn’t have been able to.”
Was that why he’d been afraid? I shrugged and looked away, uncertain how I felt about my ability to shift back. Obviously, it was a good thing, but what did it mean that I could? My gaze fell on his blood-covered hands and I swallowed hard. They flashed a glowing golden-gray and the blood was gone. 
I raised my eyes to find his body clean of blood and his wounds already healing. It reminded me of my own injuries, most reflected, but not all. The pain I hadn’t acknowledged forced its way to the forefront. Caius’s fangs ripped open the skin on his wrist before he held it out to me. Closing my eyes, I took it, surprised he’d remembered not to force it on me.
When he felt I’d had enough, Caius created clothes and handed them to me before he stood and walked away. My stomach cramped against the fireball of his blood and my muscles trembled. Like the last time though, it didn’t last long. In my peripheral vision, I watched him bring his arms together again. Another flash of light and his wings were gone as if they’d never been. He created a new shirt and pulled it on, then picked something up before putting out the fire I had made. 
Caius turned to me, his tone clipped when he said, “Clean yourself up; the smell of that much blood will draw predators. We need a new place to rest for the night.”
Wondering what his problem was, I managed to get to an unsoiled area of ground. I swallowed hard in an attempt to stop the desire to gag at the sight of the mangled bodies, and kept my eyes fixed on a point in the darkness as I used my power to clean like Caius had taught me. I still wasn’t perfect at it and it took me three tries to get it all. I pulled on the clothes while he kept his back turned. My suddenly shaky legs wouldn’t hold me long and once dressed, I sank to the ground. My emotions tumbled all over the place as I saw the battle again in my mind, this time with my humanity one hundred percent intact.
The kitten crept out of the trees, which had remained strangely silent and still, and crawled into my lap. I buried my fingers in her fur and hugged her close, taking comfort from her presence and glad she seemed okay after the way Thedon had thrown her. She had come to my defense even though she wasn’t big enough or powerful enough to take down a Sentinel. I couldn’t keep thinking of her as “the kitten.” She deserved a name. 
She twisted in my lap and stared directly at me, her intense blue eyes boring into mine. The name, Amisi, floated into my mind. I’d never heard it before, but it was pretty, I would call her that. Amisi blinked slowly in satisfaction as if pleased with my thoughts. How had I come up with that name? Or did the kitten just name herself?
Yeah, I know, my mind was rambling. Seeing people ripped apart in front of me while I helped in my bird form had that effect. This wasn’t like the battle in the mortal world. I’d lost too much blood and had been too close to shock to really see it then. I didn’t have that problem this time.
Caius turned to look at me, his gaze raking over me as if to make sure I’d cleaned all the blood, or maybe to make sure I was healing fast enough. Which I was, my wounds were almost gone, just like his. “You ready?”
I didn’t answer. How could I be ready for anything? I couldn’t even bring myself to look at the dead men. Or what was left of them. According to the prophecy, I was going to do this on a massive scale. My mind shuddered away from the thought. These hadn’t been eaters or spawn from the Hells. 
Caius appraised me. There was nothing comforting in his voice when he said, “War is coming whether you want it to or not. You don’t have the luxury of falling apart over death. Get up.” 
“You didn’t have to kill them.” It wasn’t an accusation, just a stating of fact. “You could have overpowered them, left them all unconscious or something.”
He regarded me with eyes that still simmered with anger. “News of what I am would be a spark to dry tinder. Death buys the best silence.”
I shuddered. Unsure of how to deal with the emotions swirling inside me, I slowly climbed to my feet and set Amisi on hers. Caius advanced on me, the fury building in his eyes again. “And while we are discussing what did or didn’t have to be done, please tell me exactly why, in name of Charon, you shifted here.”
“The kitten…Amisi, released me from Thedon’s shackles, but after he threw her into the trees, he grabbed me. I didn’t want to be caught again, so I did what I had to in order to escape. I wish I had thought of it sooner.” I drew myself up. “Got a problem with that?”
“Yes.” He glowered at me. “Do you have any idea how easy it is to get trapped that way here? You could have ended up fully raven, Jo. Heart, soul, and thought a raven with everything that is you and every path back to your normal form erased.”
“But I didn’t.” 
“You got lucky. Somehow, beyond all reason, you got lucky.” He pointed at me. “Don’t ever do that again.”
Caius turned without waiting for a reply and started down the path. I watched him go for a moment. Despite his anger, for the first time, I glimpsed something that made my heart ache with silly hope. Did he really care that much? When I finally followed, I had to jog to catch up with him. The action cleared my head a little. 
I trudged silently beside Caius through the darkened landscape lit only by the trees several yards away. Over the next hour, the shock of the confrontation with the Sentinels and his anger over my shifting wore off and a thousand questions crowded in. Out of all of them, only one screamed to be answered. “How can you have wings?”
His irritated sigh told me he had been hoping I wouldn’t ask. It had something to do with why his blood was so different from other demonborn. This was the secret he was keeping. That he only trusted with a few, namely Rowen, Malik, Lilly and a couple of his other siblings. 
Wait, Malik and Lilly. They had the same half-moon markings on their forearms, the only others besides Caius. “Lilly and Malik have wings too, don’t they?”
Caius turned on me with a suddenness that nearly made me step back. “If you breathe a word of this to anyone and endanger my siblings, you will regret ever knowing me.”
The words were like a smack in the face. It almost looked like he instantly regretted saying them, but I’m pretty sure that was my wishful thinking. Anger and hurt warred for supremacy inside me. I embraced the anger, needing it to steady me. I crossed my arms and glared at him. “You, are an idiot. And you can take your damned secrets, your wings, and whatever else you have, and shove them up your ass.”
Brushing past him, I stormed down the trail. How dare he assume I would run around telling people. How dare he threaten me? Markings prickled across my skin, fire crawled around my hands and I was suddenly irritated that it wouldn’t affect him. 
I had trusted him with my life on more than one occasion, had been considering trusting him with more, and he doubted my ability to understand that however he had wings was something that needed to be kept under wraps? 
“Josephine.” 
The growl in his tone only irritated me further as did his use of my full name. My voice was biting when I glanced over my shoulder and snapped, “Forget it, Caius. It’s obvious I’m not one of the people in your trusted circle. Don’t worry, though; I won’t say anything to anybody and not for your benefit. But for Lilly, because she saved my ass twice and I owe her that much.”
“I distinctly remember saving your ass a few times as well.” He walked beside me now.
I shot him a glare. “Yeah well, you just rendered all of that null and void when you threatened me.”
He walked ahead and planted himself in front of me. I moved to go around him, he stepped with me. I tried the other direction, he blocked me again. With something between a snarl and sigh I propped my hands on my hips and scowled at him. “What?”
“You would not be the first to betray me if you did. My ‘circle of trust,’ as you called it, is small for a reason.”
“Good for you. But in case you haven’t noticed, I’m not the people who betrayed you. Of course, I doubt that detail has penetrated that thick head of yours.” He opened his mouth to say something, but I cut him off. “And there are other ways to ask for secrecy besides threatening people.”
I didn’t want to admit how much it stung when he’d done that. It was easier to be angry. Easier to show anger. Hurt had egged on bullies who sensed my differences, worried other people in my life, and made me vulnerable. 
He crossed his arms and frowned. “This isn’t a game, Josephine. I don’t have the option of being nice first, of giving people chances.” 
“I never suggested it was a game.” The anger was waning enough to let the hurt rise and though I desperately wanted to, I couldn’t get the anger back. “It’s not like I’m some complete stranger to you.”
I looked quickly away as tears stung my eyes, not wanting him to see them. He didn’t need to know how much his words had hurt me. It was stupid of me to allow myself to feel so much for Caius. Or to care so much about any of this. No big deal, I would get it under control. 
“Maybe so.” The hard tone remained. “And were it only me, I wouldn’t be so quick to jump straight to the idea of violence. Malik can probably take care of himself for the most part. However, Lilly is young and not prepared for the repercussions such a revelation would bring.”
“I still don’t even know how it’s possible, but if it’s that dangerous, why reveal it at all? Why not use fire against the Sentinels? Or your Archdemon powers?” I still couldn’t look at him. 
“Sentinels are designed to apprehend soldier level angels and demons, they are as immune to my fire as they would be to your staff. Those things produce a stinging sensation to them, nothing more. And I used most of the soul energy I had left to help you when we battled in the trees. I could have probably killed Asmodias with it, but that still would have left Thedon and the other two. The only way to defeat them was to overpower them. If I were full Archdemon, like my mother, I could have taken them with ease. However, I am only half.” He sighed and I chanced a quick look at him. His gaze locked on mine. “Just like I’m half-Archangel thanks to a well-kept secret between my mother and Samael.”
I gaped at him. “Samael? But he’s…”
“The highest ranking among the Archangels, the right hand of the gods. The one angel who can walk the line between light and dark without fear of consequences. A guard, an executioner, an assassin, whatever they need and, more importantly, for whichever side needs him.” 
The memory of his mother saying she’d chosen Caius’s sire carefully rose to the surface of my mind as Caius continued, “Even with all of that, angel-demon crosses are not supposed to happen. Crossing with any bloods other than mortal isn’t allowed because it essentially creates a race with the ability to draw power from both sides.”
“So when you fought the Sentinels, when you had wings, you were…what?” 
“Half-Archangel, half-Archdemon. The mix, the hybrid of the two makes me stronger than both and makes me a dangerous enemy to even my mother. There is a reason she sends her minions against me, but has never fought me directly. She hoped I would be a dutiful son and increase her power. When I proved less than amicable, she tried again. Much to her displeasure, Malik didn’t work out either. So, after a while, she tried one more time, hoping a daughter would be more likely to do her bidding. And hoping the large age difference between Lilly and I would keep us apart. She is quite disgusted with me for stealing Lilly from her claws.”
“You certainly had no trouble tearing the Sentinels apart.” I looked away again. 
“Their surprise made it easier, but when I pull on both sides of my heritage, I am more than a match for Sentinels. If someone truly wants to end me, they better bring enough numbers with them, or a god.” 
“So you can only use your Archangel heritage when you bring your markings together?”
“No, it’s always there. But for immortals, who your mother is, determines which power is dominant. I can do some things without showing what I am, like when I made Asmodias release your arm, or with the way I can heal so quickly, the way my blood heals you. But for the power to defeat four Sentinels, that took calling fully on both sides of my heritage.”
“Why does it matter that it’s you I’m bound to?”
“The combination of my heritages makes my blood compatible with yours, or anyone’s really. Without that, there would be no risk of a full bond between us. Using as much of my blood as I did to heal you that first time would have likely killed you. And I wasn’t entirely certain at the time that it wouldn’t. The only other time I tried to heal a person of Morrigan heritage, it was during the war of Midtween and she was too far gone for even my blood to help. But like her, you were dying anyway. There was nothing left to lose.”
I snorted, though I didn’t feel any amusement. I should have been amazed by the revelation of his heritage, but I was still a little angry and a lot hurt. Maybe if I had grown up on this side of the veil, who his father was would have shocked me more. “Since that’s all cleared up, let’s go. Like I said, I promise I won’t say anything. I wouldn’t want to regret having ever met you. Besides I have enough people wanting me dead without adding you to the list.”
I started down the path. The thought of Caius wanting me dead made my eyes sting again. Walking would be good; it would give me time to get my emotions under control.  
“Jo.” The timbre of his voice had lost its hard edge. 
Swallowing a groan, I turned back, my eyes focused on a rounded rock at the edge of the stream where Amisi sat. “What now?”
“I will never be on that list.”
“Unless I piss you off too much or betray you.” The stupid rock wavered as tears swam in my eyes.
Caius moved closer to me. “Not even then. I never said I would want to see you dead. I’ve been betrayed by someone I cared about. I may not be able to forgive Nadia, but I didn’t kill her. Some things don’t just turn off.” 
Was that supposed to comfort me? He may not have been able to turn those feelings off like a spigot, but eventually, they had gone away. It was obvious from our time at her house that he felt only tolerance for her at best. “Then why did you say I would regret meeting you?”
“The demon in me has a tendency to speak without thought when danger threatens the siblings that follow me.” 
I only nodded. “You care a lot for them.”
It wasn’t a question, more of a realization. One that made me wish he cared as much for me. Which was stupid. He was only with me because of the bond and our need to stop the Lost. Sure he seemed to like kissing me, but love and lust didn’t necessarily go hand in hand. What was I thinking? Did I really expect him to love me? Did I love him?
Oh, I didn’t want to be truthful with myself regarding that, but there it was, glaring back at me. I don’t know if it’s because he’d never lied to me or because I’d always felt I could trust him with my life. Even my manner after his hurtful words told the truth. If I actually feared he would kill me, I wouldn’t have told him off. But somehow I’d known his words were empty. Somewhere in all of the life and death situations we’d been thrown in, love for this moody, protective demonborn had crept up on me. 
“More than most know,” Caius said, bringing me back to reality. “They have always stood with me, even in those times when we were pitted against Eisheth.”
“It’s good they have you.” 
“It’s a strange thing,” he said suddenly. “Even the demon in me regretted the threat as soon as it was out.”
Confused, I finally looked at him. “Why does it matter?”
“It created some confusion within me. I don’t usually make threats I don’t intend to carry out. But as soon as it was said, it became the only time I’ve lied to you. My siblings are a weakness of mine. I am theirs. Only they dare to verbally attack me or make insulting remarks to me. Even if they came at me with fangs and claws out, I would subdue them, not seriously maim or kill. Love does funny things like that.”
There was something buried in his words that my brain was having trouble understanding, but my heart leaped in my chest as if it already knew. “Why tell me this?’
“Because I let you say whatever you want to me. I always have.”
My lungs stilled. Wait, what was he saying? I was afraid to ask, afraid to hope. I had to force myself to pull in a breath, force my silly heart to calm down. Finally, I made myself ask, “Why?”
Caius moved close enough I could feel the heat coming off his skin. His molten gaze held mine as he brushed his knuckles along my jaw then slid his fingers around the nape of my neck. “Because I’ve found another weakness. One I’m willing to watch the world burn for.”
My heart beat frantically as if trying to shout its agreement. “You’ve been my weakness for a while now.”
Something lit behind his eyes. He pulled me against his body as his lips crushed down on mine. I gave as much as I got. There was nothing gentle in this kiss. It was full of need, of the words we hadn’t said, the feelings we hadn’t given voice to, and the fear of betrayal. Our breathing grew ragged; he pulled me tighter against him. My heart beat wildly in my chest as my pulse thrummed in time to the heat building inside me. My body was on fire and the hard length pressed against me left no doubt I wasn’t alone. 
Caius groaned and started to pull back, but I didn’t want it to end. I wanted it to go on, to go a lot further. I grazed his lower lip with my teeth. 
He stilled beneath my hands. “You know not what you do.”
“I know exactly what I’m doing.” I stood on tiptoe and nipped my way along his jaw. 
“You haven’t a clue.”
My hands found their way under the hem his shirt, my fingers exploring the hard planes of his stomach and his superheated skin. He shuddered under my touch, but otherwise remained like a statue. I ran my teeth along his collarbone. “You could teach me.”
A low growl let me know I was winning the battle. Caius’s hand skimmed up my side, over my shoulder and cupped my chin, forcing me to look at him. His gaze pinned mine. “I need you to be absolutely certain.”
I looked him directly in the eye. I was nervous, but only because I knew he’d probably been with a lot of experienced women over the long span of his life and I’d never done more than read about it in novels. But I also knew what I wanted. 
“I’m certain. I want this.” I could feel a blush creeping over my cheeks from being so bold.
Caius searched my gaze for a long moment before he murmured, “If I wasn’t already from there, I would say I’m going to hell for this.”
Whatever he saw in my eyes must have satisfied him because his lips came back to mine with a new intensity. The kiss deepened until it felt like we were melded together. When his hands slipped under the hem of my shirt and scorched their way across my skin, they ignited things inside me only hinted at before and I gasped against his mouth. 
What he’d done when teaching me to use fire was nothing like this. If it had been, the idea of me paying attention to any lesson in power use would have been a lost cause. 
With one hand, he created a thick blanket that he tossed on the ground. Without breaking the kiss, he scooped me up and laid me on the blanket. Stretched out beside me, he rested his weight on one elbow as he kissed a sensual path along my jaw and down my neck. He paused long enough to yank his shirt over his head before bringing his mouth back to mine. So distracted by his lips and tongue, I barely registered the slight tearing, slicing sound until my shirt fell open and cool night air brushed over my exposed skin. 
His hand slid over my stomach as his lips made their way to my bra. My fingers grazed over his superheated flesh. Intoxicated by his scent all around me, I tentatively tasted his skin, desperate to know him, all of him. A low sound of pleasure rumbled in his chest. Emboldened by his response, I began to explore him in the same way he explored me. 
My sudden flush of nerves when he unbuttoned my jeans with a flick of his fingers, followed by the deliberate slide of the zipper, was eased by his slow touch and soon only an exquisite, building anticipation filled me. Even when he released the clasp on my bra all I felt was a breathless yearning. His skilled hands and mouth took me places I had only dreamed of.
Piece by piece we shed our clothing and I reveled in the heat of his naked body against mine as he built an inferno inside me, coaxing and demanding at the same time until every nerve ending was hyper-aware of the lightest touch and begging for more. My flushed body screamed for release from the exquisite torture by the time he settled his weight between my thighs. 
I sensed the restrained tension within him as he slowly eased inside, drawing a gasp of pure pleasure from me. The sensual play of his muscles flexing against me as our bodies moved in time together magnified the ecstasy. He seemed to know what I wanted, needed, before I knew. He surrounded me, filled my world, as he brought the passion sweeping through me to a scorching peak. I clung to him, my entire body clenched around his as the climax crashed over me. His deep growl of gratification in my ear only made it more intense. 
As it slowly faded and my muscles relaxed into a languid state, he began building the pressure within me again, eliciting desperate whimpers from me that he devoured with hungry kisses as I shamelessly conveyed my need. This time, he rose with me. His whole body tensed and he surged deeper as I convulsed around him, my legs wrapped tight around his hips, each of us taking the other to a new height. 
We lay still for several moments, slicked in sweat while we caught our breath and a blissful, boneless feeling crept over me. Caius rolled, taking me with him so that I lay in his arms, the blanket cocooned around us. My head rested at the crook of Caius’s shoulder with one of my legs across his hips, his skin hot against the inside of my thigh. A satisfied sigh passed my lips and I murmured, “Thank you.”
A soft chuckle drifted to me. “For what?”
“For tonight. Everyone should have a first time like that.”
“Thank you for letting me be the first to give you that.”
My answer was cut off by a yawn. I wanted to stay awake and talk to him, but after the hours of walking followed by the fight with the Sentinels, and culminating in lovemaking, I had reached my physical and emotional limit. Caius gave me a squeeze. “Go to sleep, Jo.”
As I drifted slowly into slumber, I felt him tuck a strand of my hair behind my ear and place a light kiss on my forehead.
***
“There was no going back from this.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 12
 
The next several days passed in a peaceful manner as we drew ever closer to our destination. Long silences often stretched between us, but they were the companionable kind. I got better at creating clothes and when we settled down at night to eat after my nightly lesson in wielding my staff better and hand-to-hand combat, Caius often asked me questions about my mortal life while we shared our food with Amisi. I was happy to tell him of the good years and the good times. But I couldn’t go into my mother’s illness and subsequent death or any of the darker things I had experienced. 
I was still snuggled close to Caius one morning when conversation disturbed my sleep. The heat from his naked body surrounded me inside the huge blanket he’d conjured the night before. I drifted somewhere in that blissful state between asleep and awake. The low rumbling of voices drew me closer to awareness. 
“What have you done, brother?” I recognized Malik’s voice.
“I think that’s pretty clear, Malik,” Lilly snapped. 
So his siblings had found us. Or at least those two. I rather wished they hadn’t. I shifted slightly, pressing closer to Caius. His arms tightened a fraction as if silently asking me to be still. If his brother and sister weren’t there, I wouldn’t have heeded his request. But they were.
“I know it’s obvious,” Malik answered. “The question is why? Caius, you are breaking every law there is.”
Caius snorted. “I, and you two as well, broke the laws when we were born. The same for Jo. If we’re going down, might as well do it thoroughly.”
“You haven’t completed the bond have you?” Lilly’s question came in an almost panicked whisper.
“No.” Caius’s fingers brushed through my hair. “What little information there is about such a thing says it could possibly kill us both.”
Malik gave a heavy sigh. “At least you don’t have to worry about what happened with Nadia. Josephine is too young on this side.”
“A small thing to be thankful for.” Lilly sounded more than a little irritated. “You can have any woman you want in the demonborn part of the city, in the Hells, and even in the mortal world. What is it about this little reaper that makes you take such chances?”
“It won’t do any good to try and talk him out of it, Lilly.” I thought I heard Malik sit down. “You are too young to know, but I have seen him this way before.”
“Not this way,” Caius said. His fingers trailed over my neck making me wonder if squirming a bit more would make him send his siblings away. 
After a long silence, Malik said, “No, not quite like this. Which only makes me more certain there will be no changing your mind.”
“Wait,” disbelief laced Lilly’s voice. “Are you saying you love her?”
I held my breath waiting to hear the answer even though I already knew it. 
“Enough to set fire to all the laws.”
I melted inside even as Lilly gave an annoyed huff. “Well, that’s just great, brother. And what about the coming war?”
“I will stand in the middle of it and fight at her side.”
I really wished I could see his face, but I got the feeling he wanted his brother and sister to believe I was still asleep. Maybe they wouldn’t talk as candidly if I was awake, though I don’t think Lilly had much of a filter. I could appreciate that side of her, though. At least I would always know exactly where I stood with her.
“You know what that will mean,” Malik sounded somewhat worried, mostly resigned. “You can’t face the kind of enemies she is going to have, that she already has, with only your demon half.”
“I’m aware of that, as four more Sentinels could attest to. If they still had their heads anyway.”
“In front of her?” Lilly nearly shrieked.
Malik shushed her and Caius said, “It was either that or let them take her.”
Lilly groaned and I could hear her feet whispering through the grass as she paced. “And what of Malik and me?”
“She connected those dots on her own.” Caius’s voice turned soothing. “Don’t worry, Lilly, she isn’t going to run around telling everyone. You are safe. When the arrives that it all comes out, and we knew it would eventually, Malik and I will protect you. It’s a miracle the secret held for long as it has.”
“And what of her?” Lilly asked. “What about when you have to choose to save her or one of us?”
Caius’s silence spoke volumes and Malik sighed again. “I think the answer is rather clear, Lilly.” When she made a disgusted sound, Malik continued, “Don’t hold it against him. It’s been over three hundred years since he’s allowed himself this. And even then, he still put all of us ahead of Nadia.”
“Whatever.” Lilly didn’t sound convinced.
Comfortable though I was, it was getting hard to lay still. Caius seemed to sense that because he cleared his throat and said, “As grateful as I am you two found the stones I left by the portal, could you excuse us for a bit? Jo will likely be waking soon and I don’t think she will be comfortable getting up with you two here.”
“Why?” Lilly sounded truly confused. “They’re just body parts, it’s not like she doesn’t have anything I don’t or that Malik hasn’t seen.”
Malik chuckled as I heard him stand. “Josephine was raised in the mortal world. They have odd perceptions about body parts. And though I may have seen it all before, something tells me Caius wouldn’t appreciate me seeing Josephine displayed in all of her nakedness.”
A low growl answered him and Malik said, “See? Possessiveness is a trait all demonborn have. One day, Lilly, you will find someone who captivates you as much.”
“I doubt it.” Lilly snorted. “I guess we will go back and reassure the others that you are indeed here. Probably a good thing we came on ahead. Rowen would have blown his top if he’d stumbled upon this.”
“Rowen came with you?” I wasn’t sure if Caius sounded wary or prepared for another fight.
“Along with James and that infernal Bethany.” Irritation filled Malik’s voice. “They are quite persistent.”
Caius chuckled. “Is it perhaps that I’m not the only one who has found a new weakness? Does yours wear red hair, Malik?”
“Bethany is an annoyance,” Malik scoffed. “Always underfoot and nearly as flippant as the one you hold.”
“Good luck with that,” Caius said.
“You are both ridiculous.” Lilly’s footsteps were clear as she stomped away. 
“I will leave you to whatever morning routines you must attend to,” Malik said. “I will just leave this over here.” 
Leave what there? I waited impatiently. After a few minutes, Caius shifted and I opened my eyes to see him looking at me from where he lay propped on an elbow and forgot about whatever Malik had left. “You feign sleep well; I shall have to remember that.”
I smiled and gave a long, languid and much-needed stretch. Caius’s hand slid over the outside of my thigh and cupped my rear as I ran my hand down his chest. “They aren’t happy with you.”
“No, but then I don’t require their approval.”
“How did they find us? What stones were you talking about?”
“Finding Stones.” He watched me as if gauging my reaction. “Any stone will do, you imbue them with your power and leave them on the otherside of a portal. As long as those following you have the stones in their hands when they cross the through it, the portal will place them in exactly the same spot it placed you. They can be used on either side of a portal, which can be beneficial since a portal in the Between will drop you in no specified spot when you cross into the mortal world. Finding stones can anchor a portal.”
“So when you agreed to leave everyone behind in the mortal world, you didn’t really agree?”
“I left the stones in deep snow, there was no guarantee anyone would find them.” He shrugged. “However, I can’t say I’m disappointed they did. We are going to need numbers before this is over. I may be powerful, but I can’t go up against everything on this side of the veil alone.” 
I nodded. Traveling just the two of us was nice when things were quiet. But there was more than one time we could have used greater numbers. A vague image from my dreams floated through my mind, sending my thoughts away from his siblings and the need for a larger traveling party. “Can I ask a question?”
“You just did.” A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth even as his molten eyes devoured me and made it difficult to think. “I’m assuming you have another one though.”
I did. It wasn’t one I would have thought of if not for the strange dream I’d awakened from. Or at least probably not for a while. And though I was curious for the answer, I was also a bit embarrassed to ask it and I knew by the heat creeping into my face that it showed.
Caius lifted an eyebrow. “Now I’m intrigued.” 
“Well, I read a lot of books and where I know most of it is nothing but silly things, I also know demonborn are the basis for the mortal’s vampire legends. And I was just kind of curious, since in the books…I mean, it’s probably on the same level as sunlight and crosses since there aren’t really vampires, but…” Gods, I sounded like an idiot.
“What in the books makes you curious?” 
I knew he’d read more books than I had across every genre, so I shouldn’t have to completely spell it out. “Well, biting and blood drinking. During…you know.” I motioned vaguely at the two of us tangled up together.  The rich laugh that erupted from him took me by surprise. “You don’t get to laugh at me.”
Shaking his head, he said, “Jo, we only bite like that to feed on blood, unless we are trying to kill another of our kind. Number one,” he held up one finger, “I can’t take your blood because it would finish the bond. Number two, do you also expect me to eat a cheeseburger while we have sex? It’s the same thing.”
“Food can be sensual, or so I’ve read.” 
“Some food can be yes, in the right setting,” he qualified. “But there is nothing sensual about the taking of blood. Demonborn can fog the brain of the one we’re taking it from if we wish, but that is it. They either feel all of the pain, or they feel nothing.” He sighed. “It’s a lot like someone who hasn’t eaten all day being presented with a huge slice of pizza piled high with toppings. It’s going to be messy, it’s going to take both hands, and desire to consume it is overriding other needs. Sex isn’t on the mind of either the taker or the giver.”
It made sense. “I wonder how mortals got that idea in the first place.”
“Because they like to make up stories. And when you don’t believe in the monsters the stories are about, it’s easy to come up with all kinds of traits and weaknesses that don’t exist.” He gave me a lazy smile as his gaze roamed over me. “We should get up.”
I sighed almost wishing it wouldn’t be too immature to pout. “I guess we should.”
“You don’t sound too happy.”
“When I first woke, I was disappointed to find we weren’t alone.”
Caius’s eyes flared molten. “We are now. And there are other kinds of biting that don’t draw blood or leave marks.”
 His mouth came down on mine as his hands began a slow burn deep inside me. This was the morning I had wanted to wake to. 
Later, after we had both conjured new clothes and I had several frustrating moments where I tried and failed before finally remembering how to use my power to cleanse myself, Caius started a fire. 
“What’s in the bag?” I asked. It must be whatever Malik had left. 
Caius glanced at it. “Armor. Malik was smart enough to take the time to retrieve it before joining us. If I had known how this was all going to unfold, I would have worn mine from the beginning.”
I eyed the bag, trying to imagine Caius in armor. My mind kept coming up with medieval styles. Given the small size of the bag, I knew it couldn’t be chainmail or plate. While Caius speared the meat he’d hunted the night before, I ran my fingers through my hair marveling at how clean and soft it felt. It still didn’t seem possible that I’d achieved it without shampoo and conditioner. 
We had just finished eating when Malik and Lilly returned, this time followed by Rowen and two of my friends. Amisi arched her back and hissed. Snatching her large chunk of meat, she dashed away with it before any of them saw her. I missed the cat’s exit as I stared open-mouthed at Lilly and Malik. They were both impressive in the armor they wore. Instead of bulky medieval types, this was streamlined and made me think of something out of a fantasy book. The overlapping panels looked lightweight and easy to move in as if it had been constructed to fit them exactly. 
My friends wore their normal reaper cloaks. Rowen looked between Caius and me as if searching for some sign that our relationship had deepened. But Caius stood on the opposite side of the fire from where I sat and I was busy using my power to clean the grease from the roasted meat off my hands. 
Bethany flopped down beside me, although she said nothing as James sat on my other side. Her silence might as well have been shouting. I sighed and said, “Let me have it.”
She glowered at me. “How could you just take off and leave us behind?”
“Let’s at least make sure she’s all right before we tear into her,” James said. “You are okay, right?”
“I’m fine.” I glanced across the fire to see Lilly frowning at me with narrowed eyes. I met her gaze and for a long moment, we had a silent battle of wills. She looked away first, though only because Caius elbowed her. 
“Well, that’s good,” James replied. “In light of that, how in the nine hells could you just leave like that?”
“Friends don’t usually ditch friends, Jo,” Bethany said. “How can we help if you don’t let us?”
I shook my head. “You all almost got killed back in the mortal world because of people trying to kill me. And since Caius and I came here, we’ve been attacked by Eisheth’s minions, murderous trees, Sentinels, and had a rather intense meeting with Hades. I don’t regret leaving you guys behind.”
“Yeah because relying on only Caius is the best idea in the world.” Bethany folded her arms and snorted. 
“He’s taught me a lot since we got here. I know how to create clothing and clean without needing to use a shower, I know how to create a fire like this one.” I pointed at the campfire burning a few inches off the ground. “He’s training me how to fight better, how to control my powers better. He’s told me the truth and kept me alive. What’s wrong with relying on him?”
“She’s got it bad,” James said, shaking his head. “Not that I blame you at all, Jo. He’s eye candy, to say the least, and does seem to care about you.”
Bethany rolled her eyes. “It’s not like there could ever be a relationship between them. It’s absolutely forbidden.”
I stared at my hands as heat flushed my face. Not the burning blush Caius had elicited several times, but I was pretty sure my cheeks were a little pink. Caius, his siblings, and Rowen had all moved a little ways from the fire for which I was suddenly grateful. 
“Wait, you two don’t actually have real feelings for each other, do you?” Bethany asked. 
“Wow, in for a pinch in for a pound, huh?” James whispered low.
I could only assume the fact that James had more relationship experience than Bethany is how he understood the situation so quickly. And what could I say? I wasn’t about to deny it. I’d already told Rowen I was going to do what I wanted regarding Caius and to the nine hells with the laws. 
“Wait,” Bethany studied James’s quiet expression and my slightly guilty one. “Is there more than feelings to this?”
“I think that’s rather clear isn’t it, Bethany?” James said.
It didn’t surprise me it had taken her longer to figure it out. Bethany hadn’t gone there with anyone yet. 
“Oh, Jo.” She sighed. “That only complicates things. I can’t believe you had,” she lowered her voice and hissed, “sex!”
“Why not?” I finally said. 
 “But the laws—” Bethany began.
“Were already broken, that’s why I’m here in the first place, remember?” I glared at the fire. “Since I’ve been lied to for some reason by Alaric and had Sentinels sent after me simply for being, I’ve decided the laws don’t apply to me. I’m a criminal by virtue of birth, so what do I care if I break the laws now?”
“Uh, you could end up in the pits.” Bethany threw her hands in the air.
I stared at where Caius stood a distance away. “Sometimes the actions are worth the consequences.”
James just shook his head. I turned to him. “Tell me you wouldn’t risk it for Aaron.”
“I would walk through fire for him. It’s why I’m not as wound up about it as Bethany.” James shrugged. “Besides, I saw this coming right after Caius pulled you from Eisheth’s trap. I told you then and you didn’t believe me, but I knew what I saw.”
Bethany stared at him. “How did you see this coming then? I mean, I worried about it back in that forest, but before that?”
James snorted. “Anyone with half a brain and paying any kind of attention could see the way Caius looked at her.”
Bethany shot me a concerned look. “He didn’t coerce you or pressure you into anything did he?”
I laughed softly. “Hardly.” If anything, I had pressured him.
Her look turned appraising. “You really do love him don’t you?”
“Yes.” It didn’t need any embellishments. I had managed to convey everything with that one word.
“Even if it goes against everything?” she whispered, now studying her own hands. 
I thought of the conversation I’d overheard earlier and glanced at Malik. Though he was talking to Caius, his gaze was on Bethany. He looked away as soon as he realized my attention was on him. I turned back to my friend; she still examined her hands as if the answer to the question she was struggling with could be found in the lines on her palms. What had happened between them? 
I leaned back on my hands, stretching my legs out in front with ankles crossed and said, “We’re already going against everything. If you were really worried about that, then why are you here and not back in Midtween with all of the other well-behaved reapers that refused to help?”
“It’s not that simple for them.” Bethany frowned. “They think you are going to end the Morrigan.”
“And you don’t think I will?” An uneasy knot formed in my stomach as I waited for her reply. 
After a moment she finally answered, her voice quiet. “I don’t know.” She looked at me. “I do know you are my friend.”
James draped his arm over my shoulder. “We’ve only been friends for a year, but it might as well be forever. Whatever comes, you are stuck with us, Jo.”
Their unconditional acceptance of me made my eyes water. I blinked the tears away while staring at the fire. “Where is everyone else?”
“They are still at Lilly’s safe house.” James hugged me with the arm he had around my shoulders. “Rowen didn’t want everyone coming until we knew for sure where you were. Plus, it’s safer for them. Ryan is keeping track of them for now.”
“And who’s keeping track of the demonborn with Malik here?”
Bethany made a face. “Zane. He’s a complete ass, but seems to be able to keep the others from acting up.”
Thinking of Zane, and what he said to me back at Lilly’s safe house, sent a curl of anger through me. Although I wasn’t sure if I was angry with him, the truth of his words, myself for being the problem, or my mom for not doing everything in her power to save herself.
“What about the Lost? Is there any news?” I asked, remembering exactly why I was bound to Caius in the first place. 
James shrugged. “None of us know. We can’t go back to Midtween now. All we can do is hope it’s slowed a little.”
Disappointed there was no way to know for sure, I fervently hoped the numbers of Lost had lessened. Maybe with my friends here, with Malik and Lilly here, we would be able to get through the Between faster. Maybe Eisheth would be less likely to throw more of her minions at us if we had greater numbers. It made me glad once again I had such steadfast friends.
“Well, for whatever reason you guys are here, I love you for it. It’s good to know all the Children aren’t against me.” I couldn’t help the sour note in my voice. 
Bethany gave a sad sigh. “For all intents and purposes, the Morrigan is our mother. How would you have reacted if you heard someone was coming to destroy your mother when you lived in the mortal world?”
I could see her point, especially since I had basically been told that very thing. If the cancer had been a flesh and blood person instead of an army of tiny cells, then I would have done everything to stop that person. 
It kind of sucked in a way. I wanted to be able to think of the reapers who declined to come to my aid as bad people. But I was quickly discovering that there was very little that was perfectly good and perfectly evil. There were so many layers of gray. Even Eisheth, scheming and cruel as she was, had only tried to kill me to protect the future she saw for Caius. Her reasoning had been wrong, her actions unforgivable, but only from my point of view. I’m sure she felt perfectly justified in what she’d done. Especially considering the effort she must have gone to in order to ensure Samael would be Caius’s father. My mother had always told me that who was good and who was evil depended entirely on which end of the sword you stood on.
It was all a huge mess and I was at the center of it. I could only pray I wasn’t somehow the cause of the Lost as well.
***

“It was good to have my siblings standing with me again.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 13
 
Malik approached where I sat with Bethany and James. “You up for some training?”
I raised an eyebrow. “Me?’
“I’m pretty sure Bethany and James already have a handle on their powers. You’re the one with barely tapped angel and Morrigan power. The one with demon in you.” Mischief sparkled in his eyes as he lowered his voice and said, “Sometimes more than others.”
I didn’t miss the innuendo and my face blazed as I stood. The dark scowl Caius shot his younger brother over Rowen’s shoulder let me know he’d heard it, too. Lilly’s disgusted scoff, Bethany’s outraged gasp, and the choking laughter from James made Rowen turn.
Rowen’s gaze appraised us, finally settling on me and narrowing. I mentally prayed to any gods that might be listening that my guide hadn’t overheard. Not that I was going to try and hide what I had with Caius, but I wasn’t ready yet for the argument that would ensue.  
Luck was with me. Caius said something and Rowen turned his attention back to him. I let out a sigh of relief and faced Malik. “What kind of practice?
“Time to work on your shield some more.” 
His expression was easy going, but that didn’t take away the wary feeling in my gut. “The last time I practiced that with one of you, I spent most of the time eating dirt.”
Malik flashed a grin. “Undoubtedly, you will again.”
Great. It sounded like fun was out for the day. “Fabulous.”
“Caius told me he taught you how to use your emotions to connect with your powers. So now you just need to apply that to defend yourself.” A wicked gleam entered his eyes. “We will find out how much time Caius spent teaching you this and how much he spent on other…lessons instead.”
I narrowed my eyes at him as he led me a short distance from the fire and those around it. Lilly trailed after us and I almost groaned and hoped she wasn’t planning to help. She wasn’t real happy with me right now. 
When they positioned themselves in front of me so we formed a triangle with me at the apex, I took a deep breath to steady my nerves. “So what do you want me to do?”
“Defend yourself.” 
I knew what was coming a second before the indigo shadows formed around his hand and leaped at me. I didn’t have time to feed any emotions into anything. The shadows hit me and I smacked the ground. As I picked myself up Rowen stalked toward Malik. “What do you think you are doing?”
“Teaching her to use her powers.” Malik didn’t look the least bit affected by Rowen’s anger. 
“You are going to kill her doing that.” Rowen glared a Malik. 
Caius strolled over to stand closer to his brother. “He won’t kill her.”
I gaped at him. Somewhere in the past few minutes, he had donned his armor and damn if he didn’t look sexier in it. The dark grey overlapping panels were edged in deep red with a flame and indigo smoke that almost looked like wings on the left breast. It fit his form well and made him more impressive than he already was. Even the bracers on his forearms fit perfect without being bulky. It was like the armor had somehow melded to his exact shape.
Rowen folded his arms. “So you condone hitting her with demon power and throwing her around?”
“She doesn’t have years to train. There’s no time to coddle her.” Caius said calmly. 
I glanced at where James and Bethany had jumped to their feet and waved them away before straightening. My evening lessons were never easy either. Caius pushed me hard each night to learn control of my power and how to defend myself with my staff and with only my hands and feet. “He’s right. Besides, I’ve had this version of training before. I’ll live.”
When Rowen looked like he was going to protest, I said, “If you can’t deal with it, then you can’t be here.”
A deep scowl settled on his face but I didn’t care. Caius was right, I needed to learn this. There were too many enemies building around us—too many things that would get us both killed when they became known—for me to be helpless. 
Caius and Malik both gave me a look full of approval. Even Lilly seemed to take her hostility down a notch. Rowen sighed. “I can keep you safe, you know, if you quit running off.”
“Jo doesn’t need to be rescued any more than the rest of us, Rowen. She has the power to defend herself. Once she has a handle on her powers and they mature, she will do far more than defend.” Caius’s golden eyes met mine. “And with my blood in her system, her powers are maturing faster than they would have.”
Rowen finally backed out of the way. No sooner was the field between us clear than Malik’s shadows came at me again. This time I was prepared. I wasn’t sure how to find my angel or even Morrigan powers when my life wasn’t threatened. But I knew exactly how to reach for the demon powers. 
A shield of flame sprang up in front of me just before the shadows flew right through it and slammed into me. It knocked the breath from me as the force sent me in a half-flip before I tasted dirt. 
I pushed myself to my hands and knees while still struggling to breathe. My lungs finally remembered their job and I sucked in a gulp of air. Bethany started toward me, but Caius’s voice stopped her in her tracks, “She’s fine. Get up, Reaper.”
I shot him a glare. He still stood, arms crossed. A smile tugged at one side of his mouth and I knew he was purposely trying to irritate me. I stood and pushed my hair back. “Why didn’t the shield stop it?”
Lilly smirked. “Because fire is a power all demons have. Malik is using Archdemon energy. Demon fire can’t stop it.”
“You have extra power because of Eisheth?” I glanced at Caius and Malik.
It was Lilly who answered with a snort and a look that said she questioned my intelligence. “Of course. Archdemons are stronger than any other demon and even though their children are half-mortal, we are still stronger than most other demons.”
I wondered what would stop their power if they brought both sides of their heritage to bear. Lilly’s mention of being half-mortal wasn’t lost on me. It was a subtle reminder of the secret they carried, the one I now needed to keep as well.
“How do I access my angel powers then?” This time I kept my focus on Caius as my mind wandered to his lesson in using something other than anger to create fire.
The way his eyes smoldered told me he was thinking of the same lesson, though his tone remained strictly instructional. “You will access it the same way. Instead of imagining a fire, imagine a glowing white ball, or blue fire, or a purple triangle. Whatever image fits best for you, but the color counts, it helps your mind separate the powers. Feed your emotions to it and when you take it into your hand, visualize it as whatever you want it to be.”
“Why is Malik the one doing this?” James asked, a concerned look on his face. 
Malik glanced at him. “Because Lilly thought Caius might be too soft on her.”
I laughed, the idea so ludicrous that my sides shook until they ached. Bethany frowned, confused. “What’s so funny?”
“Caius,” I gasped, finally getting my laughing fit under control, “going easy on me.”
Malik grinned and said to Lilly, “Told you.” She gave an irritated sigh and looked away.
Caius shook his head. “It isn’t just that. There is a reason I haven’t attempted to repeat the lesson at Nadia’s. Jo has so much of my blood in her system now that her power will recognize my power as hers. It won’t stop anything I throw at her, no matter how strong her shield.”
I gaped at him. “Why didn’t you tell me that?”
“You never asked for another lesson like that one.”
Shadows sprang up in Malik’s hand. I focused on him, imagining white light. The image was a small bubble of light in my mind. Okay, bubble it would be. His power jumped at me, faster than before. I tried to feed the bubble and form a shield, but wasn’t fast enough. I groaned as I picked myself up from where I had landed several feet away.
Bethany bristled. “You could at least give her time to prepare.”
“You think an enemy is going to give her time?” Though Caius addressed Bethany, his eyes remained on me, assessing, and I knew he measured my minor injuries against what he felt reflected back. 
I set myself and formed the bubble again in my mind. Quickly, as the shadows began to coil around his hand, I sorted through my emotions. Pushing away the negative ones, I sought something positive. My gaze locked on Caius and I knew exactly which one to use. In the split second it took for the shadows to come at me, I skipped trying to grow the power with small amounts and dumped all the love I felt for him into the bubble. 
It exploded out of me in a complete, shimmering dome. Malik’s shadows hit it and broke across the surface before dissipating. My shield shuddered slightly under the impact then began expanding. The rush of angel power was so full of light and warmth, the sweetness of it was addicting. I didn’t even try to reel it in as it rushed through me. Lilly yelped and backed up a step when my shield pushed against her. Everyone else backed away, which was probably a good thing. I could sense it didn’t discriminate. Anything outside it was to be kept away.
“Let it go, Jo,” Caius said.
I tried. It was like when I was trying to get the fire to go out before I pissed off the trees. The bubble wouldn’t go. I had used love to power it and I couldn’t stop feeling the love. It wasn’t like anger that could fade away. My feelings for Caius were a permanent thing. My skin began to feel tight, like it was too small for me.
Caius stepped inside my bubble. It welcomed him as a part of me. Together inside the bubble, I felt more connected to him than I ever had. I don’t know if it was because we were both half-angel by heritage or if it was because that was what angel power could do. I sensed his love for me; it was as strong as mine for him and it created a heady feeling. I also sensed his concern. 
He pulled me into an embrace. The angelic power bled into him as he began to siphon off the extra. The amount flowing through me lessened dramatically, though there was still too much. 
“You still have to get it under control,” Caius said quietly. “Let it go.”
I knew I should, but it felt so good standing in my bubble with him. I didn’t want to let it go. Caius tilted my face up with one hand. “It feels wonderful, I know. But you have to let it go or you won’t ever feel this again.”
“Why?” Tears pooled in my eyes and made tracks down my face. I didn’t want to be unable to feel this again. In fact, I wanted to feel it all the time, to never stop. I knew I wasn’t being rational, but the sensation of being in the bubble with him was overriding my practical side. 
“Because you aren’t prepared to handle this much. That takes time and use. You have to build the room inside to use this amount.” He smoothed my hair away from my face. “You will die trying to hold it.”
 I didn’t want to let it go, but I didn’t want to die either. Whatever happened in the future I wanted to face it with Caius. “How do I let it go?”
“Imagine it coming back to your hand. See it getting smaller.” His voice, his calm, filled the space around me and soaked inside me. I closed my eyes and focused everything on his words. 
Although I couldn’t see it, I felt the bubble contract until it was just big enough for the two of us. I held onto it a moment longer like an addict trying to drag out my last fix. 
Caius whispered in my ear, “Let it go.”
I finally released it. The bubble in my mind and the one around us collapsed. The sudden loss of it drew a sob from me. Caius’s mouth crushed down on mine and he kissed me like he could fill up the empty space left behind by my first large dose of angel power. I kissed him back fervently, desperate for what he offered as tears streamed down my cheeks. 
My mind was a chaotic mess of unreasonable loss and grief all tangled up with love and happiness. He buried one of his hands in my hair while the other arm kept me crushed against the length of his body. Slowly, the emptiness dissipated and I was left feeling whole again.
Caius finally pulled away. I stared at him, my breath ragged and my pulse thrumming. He smiled, his eyes a smoldering liquid gold. “The first time really grasping angel power is always the hardest.” His hands found my face, thumbs brushing the tears from my cheeks. “It will be easier next time.”
I leaned against him, suddenly exhausted as if the bubble had taken my energy with it. “Why didn’t it feel this way at Nadia’s? Or before that when the serans attacked?” I needed to understand what made this different.
“You used fear to summon your angelic powers then. Fear is powerful and it did the job. Nothing compares to love though. Except for absolute hatred. Only those two emotions are powerful enough to drive people to do things they wouldn’t normally do.”
Though I wanted to stay wrapped up in Caius, I pushed away. My gaze moved past Bethany’s open shock, James’s envious look, Malik’s grin, Lilly’s eye roll, and came to rest on Rowen’s thunderous expression. Well damn.
***
“A physical connection immediately after the release of that much angel power always makes the recovery easier.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 14
 
It looked like Rowen was going to blow a gasket and I started wondering if Children could have strokes. He stormed toward us; his dark eyes pinned on me. Caius moved so he partially blocked me as Rowen got close.
Rowen, his expression murderous, barely glanced at Caius. “Out of my way, Demon.”
“Not a chance.” Caius stood tense as if he expected an attack. 
Rowen bristled and looked like he was getting ready to challenge Caius. 
“Oh for Charon’s sake.” Though still feeling like I’d just run a marathon, I rolled my eyes, pushed past Caius, and stood in front of Rowen with my arms folded over my chest. One eyebrow raised, I asked, “What?”
“I thought I was perfectly clear back in the mortal world.” A scowl drew Rowen’s brows together. “However, in case I wasn’t—”
“I was pretty clear too,” I cut in. “And in case you don’t remember, I will remind you that I said I was going to do whatever I wanted and whoever concocted the rules can kiss my ass.”
“Jo, there are consequences to be taken into consideration.” Rowen tried to reason.
I wasn’t interested. “This isn’t open for discussion and anyone who doesn’t like that,” I looked pointedly at both Rowen and Lilly, “can leave if they can’t handle it.”
 “As if my opinion matters to Caius.” Lilly rolled her eyes and walked a little ways away.
Rowen seemed like he was ready to continue his tirade. I met his gaze and waited. Finally, he said, “You don’t have so many allies that you can afford to alienate those around you.”
“If my allies are willing to stand against me because of this, then I could never trust them anyway.” 
Rowen shoved his hands into the pockets of his cloak. “This may be more than some can handle, even if they could deal with the situation before.”
I shrugged. “Like I said, if they can’t handle this, then they can’t handle enough for me to trust them. I would rather stand alone than be surrounded by people who will pick and choose their loyalty to me.”
“And you think the demonborn are loyal to you?” Rowen almost seemed to tremble with anger. 
“Of course they aren’t loyal to me. I’m not stupid. But they are loyal to Caius.” I glanced at the man standing next to me. “And I trust Caius.”
“This is more than just the laws. There is a prophecy—”
“Yeah, let’s talk about that,” I interrupted. “Caius only knew part of it. But you know all of it.”
Rowen shot Caius a look full of barely contained anger. “You told her about the prophecy?”
“She deserves the truth, Rowen. Besides, what exactly did you plan to say after you brought it up just now? Or were you going to lie to her?” Caius’s tone was hard as steel.
“What if it doesn’t even pertain to her? Did you think of that?”
“It doesn’t matter what I think. Or what you think. Others will be convinced she is the one it speaks of. Whether or not it actually applies to her, the seeds are already sown. Too many believe it does. She deserves to know.”
“Did you forget I was standing right here?” I asked acidly. 
“No,” Rowen snapped. “Yes, I know the full prophecy.”
I raised an eyebrow impatiently. “Well? If people are going to be getting murderous because they think I’m part of some prophecy, then I should know what it is.”
Rowen stood silent for a long moment, undecided. Finally, he sighed in defeat. “I will tell you, but keep in mind I don’t know what it means. No one does. If anyone knew the exact meaning, they would do everything in their power to either make it happen or stop it.” He shook his head. “They may anyway, even though they only know parts of it.”
I waited while he gathered his thoughts, trying to not push even though it seemed as if he should have told me this a long time ago, whether it actually applied to me or not. I didn’t like being kept in the dark and, quite frankly, I’d had enough of it.
“I don’t know what parts Caius knows, so I will just recite the whole thing.” He took a breath and began,
“When eyes of the four see as one, 
And in love the bloods blend
Comes the final passing 
With it the end
 
Sound the trumpets
Hear the thunder
Let the ties
Be torn asunder
 
Before the Key
Veils fall away
And truth reveals
The price to pay
 
Cast the Child
Upon the wind
With darkness her consort
She returns again
 
Filled with life
She walks with death
A shining light
A fire’s shadowy breath
 
The sown seed
Is Death’s treasure
Set upon by all sides
Darkness defends her
 
At her feet
The blood of war
For when the Child comes
The Morrigan rests forevermore.”
 
Most of it made no sense, but just like when Caius had told me what he knew, the parts that did made it clear I would start a war. People would die because of me. And, it sounded like I would cause the death of the Morrigan. “And you don’t know what any of it means?”
“It wasn’t meant to be fully interpreted by us. Its ambiguous wording is to keep it from becoming self-fulfilling,” Rowen said. “If the true meaning isn’t clear, then no one can force it to occur.”
“Yeah, well no matter the exact meaning of the whole thing, it seems to say plainly that I will start a war and somehow end the Morrigan. And if that is so, then how can you all be here?” I looked from him to Bethany and James.
“These things are designed to twist meanings. I don’t think there is a way you can end her. Her power is above even that of other gods. I can’t imagine how you would even begin to achieve that,” Rowen said, his tone gentling.
“Then why would there be a war at all?” I really didn’t want to be the cause of anything like that.
“Because there are plenty who take it at face value. They ignore the parts they don’t understand and latch on to the ones they think they do.” His sigh was resigned this time. “There are many who would like to see her ended because they would like the freedom that would give them. It would mean an end to the veils. An end to the majority of rules. There are just as many who will do anything to preserve the Morrigan, for she is all. And then there are those who believe the whole thing is a bunch of made up gibberish and see it only as a power grab and will attempt to use it to increase their faction’s standing.”
His expression and voice became imploring. “Think of the first two lines. ‘When the eyes of the four see as one, and in love the bloods blend.’ Can’t you see how many are going to apply those to you and Caius? You two have a partial blood bond. One that is a little more than partial. Between the two of you, there is Angel, Demon, Morrigan, and even Mortal blood, although the last is admittedly an extremely small percentage. You are together, in a relationship. The four see as one. ‘In love the blood blends.’ Those who believe in the prophecy, either way, will see your relationship with Caius as proof of it.”
I lifted my chin. “Then let them believe. I’m not going to let some prophecy that may or may not have anything to do with me, that may or may not be true, rule my life any more than I will let the laws I broke by being born.” 
With a string of curses, Rowen stalked off. He didn’t leave, but he did stay away from me while he paced and muttered to himself. A twinge of sadness crept over me. Rowen had been like a replacement parent after my mother died and I hoped he wouldn’t turn his back on me. If he did, I wouldn’t find fault in him, nor would I hate him. No matter what happened, I would always care for the man who was my guide. 
Glancing at Caius, I considered the prophecy. Whoever had sentenced me to capture and death by the Sentinels had cast me upon the wind. Caius was half Archdemon, was he the darkness it referred to? Did it really matter? If it couldn’t be self-fulfilling, then it couldn’t be avoided either. If it really was a true prophecy and it really was about me, then it would play out anyway because the Morrigan had already seen it happen. And no matter what I said, it would rule my life either way because believers would find me either to stop me or stand with me. War would happen whether any of it was true or not.
I sighed and walked over to where my friends had watched the confrontation with worry in their eyes. Despite what they said earlier, I was suddenly uncertain if they were still planning to stick around. I glanced between them, trying to gauge if our year of friendship was strong enough. Bethany reached out and squeezed my hand, letting me know that she’d meant it when she said we would always be friends. James pulled me into a hug. “You do know how to find trouble, Jo.”
I laughed and wiped away the last of the dampness lingering on my cheeks from my first experience with a heavy dose of angelic power. Even now I wanted to embrace it again. I wanted to recreate the bubble and stay in it forever with the people I cared about and forget the rest of the world, the brewing war, and the prophecy that claimed I would do horrible things.
Unfortunately, I couldn’t do that. It seemed Caius had decided I’d had enough practice that morning. It was time to get on the way to the second Watcher. If we didn’t stop the flood of lost souls, the rest of it would mean nothing. Malik put out the fire and Lilly made it look as if none of us had ever been there. I shoved down the dread and fear that tried to consume me over the prophecy and locked it away. 
The path was wide enough for two to walk comfortably side by side, but not wide enough to accommodate more. At first, I’d tried to hang back, figuring Caius would want one of his siblings walking at his side. After some initial confusion where I kept trying to make room for his siblings and they kept backing off, it started to become clear it wasn’t they who would be walking with him.
“Jo,” Caius said with a raised brow. “Were you planning on traveling today or did you wish to spend more time creating some strange new dance with my brother and sister?”
James laughed and amusement filled Bethany’s expression. Rowen just glared at the lot of us. With warmth in my cheeks, I took my place at Caius’s side as we started walking. Rowen walked directly behind us and I could feel his eyes boring into my back as if he could somehow change my mind if he stared hard enough. He didn’t realize that once I settled on a course of action, I didn’t falter. 
Bethany and James walked behind him. Lilly and Malik brought up the rear. As we walked, I listened to Malik and Bethany quietly bicker at each other, while Lilly occasionally made irritated noises though she seemed to get along okay with James. Warmth filled me at having my friends with me again, even if it was edged with dread over what I might be dragging them into.
That night, after Caius put me through another rigorous training session and Lilly returned with dinner, Malik set a fire to burn so it could be cooked. The smell wafted into the cool air and made my stomach rumble. When it was finished cooking, I gratefully accepted my portion.
Amisi, who had remained unseen all day, didn’t seem able to resist the smell of food and finally crept out of the dark and crouched beside me while hissing at anyone who got too close.
Bethany and James sat as close as Amisi seemed comfortable with while I gave her a large chunk of my food. She was growing at an astronomical rate and I could only assume she was hunting on her own during the day. 
“How did you end up getting a Bastet kitten?” Bethany asked as she eyed Amisi.
I considered her question before answering. “I’m not sure I got her.” At Bethany’s confused look, I clarified, “I mean, I think she got me. Amisi showed up the first morning we were here and has followed us ever since. She’s usually out of sight most of the day, only coming in to eat and sleep near us at night.”
“Leave it to you to befriend one of the most dangerous, feral, and least likely to ever be tamed kinds of cat,” James said with a chuckle. “Bastets are well known for their wildness and the ability to use magic.”
I thought of the blue light that had rippled over Amisi’s fur when she tore apart the shackles Thedon had put on me. Smiling at the cat, I reached over and ran my hand down her back and was rewarded by bug-like chatter and a purr.
“Life around you is certainly interesting,” Bethany said. She tossed a bit of meat toward the young cat.
Amisi arched her back and hissed before turning away and pointedly ignoring the bite. James gave me a pointed look and said, “See what I mean?” 
I chuckled and continued to stroke her back. “Then I will be thankful she seems to count me as a friend.”
Despite the extra people, Amisi curled against me like she had every night since I met her. I fell asleep to the sounds of the trees hunting as a backdrop to Amisi’s purring.
***
“The prophecy would play out or it wouldn’t. Either way, it changed nothing.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 15
 
One evening, several days after the others joined us, Caius approached me as usual. “Time to work on your fighting skills.”
Skills wasn’t exactly the way I would describe my fighting abilities. I was getting better, but Caius still had to move slowly. To his credit, he never let our relationship get in the way of my training. He never took it easy on me and I hit the ground more often than I liked. 
For a brief moment during our training session, I almost felt like I was holding my own against his slowed attacks. The feeling lasted all of about ten seconds before one of his legs swept mine from beneath me at the same time his hand connected with my chest and sent me slapping hard against the ground.
Caius stepped back. “Once again, you’re dead. Get up.”
“It doesn’t help that she’s fighting someone who can move so much faster than her,” Lilly said as she stalked up and shoved her brother aside. “You’ve taught her the stances and the moves, but she is a long way from ever actually winning against you. No matter how fast your blood matures her powers, only age can bring the kind of speed you have.”
I pushed myself to my feet, surprised at Lilly’s interference. Didn’t she hate me?
“Do you have another idea?” Caius folded his arms and sent his sister a glare.
“What about the other reapers? Surely they are more her speed.” Lilly motioned toward Bethany and James.
Caius snorted. “I doubt they’ve been taught to fight anything more than eaters.” He glanced at Rowen. “Am I right?”
Rowen nodded. “Technically, we aren’t even permitted to train like that. Once Children are past the need for a guide, we train them anyway in secret. Neither Bethany or James are there yet. It wouldn’t help any for me to train her either; my speed would far outstrip hers.”
“See?” Caius shrugged. “They are no better off than Jo. And Rowen has the same problem I do.”
“Fine,” Lilly walked toward me, “then I will work with Jo, I will be a better match than you. And the rest of you can work with the others. That way, if we end up in another situation like we did back in the mortal world, maybe they will actually be of some help.”
Caius considered her suggestion for a minute before nodding. “All right.” He turned to Malik. “I assume it will be you working with Bethany and not I?”
Malik frowned, his gaze on my friend. “You assume correctly.”
“Looks like you’re with me, James.” 
James gave me a nervous glance before addressing Caius. “What about Rowen?”
Rowen shook his head. “It would be better if you learned how to fight demonborn from another demonborn.” He gave the three siblings a hard look. “I will just make sure none of them harm you with their methods.”
Lilly scoffed. “If we wanted them harmed, it would be easy enough to do at any time. We won’t hurt them too much, but we won’t baby them either.”
As the others paired off, I watched Lilly with more than a little trepidation. Granted, Caius was only a few yards away already working with James’s stance, so I doubted Lilly would go too far. Even so, I wondered why she was suddenly interested in helping me. When she drew me a little farther from the others, I asked.
She gave me an unreadable look that reminded me so much of Caius. “I don’t like you because of the danger Caius is in, thanks to you. At the same time, he chose to put himself there, so I can’t wholly blame you. But after watching you repeatedly eat dirt without complaining during your training sessions with Malik and Caius, I’ve grown to respect you and if you are going to improve at this point, you need someone who hasn’t had over eight hundred years to mature into their strength and speed.”
Stunned, it took me a minute to answer. Lilly respected me? It was something I hadn’t ever expected, especially now that Caius and I were definitely together. Unsure of what else to say, I simply answered, “Thank you.”
“Take your stance.” 
She barely gave me enough time to ready myself before she engaged. Though still faster and stronger, I could tell she didn’t have to hold back as much and it was easier for me to see the progress I’d made since coming to Between. I couldn’t hold my own in physical combat even against Lilly, but I was getting better. 
After Lilly put me through my paces with hand-to-hand combat and battling her with my staff and I finally flopped exhausted to the ground, Rowen came over and sat next to me. He was quiet for a long time. We hadn’t spoken since our argument and I got the sense he was trying to gather his thoughts, so I left him to it while I watched Malik watch Bethany. 
Finally, Rowen spoke, his voice quiet, “I don’t mean to be so harsh with you, or to seem overbearing.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Could have fooled me.”
Sighing, he looked at me. “I know you are an adult, Jo, not a child to be commanded about. Even so, all of those in my group are like my own children, even those that are a couple hundred years old. I’m only trying to protect you.”
I stared at my hands that were folded in my lap. “I know. And, I’m sorry I’ve been kind of bitchy to you. I’m just tired of everyone pushing and pulling me, throwing rules in my face while at the same time condemning me with those same rules for something I had no control over.” 
Even after a year on this side of the veil, I wasn’t used to any kind of father figure in my life and wasn’t sure how to handle having one now, when I was well past having a parental authority presiding over my life. “You know, my mom was so sick the last couple years of my life in the mortal world, that I’ve been making my own decisions since I was sixteen. Victoria and I cleaned the house, cooked dinner, and paid bills long before Mom died. And since going to Midtween, I’ve shared an apartment with a friend, decided how all my leisure time would be spent, and got myself to the Reaper Offices at the beginning of every shift, and worked my job with unfailing dedication. I can’t just go back to being told what to do.”
“I know, and I guess I don’t truly expect you to.” Rowen put an arm around me and pulled me close. “Things are just different for immortals, especially you two.”
“Because of the bond?” I frowned, wanting to understand his meaning.
“True emotional bonds between immortals are stronger than the bonds you’ve seen in the mortal world. The two of you being full hybrids only enhances that. Sexual flings are just that. Once reciprocated emotions become a part of it, everything changes.” 
“So…” I paused to gather my thoughts. “Because we are both actual hybrids, our relationship affects us more?”
“Emotional bonds only run deeper over time. Once a physical relationship enters into it, the emotional bond becomes unbreakable. Once you take it to that level, it can’t be undone. Mates are forever on this side of the veil. It’s why in the year and a half you’ve been on this side of the veil, you’ve never seen James and Aaron have any kind of breakup even though they are a young couple.” Rowen regarded me. “Would you have chosen your relationship with Caius more carefully if you had known? I tried to tell you back in the mortal world, but you had no intention of listening to me then.”
I considered his words for a little bit before answering and could admit the idea of Caius being irrevocably mine was appealing. “No. Knowing that wouldn’t have changed my course of action. This isn’t some fling. I may not have known it would create something unbreakable going in, but he did. I imagine it took a lot for him to enter it knowing it would be impossible to walk away. ”
He smiled slightly. “After seeing the two of you in the woods and the way you reacted to my attempted warning, I figured it was deeper than a possible fling.”
I leaned against him. “I guess if everyone is going to be out to kill me, I might as well give them as good a reason as possible.”
“That’s one way to look at it.” He chuckled. 
Rowen and I lapsed into silence. We had said what needed to be said and cleared the air between us. It felt good. I didn’t like being at odds with him. He was a good guy and his intentions and heart were in the right place.
We traveled as a mostly companionable group for the next two weeks. Malik began having me practice using my powers in the evenings after I worked with Lilly and I was getting better at controlling the bubble. Caius only had to help me disperse it one other time. It was easier to let it go when it didn’t get too big. If I kept it just big enough to cover me, it was as easy to send it away as it was to summon it.
Although it was getting easier, it still felt like a struggle. The angel and demon powers were coming easier, but fully connecting with my Morrigan powers wasn’t something I’d achieved yet. 
Near the end of the second week, the faint hint of ocean tang could be tasted on the breeze. It was a subtle change in the temperature, scent, and feel to the air. The ground began to slope downward, gently at first, then more noticeably as the day went on. We weren’t far now. 
The forest of sentient trees continued to our left, the stream to our right. The open land on the right gave way to craggy cliffs that drew closer to the stream with each day until there was nothing more than a narrow, rocky beach separating the water from the sheer stone cliff that soared a couple hundred feet or more above us. 
It was starting to feel a bit squished with the trees growing ever closer on one side and the cliff on the other. At first, the vertical stone was bare, but as the days progressed, small, pale green vines began to climb the face of it. The farther we traveled, the bigger the vines got until wide leaves adorned the vines along with soft pink flowers. Trumpet shaped, the flowers were as big as me, some larger. Despite their size, the petals looked surprisingly delicate and fragile. 
Something about the flowers clustered on every vine left me feeling edgy and I can’t say I was thrilled to be so close to them when we settled down that night near the stream. The area between the cliff and the forest had narrowed more. The demonborn seemed to be as wary of the vines as they were of the forest, which worried me but I didn’t get much time to dwell on it. Malik had just set the fire when Lilly approached me for our nightly fighting lesson. It was followed by another lesson in power use by Malik, which went surprisingly well.
By the time Caius called a halt, I was sore and exhausted, but pleased and feeling more confident that one day I might actually be able to kick some ass. When we all finally lay down for the night, I didn’t hesitate to cuddle close in Caius’s arms with Amisi stretched out near us. Between the long hike and the sparring, I was ready for sleep. 
Strange dreams visited me that night. A woman’s voice I didn’t recognize, but somehow knew, whispered words I couldn’t quite make out. I stumbled through a foggy landscape that obscured the enemies closing in around me. I couldn’t worry about them. I had to focus on protecting something, though I didn’t know what it was. Only that I had to reach it. The whispering voice grew in volume. 
“It is sown.”  The words were so loud they echoed in my head.
***
“It was good to see the rift between Jo and Rowen was repaired. And to see Lilly soften toward her.”  ~Caius
 





Chapter 16
 
I snapped awake, confused and disoriented as something prickled across the skin on my shoulder. Green surrounded me. Tiny bands of early morning sunlight barely made their way through the cocoon of vines that encased us. Caius’s arm was tight around my waist, his entire body tense as he said quietly, “Don’t move.”
Careful not to so much as twitch, to barely even move my lips, I asked, “What happened?”
“I don’t know. This is out of character for these plants.”
I swallowed, unsure if I really wanted to ask but needing to know. “How out of character?”
“If they were going to hunt us while we slept, they would have tried to kill us already.”
I wished I could see his face, but didn’t dare turn so I could. “What do we do?”
“If I knew that, I would have freed us before you woke. I think, though I could be wrong, it might have something to do with your Morrigan powers coming out.”
My dream flashed through my mind. I’d been desperate to save something. Terrified for my own life, yet more afraid for the other thing. Had I connected with my Morrigan heritage while asleep? Had fear for my life, for whatever else I was trying to protect in my dream, created our current predicament?
Surprised voices from beyond our green prison filtered to me as the others in our group woke to realize the two of us were trapped. Why hadn’t someone been keeping watch? Then it occurred to me one of them probably had been, but they might have stepped away to find something for us all to eat, or maybe they were watching for something more than vines. 
“Caius, Jo, can you hear us?” Malik’s voice came through, slightly muffled. 
Caius very carefully twisted his head so he wouldn’t yell in my ear and answered his brother. While Malik relayed the fact that no one could get near us thanks to the flowers threatening anyone who got too close, I tentatively reached one hand toward the green wall in front of my face. My fingers brushed against the thick stems and they shuddered under my touch. 
I closed my eyes and tried to think of what I’d done to make the tree let me go. No understanding dawned on me, no epiphany came. I opened my eyes and pushed on the vines. Through a tiny gap above me, I saw one of the massive blooms turn and hiss at me as if it didn’t like my action. It didn’t look so delicate now. Without thinking, I bared my teeth and hissed back. 
The bloom pulled back. I can’t be sure since there were no facial expressions to read, but if I had to guess, I would say it was startled by my response. I glared at the bloom and pushed against the vines. They didn’t budge. Keeping my gaze on the soft pink petals, I raised one eyebrow and increased the pressure. In my mind, I fixed gratitude for the protection the plant thought it was offering as well as a clear command to release us. I also included a sense of displeasure that it dared to hiss at me. 
The opening between the vines widened and I could see several blooms crowded together as if they were all looking at me. I stared at their trumpet shapes and got the feeling they were trying to decide something. Apparently, I needed to convince them I was in no danger. If my fear while I was dreaming had drawn them, then perhaps I needed to use my emotions to let them know I was perfectly safe now. Maybe if I could feel tranquil instead of afraid it would help.
The vines loosened some more. Rowen started to reach for the ever-widening opening, but one of the flowers swiveled on its vine and hissed at him. The vines stopped moving. Damn it. I didn’t want to break my concentration enough to tell them all to stay back, but if I didn’t do something, the plants were going to tighten the cocoon again. I grasped Caius’s hand in one of mine and squeezed. He seemed to get what I needed. I barely paid attention as he told them all to stand well back.
Trying to force tranquility wasn’t going to help. I needed to really feel it. Casting around for a way to achieve that, I became aware of Caius’s arms around me and his hard chest against my back. I realized I’d always felt safe, even cared for, when I was wrapped up in him. I closed my eyes and let myself sink into him, to relax and just feel his embrace. Allowed the feeling of being safe to fill me. 
I knew it was working by the amount of light against my closed lids, but I didn’t look to see. Not even when Caius shifted us so I was lying on my back with him beside me, arms still around me. Instead, I just reveled in the fact that somehow, in the midst of the mess my life currently was, Caius was mine. And that he wanted me to be his. Warmth spread through me. Not the heat of passion, but the warmth of knowing I was loved and accepted. 
Yeah, my mother had always loved and accepted me, and my friends on this side also did, but that was different. So unbelievably different than this. I couldn’t even define why it was so different. I felt Caius lift his arm and then his fingers trailing down the side of my face. 
“This is hardly something to be smiling about,” he said.
I realized then that I was grinning like a fool, but I couldn’t stop. My eyes opened to see the golden depths of his gazing back. My smile got wider as I traced the line of his jaw with my fingers, feeling the rough stubble there. 
Caius raised an eyebrow. “Being cocooned by lethal vines makes you glow?”
Chuckling, I pulled his face down and kissed him, letting the warmth inside me guide my actions. He responded immediately. One hand slid into my hair, cupping the back of my head as he deepened the kiss, his body shifting closer, partially covering mine. 
A clearing throat broke us apart. I realized then that the vines had fully released us and retreated back to their side of the river. Everyone was looking everywhere except at us. I should have been mortified or at least embarrassed a little. Instead, I found myself totally unrepentant. Caius chuckled, then sighed and lifted off me, standing in one smooth movement. 
I took his offered hand and he pulled me to my feet. A mix of fire and amusement lit his eyes. “Well, that was interesting.”
A glance at the cliff across the stream showed the vines still winding their way back up it. “Interesting? I hope my Morrigan powers won’t keep creeping up on me in my sleep.”
“I don’t know, if it’s going to make you wake up like that…” 
This time I did blush a little. Lilly snorted and stalked a little way away as if it was too much for her. Malik, acting as if our display hadn’t bothered him at all—it probably didn’t—handed Caius a wide leaf filled with the iridescent berries I’d gotten used to eating here. There was also something that looked like bananas.
Amisi was nowhere to be seen. I could only assume the young cat had done her usual morning disappearing act and hadn’t gotten swallowed by a flower. Then again, considering the way she had torn up Thedon’s head, perhaps the flowers would have taken a bigger bite than they could chew.
Malik offered another berry and banana-looking filled leaf to me. I took it and thanked him before going to sit next to Bethany who stared at the flames dancing above the ground. I popped one of the berries in my mouth then scratched at the top of my shoulder where the skin still prickled slightly. 
Thinking I’d been bitten by a bug or something, even though I hadn’t seen anything that even looked like a mosquito or fly since we’d come to the Between, I pulled the neck of my shirt to the side and stared. The little curl of black on the top of my shoulder had a single, tiny leaf of the same color attached to it. I frowned. 
Bethany leaned closer to me. “What is that?”
“I don’t know. The curl appeared right after I started using Caius’s power more. And the leaf appeared this morning.” I poked at the leaf. It didn’t prickle anymore. Strange.
“Do you think it’s because your bond with Caius is stronger since he gave you his blood?” Bethany asked.
“Probably.” I wasn’t sure how I felt about possibly having tattoos all over my shoulders and down my sides. Then again, there was no way to know if it would even progress that far since we only shared a partial bond. And if it did, I didn’t exactly have a way to stop it. 
Letting the neckline of my shirt fall back into place, I stuffed some more berries in my mouth. Bethany seemed lost in thought, her interest in the tattoo already gone as she stared at the ground. “Okay, what’s up with you?”
She sighed and stared down at her own food, pushing it around in her hand. “How did you and Caius know there was something between you?” 
I concentrated on eating the last few berries in my hand while I considered her question. “I’m not sure. I don’t think there is an exact moment I can pinpoint. It just sort of happened.” I gave her a sidelong look. “Does this have to do with Malik?”
Bethany nodded, a miserable look on her face. I hated seeing her like this. She was always the peppy one. We sat in silence for a couple of minutes while she collected her thoughts. Finally, she sighed and said, “Yeah.”
“And?” I prompted gently. I didn’t want her to feel like she had to tell me. If she decided to keep it to herself, I wouldn’t pry. 
“I don’t know.” Bethany shot a glare at Malik, though he wasn’t looking in her direction. “He irritates me to no end and at the same time…” another sigh, “I like hearing the sound of his voice. And I shouldn’t.” The last was said forcibly. “I shouldn’t care about a demonborn at all. It goes against everything I was taught growing up.”
The way she ended the sentence sounded to me like there was a big ‘but’ that should have been tacked on. I waited. Glancing at Malik, I wondered how he felt about my friend. I could see why she would be attracted to him. He certainly wasn’t hard on the eyes. 
Then again, I doubted that was what drew Bethany to him. No more than it was the primary factor that drew me to Caius. Yes, Caius was hot. But he’d been just as sexy when I hated him. His looks hadn’t changed. What drew me was his honesty. The way he had tried to teach me things when no one else would, even before we were friends. The way he’d stayed when he could have walked away, and his faith in my ability. That was what drew me at first. All of the other stuff was secondary. Like icing on the cake. 
“But,” Bethany finally said, drawing me from my thoughts, “I do feel something for him. I don’t even know what it is. It’s not just sex appeal, though there is that aplenty. He’s funny and has an uncanny ability to irritate me one second and make me smile in the next. And he’s incredibly loyal to his siblings. He’s pretty much everything I didn’t think demonborn could be.”
She looked down at her hands again. I watched Malik out the corner of my eye. He glanced in our direction, his eyes flicking past me and coming to rest on Bethany. A frown tugged at his mouth as his gaze lingered on her a moment longer and then he turned to answer something Lilly asked. 
Bethany, her eyes still downcast, hadn’t noticed. I debated playing cupid for a moment, then decided against it. No good ever came of that. From what I’d learned since I came to this side of the veil a year ago, cupids didn’t appreciate people impersonating them. 
I peeled the banana thing and took a bite. It looked like a banana, had the texture of a banana, and tasted like a plum. It completely messed with my senses because my eyes had already convinced my brain it was indeed a banana. My taste buds disagreed. I liked plums, so it shouldn’t have bothered me, but it was a lot like thinking there was Dr. Pepper in your cup but finding out it was Pepsi when you took a drink. My mind had trouble accepting the flavor.
A few minutes after I choked down the banana-plum thing, Lilly put out the fire and Caius announced it was time to go. We followed the path as it began to descend sharply. The sentient forest grew thicker and darker to my left. It was daytime, so there was no danger from the trees, yet I still watched them warily. It was because of this I caught sight of the tiny ghost of light.
I paused and Bethany ran into me. I reached to catch her arm as she stumbled back, but Malik steadied her. Another flash of light pulled my attention to the darkness under the trees where the sun didn’t reach through their thick growth.
Caius was at my side. “What?”
“Little lights,” I whispered. I’m not sure why I felt the need to whisper, only that it seemed like I might scare the lights off if I spoke too loud. Another tiny flash shone for a second in the darkness. 
“Wisps,” Caius said. “We are nearly there.”
“Was this what the clue meant when it said to follow the lights?” I asked, my voice still quiet. How I remembered the details of the clue after everything, I had no idea.
Rowen shook his head. “Following wisps is a fool’s errand. They never lead anyone anywhere, they only get them lost.”
“It’s the only way to find the second Watcher,” Caius said. 
The golden-blue light flashed again and I took an involuntary step forward. Even knowing what it was, I couldn’t resist the impulse to follow. Bethany, James, and Lilly stepped toward it with me. The others reached out and grabbed us, pulling us back. Caius linked his hand with mine. “It appears you four are still young enough to be susceptible to wisps.”
I blinked and looked down at our hands, my brow furrowing in confusion. Reading the question in my expression, Caius continued, “Malik, Rowen, and I will have to keep hold of you four or the wisps will wait until there is a moment of distraction and lead you off to only they-know-where.”
I looked back the way we’d come, searching for Amisi. Would she be able to follow us through the forest? Or would the wisps lead the cat astray? She was nowhere in sight. With no other choice, I faced back toward the forest. 
Malik took Bethany’s hand in one of his as Caius took Lilly’s in his other. Rowen took James’s hand. When the little light flashed again, Caius walked toward it. As soon as we drew near, another glowed several paces farther under the canopy of the trees. Each time we got close to one, it would disappear and another would light up, bobbing slightly in the air a little beyond reach, taking us down no discernable path. 
A couple of times the sound of something moving in the trees would draw the attention of Caius, Malik, and Rowen. In those times, several wisps would spring up in a different direction than we had been going. The pull from them was so strong I found myself dragging at Caius’s hand until he pulled me back. Each time, when we didn’t follow those and they disappeared, it was like a fog lifted from my mind and I could think again. Then one would show itself in the direction they had been taking us all along and we would move forward again. 
We spent the better part of three hours following the wisps through the trees. How Caius could tell which was the real path and when they tried to lay a false trail, I had no idea. When we could see the edge of the forest, the wisps suddenly left us. After several more minutes of walking, we broke through the trees.
***
“Her powers were growing in unexpected ways.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 17
 
A broad beach of pink sand spread out below where we stood. On the horizon, dark clouds boiled with a coming storm, casting their dark shadows on the water farther out and turning it iron gray. Waves crashed against the shore and against the tall, red rock spires that clustered together at one end of the beach. The spires created a wide cove. The golden rays of the sun that hadn’t yet surrendered to the incoming storm turned the water of the cove turquois. Several smaller rocks were sprinkled around inside the cove, their flat tops just above the surface. 
It wasn’t the rocks that caught my attention though. Resting on one of them, near the entrance to a cave, was a mermaid. Her long, black tail flapped in slow, lazy motions against the water’s surface. Unlike the mortal world beliefs, her scales ran all the way up her front and wrapped around her neck. If it wasn’t for the huge tail fins and the dorsal fin that ran down the back of the tail, it would look like she was wearing a long, black, halter top dress. 
She lifted her tail, arching it over herself so the translucent, ebony fins dripped water onto her bare back. The wind caught her black hair and whipped it around her face as she propped her chin on her hands and eyed us with curiosity through her pale gray eyes. As we walked closer, her eyes narrowed and she slipped from the rock. I figured she was leaving until she hoisted herself out of the water and onto a rock that was much closer to the sandy beach. 
A steep trail led from the forest to the wide swath of sand. It was immediately apparent that the footing on the trail was anything but stable. The soft earth shifted under my feet and sent me skidding until Caius caught me around the waist. Not that he was faring much better. Catching me nearly toppled him. 
Bethany and James followed after me, clutching each other’s hands for safety. Which really wasn’t safe. If one of them went, they would just take the other down too. The seven of us made our way down in a combination of slipping and climbing. The constant tug and pull of the wind didn’t help any. At one point, Malik lost his footing with a curse and crashed into Lilly, who then crashed into Rowen and on down the line, I really thought we were all going to end up in a heap on the beach below. 
Thankfully, I was in a spot with two young trees on either side of me. At the first sounds of mayhem behind me, I grabbed the slender trunks and braced myself, catching them all and nearly wrenching my shoulders out of their sockets. Caius climbed back up to brace me until everyone had their feet under them again. 
After some shaky laughter and another string of curses from Malik, we edged forward again with Caius leading the way. After another fifty feet of perilous descent, we finally reached the beach. A sigh of relief escaped me and I tried not to think about the fact we would probably have to use that trail again when we left. I could only hope it was one of those places where it was easier to climb up. 
I turned to take in our surroundings and found my gaze locked on the mermaid. It was mind-boggling to see one in person and I found I couldn’t look away. Her wet hair clung to her arms and shoulders as she stared at us. Her voice was musical when she said, “I’m surprised to see you here, Caius. And with Children no less.”
“I’m only here for the key, Nyx.”
Nyx? A nervous tremble ran through me. Another god, or in this case, a goddess. A goddess of chaos no less. 
“Key?” She arched a perfect brow. “And what key would that be?”
“The one for the dagger. The one the clue with the first key told us was here.” Impatience shadowed Caius’s tone.
Nyx gave him a sensual smile. “Oh, that key.” Her gaze raked over the group of us and mischief sparkled in her eyes. “This is going to be fun.”
She slipped back into the water until only her head was above the surface.  Lifting one hand, she held it toward the cave and said, “Join me inside.” Then she disappeared, her tail rising once from the water as her sleek body streaked toward the cave.
Caius sighed and closed his eyes. I got the distinct feeling he was counting to ten. When he opened them, he motioned in the direction Nyx had gone. “Might as well get this over with.”
We followed him across the sand. As we drew closer, I could see the rough rock of the opening arched from the beach out into the water. A narrow path of stone shared space through the opening with a wide channel of crystal clear water. Just as I started to pass under the arching stone, a loud, plaintive bug-like call made me turn.
Amisi scrambled down the steep path to the beach, with more grace than any of us had managed, and then bounded across the sand. Hissing as she passed the others in the group, she skirted them as best she could. When she reached me, she pressed herself against my leg and uttered another of her strange meows. I bent and ran my hand over her soft fur. Amisi rubbed her face against my hands and purred. Straightening, I moved to walk into the cave. I would’ve picked Amisi up and carried her, but not only did she not particularly care for that, she’d also already doubled in size since that first morning in the Between and was a little too big for me to comfortably carry.
We followed the path as it wound inside, with Amisi staying close, until it reached a set of marble steps, which descended deep beneath the surface of the channel that ran next to us. Beyond the steps, the white marble extended into a lavish room that looked nothing like a cave with its glass-smooth walls and sculpted columns so detailed I almost expected the waves depicted on them to move.
Nyx swam to the steps until she was right above them. Stunned, I watched her tail morph until she had two perfect legs. What had been scales became the halter top dress I’d compared them to earlier. As she exited the water, the light from the chandelier hanging in the middle of the room shimmered over the dress, showing off the muted scaled look of the material. Although the dress reached the floor and trailed out behind her, two slits in the skirt freed her bare legs to the hip. Taller than Caius by several inches, she practically glided across the floor.
We waited in silence as Nyx approached us. She finally stopped in front of Caius and sighed in a way that was almost a pout. “And here I was hoping you came for another reason. Alas, it appears I have yet to wait for you to want me.”
“Though your beauty is enough to dry mouths, I’m afraid I’m already taken,” Caius said.
“Taken?” Her eyes widened slightly. “By whom?”
Caius glanced at me. When her gaze shifted to me, I had to struggle not to gulp. I was the person standing between a goddess and her conquest, how would she take that? I also kind of wanted to strangle Caius for letting her know it was me. If Nyx decided to kill me, there wouldn’t be anything he could do about it. Archangel and Archdemon heritage wouldn’t stop a goddess.
Nyx surprised me by laughing, the sound light and tinkling. “You are mated to this little thing?” She eyed me up and down, eyes resting on Amisi for a moment. A flicker of surprise crossed her features. “Well, she is cute, I’ll give you that. And has somehow befriended a Bastet cat. Intriguing.” Her attention returned to Caius. “I have no intention of keeping you, you know that. I would be more than willing to let her participate as well if that would make it better.”
I did my best not to choke.
“Nyx, as much as I adore you, I’m afraid it just isn’t going to happen,” Caius said, amused. 
She sighed dramatically. “As you wish. Just know the offer stands.” Her gaze moved to Malik. “What about you, Malik?”
Malik cleared his throat. “Regretfully, I must decline.”
Nyx studied him for a long moment. “Hmmm, it appears all the best brothers are taken.”
“The key, Nyx,” Caius urged. 
“Of course, Caius. I look forward to the events that will follow. However,” she paused, “though I will hand the clue to you shortly, I would encourage you to at least stay for the night.”
Rowen frowned. “Why would we do that?” He looked rather uncomfortable in the presence of Nyx. 
Her gaze found him and her lips spread in a smile. “Aren’t you a handsome one. Are you taken as well?”
I was unprepared for the flash of sorrow in Rowen’s eyes a second before he answered, “For many years.”
That surprised me. As far as I knew, Rowen had no mate. A glance at James and Bethany showed the same confusion and I wondered if he’d just said it to put Nyx off.
“It appears luck is not with me this evening.” She sighed again and turned back to Caius. “A storm will hit in less than an hour. You are well acquainted with their vicious nature. It would be safer for you here.”
Caius nodded. “We will accept your hospitality. Thank you for the shelter.”
“My home is always yours, Caius.” Nyx eyed our little group again. “Now, who is the one working with you on this?”
Though still more than a little afraid of her, I lifted my chin and stepped forward. I would not be a coward and she would not see my fear. “I am.”
“Then you two will come with me,” she said. “The rest of you will follow Sensha and Fiara to your rooms.” As she said this, two more mermaids emerged from the water, one whose tail would be a deep blue in the water and the other a shimmering golden-red. 
I gave my friends a worried look, unsure of their safety here. Unfortunately, there was nothing I could do other than follow Nyx when she led the two of us through a doorway and down a hall. Amisi stayed right next to me as we passed several closed doors before reaching the one set into the end of the hall. She pressed her hand against it and whispered something I couldn’t hear. The door swung open and we followed her inside.
***
“Nyx had been my friend for a long time, but she always did things for her own reasons.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 18
 
The room beyond the door was a small library filled floor to ceiling all the way around with books of every size imaginable. I was temporarily diverted from our task by the desire to read all the titles and immerse myself in the room. Sadly, that wasn’t why I was here. Nyx moved along the shelves until she pulled a tattered volume from one. “Since you have already visited the first Watcher, you know I don’t actually possess the key. Only the directions to it.” 
“We’re aware of that,” Caius said. 
I wondered where we were going to be sent next and not particularly looking forward to it. Getting the first key wasn’t a memory I wanted to revisit. 
Nyx handed the book to Caius. “Only you can open it.”
He opened the book to reveal a notch cut in the pages. A tiny tube, identical to the others we’d seen, lay in the notch. Caius plucked it out and handed the book back to Nyx. He turned the familiar object in his hands and I got the feeling he wasn’t looking forward to this either.  “Nadia spoke of the true nature of the dagger.” He removed the slip of paper from the tube and unrolled it. “She said it was broken into three pieces. She knew the first piece and said the second piece would lie with you.”
Surprise flickered on Nyx’s face. “You don’t know the true nature of the dagger? Why are you seeking it then?” 
“Sinmar and Alaric said it would stop the flood of Lost.” Caius finally looked at her. “Nadia seemed to think it would have some other purpose. A purpose both Alaric and Sinmar claim to have no knowledge of.”
“I have no way of knowing if it will help with the Lost or not.” Nyx eyed the slip of paper as if she almost regretted giving it to him. “I know only that it was forged by the Morrigan for a specific purpose. I don’t know what the first piece of information is, nor do I know the third.” She hesitated then pulled a scrap of worn parchment from the back of the book. “This is what I have. However, if it stops the Lost in some way, I wish you all the best. It is a problem that continues at a horrifying pace.” 
Hearing that the flood of Lost still continued unabated sent a sense of urgency through me. Whatever else was going on with my heritage, whatever war might happen, I couldn’t let it make me lose my focus or make me forget why I was doing all of this in the first place.
Caius took the paper from her outstretched fingers. I waited, impatient to know what it said. For several moments, he stared at it and I knew he was trying to work out whether it would truly help us or not. Finally, he handed it silently to me. I read the words twice.
…the eyes of the fettered and the veils that blind those who seek…
I sorted through my memories of Nadia to bring her exact words to mind. It hadn’t sounded pleasant. Ah yes, that was right. The words came back and I strung the two pieces of information together. In blood and sacrifice, the Key of Worlds will open the eyes of the fettered and remove the veils that blind those who seek…
I still didn’t know what the blood and sacrifice meant, and still didn’t like the sound of it, but at least it seemed like the dagger would help open the eyes and remove what was blinding us as opposed to opening a can of Spaghetti-Os. Maybe we were on the right track after all. 
I read the words one more time before handing the scrap of paper back to Caius. “It sounds like it will help us see what we can’t right now. So maybe it will help us find whoever, or whatever, is causing the Lost.” Something about the words rubbed me wrong, but I couldn’t pinpoint why. And really, what choice did we have but to follow this to the end?
Caius frowned at the paper as if he’d come to the same conclusions I had, both the spoken and the unspoken. “It could mean that.”
Nyx shrugged. “I wish I had an answer for you either way.” She started for the door. “Let me show you where you will be sleeping tonight. Then you can have dinner.”
“I’m surprised you have real food here,” Caius said, tucking the roll of paper with the location of the second key back into its tube and sliding it into his pocket as he followed her.
Feeling a bit like a third wheel, I trailed after them with Amisi close on my heels. Nyx glanced back at us, her every movement so graceful it would make a ballerina cry. “You know I usually try to keep it around in case someone shows up seeking shelter.” Her gaze rested on me as she explained, “This is a place to rest for those few who can cross into the mortal world, especially when they need to lay low.”
I got the feeling she had explained the last bit for my benefit since Caius already seemed familiar with Nyx and her home. Curious, I asked, “Do you often have people seeking shelter here?”
“Not often. It isn’t terribly rare either. Other than you and your friends, I only have one other shelter seeker right now.”
This interested Caius. “Who is here that needs to lay low?”      
She gave him a sidelong look. “Bryson.”
Caius stiffened, coming to an abrupt halt. “Bryson is here?” The question came out as a growl.
“Laying low, as I said.” She placed a placating hand on his shoulder. “The rules of my house still stand; he knows he is not to attempt to use his…persuasion on any of my guests.”
This seemed to only partially mollify Caius. Since I was completely out of the loop and they weren’t in any hurry to clue me in, I asked, “Who is Bryson?”
Caius’s suddenly glowing eyes were sharp on mine when he answered, “Someone you will stay away from.”
“Truly, Caius there is no danger here.” Nyx’s voice was soothing.
“As long as he obeys the rules, so will I.” 
“If he doesn’t, you are free to seek retribution however you see fit.” Nyx didn’t seem concerned that Caius’s way might be rather violent.
Though curiosity raged in me over whoever this Bryson was and whatever it was he’d done in the past to incur Caius’s wrath, I decided to let it rest for now. I would ask him later when he looked less like he was on the verge of letting his demon half loose. Nyx was being quite hospitable—sometimes a bit too much—and I didn’t want her kicking us out. So I asked instead, “Where is the second key?”
“In a cave in the mortal world,” Caius answered, the hard look in his eyes telling me he was still upset about whoever Bryson was.
“Back to the mortal world.” I sighed, feeling a bit like a ping-pong ball bouncing back and forth between worlds. 
As we neared the large room we’d started in, I could hear the wind howling beyond the cave entrance and it underscored our need to stay on Nyx’s good side. She might not appreciate Caius going demon in her home.
“Before I show you to your room, perhaps we should make a detour,” Nyx said as she led us down another hallway.
Caius raised an eyebrow. “A detour to where?”
“You two have set yourselves on a dangerous path.” Nyx appraised us, her gaze lingering on me. “You have equipped yourself for it, Caius, but your companion has not. I still make and keep armor.”
“At what price, Nyx?” Caius sounded wary.
She gave me an enigmatic smile. “For this little one, no price.”
I raised my chin. “I won’t protect myself with armor while Rowen, Bethany, and James go without.”
“Spirited aren’t you. Good, you will need to be.” Nyx stopped in front of a heavy wooden door. “I have no need of payment for this. I only ask you remember the generosity.”
“And my friends?” I narrowed my eyes, prepared to turn around and walk away. As nice as armor sounded, to accept her offer while leaving them without would feel like throwing them to the wolves while I ran away. 
Nyx pursed her lips as her gray eyes weighed my determination. “If you insist, then I suppose they could be outfitted as well.”
“What game are you playing, Nyx?” Caius asked.
“This is no game, Caius.” She leaned close to the door and whispered something against the heavy wood then turned back to us. “Follow me.”
With an irritated sigh, Caius motioned me forward. Amisi remaining close as I moved carefully down the long flight of spiraling stone stairs, wishing I had the grace to glide down them like Nyx. Glowing orbs of light appeared on the wall as we descended, keeping the steps brightly lit. 
When we finally reached the bottom, more lights sprang up around a large stone chamber. It felt eerily similar to the one we’d found the first key in except instead of the walls being covered in runes, they were covered in armor and pieces of armor that looked like what Caius and his siblings wore.
Amisi prowled the room while Nyx selected one of the armored tunics and laid it on a table in the middle of the room. “Put that on.”
“Um, I think it’s too big.” It looked large enough I could squeeze two of me in it.
Caius crossed his arms and leaned against an open span of wall. “It will adjust to your size.”
“Okay,” I drew the word out, staring at the overlapping panels as I approached it. The workmanship was nothing short of fantastic and looked like Caius’s in every way. There were no lacings or anything. It would have to go over the head then. 
The armor was surprisingly light when I lifted it, stuffed my arms in, and pushed my head through so it could settle over me. Nyx came back with a pair of bracers and a set of leg armor that she set on the table. She reached out and tapped the armor.
“Oh, whoa,” I gasped as the armor flashed warm and began to shift on its own, forming itself to my body and size. The bracers and the coverings for my legs did the same after I put them on. It was all incredibly light. When she handed me a pair of boots and I pulled them on, they melded their shape to fit my feet exactly. “How is the armor so flexible? It’s almost like I’m not wearing it at all.”
Nyx smiled warmly. “The beauty of having armor constructed by a goddess. I don’t offer it to just anyone.”
“Her armor is highly coveted in both the Heavens and the Hells,” Caius said. “No one makes it quite like her.”
“So do I have to worry about someone stealing it?” I held out an arm, admiring what I saw. Amisi leaped gracefully onto the table and sat. She blinked slowly at me as if she approved of my new trappings.
“All of my armor binds to its owner.” Nyx walked a circle around me, eyeing her handiwork. “If someone else tries to wear it, the armor will shrink to the size of a glove before they can put it on, and refuse to budge until you have it back in your possession. Like any armor, it won’t stop everything. What it doesn’t stop, it usually slows down with only a few exceptions. When it’s damaged, it will repair itself. If you can’t wear it, it will shrink into an easier to carry size.” She ran her gaze up and down me. “It will adjust to your needs. If you lose weight…or gain it, the armor will accommodate.”
“Intelligent armor, who knew?” I looked down at my chest, trying to see it better.
Caius glanced at Nyx. “An interesting insignia.”
“Isn’t it?” she replied as she rolled a stand mirror out so I could see myself.
I gazed at the woman reflected back at me. Standing in a suit of fantasy book worthy armor, I looked like a warrior. The dark grey armor was edged in a green so pale it was almost white. A vine and leaves, that resembled what had appeared on my shoulder, made a small, looping design on one side of my chest. I trailed my fingers over it. “What’s wrong with it?”
Caius shrugged. “Nothing is wrong with it. It’s just not one I’ve seen before. The armor chooses the insignia based on what it thinks of the person wearing it. They are individual and yet not. Each one says something about the wearer, but also where the wearer is from.”
I eyed the flame with indigo smoke surrounding it on Caius’s chest, noting again how the smoke held the resemblance of wings. If I hadn’t known Caius’s heritage, I wouldn’t have noticed. So the armor knew things about people. Did Nyx know? Hades had implied he knew when he said he would keep Caius’s secret. 
Turning my attention back to my own insignia, I asked, “What does mine mean?”
“It means I chose correctly when I decided to give you the armor,” Nyx said.
“What do you know, Nyx?” Caius’s tone said her roundabout answer irritated him.
Nyx walked by him on her way to the stairs, trailing her fingers across his cheek as she passed. “I know a great many things, my dear. Some I’m not at liberty to speak of.” She beckoned us. “Come, I will show you to your room.”
We were silent as we followed her back to the main room and up a wide staircase that followed the curved walls. At the top, she led us down a door-lined hall. The smooth white marble floors continued on this level and each door looked like it had been made from carefully shaped driftwood. Nyx led us to one of the doors. “Everything you need to clean up or rest is in here. Take as much time as you like and please feel free to ask for something if I have failed to provide it.”
“If you don’t mind,” Caius said, “I have some questions.”
Nyx inclined her head as if she expected as much. Caius leaned down and whispered in my ear, “Get cleaned up, I will see you at dinner when you are finished.”
I nodded and turned to push open the door as Nyx and Caius moved down the hall. Amisi followed me when I entered the room. It had the same marble floors. A round window faced the sea, the light coming through it dulled by the storm beyond. The large bed in the center of the room was covered in bedding that was the same shade of turquoise as the cove outside. Amisi leaped on the bed and began washing her front leg as if the bed was there specifically for her. An armoire made of sandstone with drawers and cabinet fronts that looked like they were constructed of the same wood as the door stood against one wall. Another wooden door opened into a bathroom. That was good. 
Unsure of how easy the tunic part of the armor would come off, I started with the rest, leaving that until last. When I was finally ready to tackle it, I began tugging it off. The armor released the moment I pulled, becoming shapeless and a bit larger. It came off easy and I carefully set it in the armoire along with the other pieces, admiring it one more time before I headed into the bathroom.
I took my time cleaning up, enjoying the chance to use soap and water. Cleaning with my powers just wasn’t as satisfactory as an actual bath. Plus, the mundane process helped to settle my nerves. I couldn’t wait to be away from this place. Everything was so strange and different that for a moment, I had an intense longing to be back in my mom’s house in the mortal world, curled on the sofa in the small living room with a book while I listened to my mother hum as she cooked dinner. I shoved away the inevitable pang of unresolved grief. She was gone and crying about it wasn’t going to change it. 
I reveled again in the fact I could create new clothes. It was nice to pull on a pair of clean jeans and a rose-colored top. After discovering a brush in the bathroom, I worked the snarls out of my straight black hair. It fell mid-way down my back now. I would have to consider shortening it, but now wasn’t the time. I wondered idly if I could do that with my powers too and then decided I shouldn’t even attempt it. Who knew what kind of horrible mess I would end up with. 
Amisi stayed right with me when I left the room, fully refreshed and feeling better. I tread quietly down the corridor to the wide, sweeping stairs. When I reached the room we’d first arrived in, the golden-red mermaid met me and led the way to a massive dining hall dominated by a long, wide sandstone table. Tension hung thick in the air as Nyx stood between Caius and a blond man with violet eyes. Though not as tall as Caius, there was something languid in the way the man moved. Something in his face, and reflected in his body, that said he likely had no trouble attracting either men or women. 
There was nothing that spoke of attraction in Caius’s expression. Murderous would be the best way to describe the way Caius glared at the stranger. Nyx stood between the two, a placating hand on Caius’s chest. Or maybe it was a restraining hand. “There will be no problems, Caius. Bryson knows well the rules of my house.”
So this was the mysterious Bryson. I wondered again what he’d done that brought Caius’s demon side so close to the surface. Amisi flattened her ears against her head and glared at the stranger. I glanced at the others. Rowen wore a look that wasn’t much more civil than Caius’s.  Bethany and James seemed wary. Open hostility shadowed Lilly’s face and Malik’s demon side appeared to be as close to the surface as Caius’s.
After a long drawn out moment, Nyx turned to Bryson. “Perhaps it would be best if you took your meals in your room until my other guests have departed.”
An amused look flashed across Bryson’s face. “Perhaps.” 
I watched him walk from the room before turning my attention on Caius. “What was that about?”
“Bryson is an incubus,” Rowen said into the tense silence that followed my question.
“Oh.” Well, that explained some of the general freak out. Not that I was too worried. From what I’d learned since coming to this side—admittedly there were some giant holes—I didn’t have enough mortal in my genetics to be susceptible to an Incubus’s charms although Bethany and James might be at risk. “I don’t think that will be much of an issue for me.”
“It’s just long-standing enmity.” Nyx sighed. “None of you have to worry.” A low growl rumbled from the demonborn, but Nyx shot them a glare that silenced them. “As I said, there is nothing for anyone to fear in my house. The meal is ready, I suggest you eat.”
We all moved silently to the table and took our seats. Nyx passed the first dish to Caius and said, “Now, do tell me what has led up to you arriving on my doorstep.”
While Caius gave her a condensed version of our adventures, or messes depending on how one wanted to look at it, we passed dishes back and forth as we filled out plates.
Dinner was a mix of fish and vegetables that, while unfamiliar, were nonetheless delicious. Or rather, most of it was. There were some green things that resembled green beans that the demonborn and Rowen seemed to be enjoying. It didn’t look appetizing, but I decided to brave it anyway. The second I placed a bite in my mouth, I knew it was a big nope. The slimy texture coated my tongue and when I bit into it, something gushed into my mouth. I spit it out, trying vainly not to gag. 
As I gulped my drink that had the distinct sweet taste of the berries I’d grown fond of, Rowen chuckled. “Seran eels take some getting used to.”
“Seran…as in the demon snake thing?” My mind floundered as it tried not to think of what I’d just put in my mouth.
“Related to them, but not demons. Just creatures of the Between.” Rowen popped one in his mouth and chewed. The urge to vomit rose and I quickly fixed my attention on the other food on my plate. A white flaky fish marinated in herbs was the first thing my gaze lit upon. I scooped up a bite, hoping desperately it wasn’t slimy. The flavors burst across my tongue, unfamiliar and delicious as the tender meat practically melted in my mouth. Without looking too closely at them, I scraped the remainder of the eels on my plate to Amisi who lingered near my chair. She happily ate them and meowed for more. I scooped a large amount out of the dish and gave them to her. Disgusting cat. Refusing to think of the nasty things, I dove into the rest of the food. 
The rest of dinner went well as conversation flowed around our gathered group mostly led by Nyx who seemed fascinated by us, and who, after seeing me share with Amisi, had a plate of the different kinds of seafood on the table prepared especially for the cat. Although Amisi still wouldn’t go near the goddess, the cat seemed pleased with the offering.
By the time we were finished, the mix of the long day and a pleasantly full and satisfied stomach combined to make me drowsy and relaxed. I hardly paid attention to where I was going when I finally left the others and made my way to the room I was sharing with Caius. I collapsed on the bed, barely pulling the covers over me or noticing Amisi’s heavy weight on the bed next to me before I was asleep.
***
“My pleasure at having Jo outfitted in armor made by Nyx was marred only by the presence of Bryson.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 19
 
Terror gripped me in the dream. Enemies surrounded me. I heard them, though I couldn’t see them through thick fog. My breath came in pants as I stumbled over the uneven ground. And then I stood in the doorway of my mom’s house in the mortal world. Outside, cold rain lashed down in the dark. Inside, the warm kitchen light and scent of freshly baked cookies created a cozy sense of safety as my mom moved around the kitchen, humming. 
Lightning flashed in the rain, followed by thunder. I looked toward the storm-drenched night. Something out there pulled at me and I knew I needed to find it. I turned back to the kitchen. A dark shape hovered over my mom. Oblivious to it, she pulled a pan of cookies from the oven. My stomach turned as she set them to cool and they morphed into seran eels. The dark shape, threatening in its movements, reached for my mother. At the same time, a sound echoed through the rain. I didn’t recognize it, but knew I had to get to it. I stood frozen in the doorway. Save my mom, or save whatever was outside. I couldn’t do both, my dream-self was certain of that. 
The shadow seized my mom in its claws at the same time a scream from the darkness tore at my soul. Terror etched my mom’s face, her eyes pleading with me to help her. I couldn’t leave her, but I couldn’t stay either. Tears coursed down my face as I stepped into the torrent of rain.
A crash of thunder vibrated through the rock walls of the cave. I bolted up in the bed with a gasp. The air was cool against my face and I realized the tears from my dream were real. I struggled to get them under control, to fight back the awful despair that was like a yawning hole inside me. Reaching a hand out, I found Caius’s side of the bed still cool and untouched. I flopped back and stared at the ceiling for a long time, trying to shove the dream away. Laying in the dark wasn’t helping.
I got up and paced the room. It wasn’t enough. Crossing to the door, I opened it and stepped into the dimly lit hall. Amisi blinked sleepily at me but didn’t move as I closed the door behind me. I walked slowly, needing the movement to get myself under control. Another crash of thunder reverberated through the stone and I shivered. It reinforced the feelings from the nightmare, making it seem as if the dream and reality had blended together in some way. 
A man entered the hall. I largely ignored his presence and headed for the stairs. Walking had always helped me get my emotions in order, shape them into something I could either deal with or lock up. Hopefully, it would dispel the lingering effects of the nightmare. As I drew even with the man, I glanced up and faltered to a stop. It was Bryson. Something in his violet eyes when they met mine set off an instinctive warning. I knew I was probably the odd person out that didn’t find him attractive. 
He sauntered closer to me, a disarming smile on his face. “The storm keeping you awake too?”
I hesitated to answer, not particularly in the mood for conversation and wary of what he was. There was too much chaos inside. I just wanted to wander around alone until I could pull myself together. “Something like that.”
Bryson moved closer. An edgy feeling twisted in my gut, wreaking havoc with the mess my emotions already were. I took a small step back. His smile widened. “Would you like some company?” 
“Not particularly.” 
“Surely you don’t mean to wander the halls all alone.” His voice had an odd hypnotic quality. It snagged at some small part of me and slid away. Although I had known it wouldn’t work on me, it irritated me that he’d tried. 
Frustration replaced his smile as he studied me. “Hmmm, it would seem there isn’t enough mortal in you for that.” He moved impossibly fast, his hands flashing out to grip either side of my face, his gaze capturing mine and holding me prisoner. “Thankfully, even one such as you isn’t immune to this.” His lips twisted in distaste. “Not my favorite flavor of food, but sometimes we have to take what we can get.”
I wanted to scream, to hit him with fire or my staff or even just run away. Rooted to the spot, unable to break away from his gaze, I could do none of those as I felt him push into my mind. The intrusion made me shudder as Bryson shoved his way into memories I avoided, forced me to relive them. 
I experienced again with perfect precision being ignored by my peers in the mortal world except for when the occasional bully took notice of me. The horrible way those bullies had made me feel. Unable to break away from the negative emotions, I was forced to experience them fully. Made to feel the sense of abandonment the absence of my father had instilled in me. Compelled to relive every moment of my mother’s disease, to watch her waste away, watch her die. The terror at being marked for death by Sentinels, my fear over what I would do or become in the future, all came to the surface and there was no escape, no door to block it, no façade to hide behind. 
The gaze that held mine captive lit up with excitement as tears streamed down my face and a low keening of despair slipped between my lips. Every terrible memory, every hurt, every moment of weakness, every emotional blow was plundered by him and then piled on me at once as he exulted in what he was doing. 
A deep growl barely registered through the pain a split second before Bryson’s hands were ripped away from my face, the gaze broken. I crumpled to the floor, gripping my head as the floor began to shake. 
Caius held Bryson by the neck, his face changed with the demon side dominant, teeth buried in the man’s throat. I tried to close my eyes, only to have the memories and emotions jump into greater clarity behind my lids. They wouldn’t stop. Every wall I had constructed was obliterated. Every protection my mind had used to shield me from the things that hurt or frightened me was shredded by the invasion that left behind a building headache. 
My eyes snapped open again as Caius yanked his teeth from the man and leaned into his face. It almost looked like Caius was getting ready to kiss him until he stopped a fraction of an inch from Bryson’s mouth. Something that looked like a thin wispy cloud flowed between them as Caius consumed Bryon’s soul. 
The terrified expression on Bryson’s face went slack, the eyes that had looked so thrilled a moment ago emptied as his body went limp. Indigo shadows seeped from Caius’s skin and flowed around him briefly before sinking back into him. Caius released Bryson. The body hit the floor with a muted thump. 
The demon side of Caius faded until his fully human form stood in the hall, his mouth already cleaned of blood. The floor continued to shudder as my scrambled mind desperately struggled to regain control that wouldn’t come.  
Caius’s expression became one I’d never seen before. Something that walked a line between caution, worry, and rage. He knelt, his hands cradling my face. “Jo?” 
I stared into Caius’s golden orbs only a few inches away. Throat too tight with the sobs I was holding back to answer him as his face blurred behind more tears. It was then I realized the floor wasn’t shaking, I was and I couldn’t stop. With a curse, he gathered me close and lifted me. I buried my face against his chest as he murmured words in my ear that didn’t penetrate the fog of horror at the mental violation. 
The door to our room swung open and Caius carried me in. He sat on the bed, leaning against the headboard with me held tight in his arms. My body still trembled, a chaotic kaleidoscope of emotional pain still raged inside my mind, competing with the headache as I stared blankly at the window that wavered and swam through the tears.  
Still holding me securely with one arm, he raised his other hand and turned my face to his. There was so much rage and concern in his eyes, I struggled to reassure him. 
“I’m fine.” I managed to whisper as I tried to get my mask back in place. It wouldn’t come.
“Damn it, Jo. You are not fine.” His voice held a rough edge. “I know how those like Bryson work. I know what he did. You are anything but fine.” 
I tried to push away from him, but he didn’t budge. Like a reflex, I opened my mouth to say I was okay. Instead, my breath hitched and a broken sob took the place of the words I’d meant to speak. Caius continued to hold me as I caved into the grief and finally wept over the loss of my mother, allowing everything to crash over me. It wasn’t just what Bryson had made me see and feel, it was the intrusion itself that left me emotionally weakened and trembling. No matter what else happened around me, I was always safe inside my own head. Bryson had stripped that from me. 
It terrified me to have so little control. Happiness, love, these were things I was used to sharing. I never shared hurt, despair. I’d always kept them bottled up and squashed down. I’d never felt more vulnerable than I did in that moment. As the waves crashed over me, Caius never let go. I was a drowning woman, his arms were my lifeline.
There was no way to tell how long it took me to cry myself out. How long afterward I lay held against him. Neither of us slept while we listened to thunderstorm slowly abate. Caius didn’t ask me to talk about the memories Bryson had rummaged through and I didn’t volunteer. After having the inside of my head violated, I was deeply grateful to Caius for letting me have the privacy of my own thoughts. For letting me breakdown without asking for details. 
In the silence that stretched out after the last of my sobs faded and the trembling stopped, I realized a few things. I had survived dealing with it all. Somehow, feeling everything had opened my eyes and I could see where I’d handicapped myself by trying to keep so many hurts buried. And where I wouldn’t go to purposeful lengths to dwell in those dark spaces again, I wouldn’t actively try to avoid them either. At least, not in Caius’s company. That was the last thing I became absolutely certain of. No matter what, I could trust Caius with everything. When it came to others, I would still be fine, that part of me wouldn’t just disappear. But with Caius, I could be not fine and it was okay.
Amisi prowled restlessly around the room as if she was upset that I was upset. I watched her movements, noticing that somewhere along the journey she’d lost most of the kitten clumsiness. It was an idle thought, something for my mind to think about and concentrate on in an effort to put itself back together.
When I finally broke the silence it was to ask, “How? Why?”
Caius didn’t seem to need clarification. His golden eyes studied me for a long moment with a tenderness I hadn’t seen there before. It warred with the hard glint my questions had sparked. “An Incubus feeds off life energy. They prefer that which is generated by a willing sexual partner. You were safe from those charms. But they can also feed off any negative emotions their prey is feeling. A hungry Incubus will quite literally take what they can get and they can siphon that from anyone who is younger than them, or who isn’t at least part Archangel or Archdemon.” He shook his head, a grim expression tightening his face. “I shouldn’t have lingered to speak with Nyx so long. Had I realized Bryson would be hunting despite Nyx’s rules, I wouldn’t have left you alone.”
Hunting? Bryson had disregarded the rules of a goddess to hunt for energy… “Bethany!” I bolted up.
“She’s fine. Malik had the good sense to camp out in her room.” Caius pulled me back against his chest.
“Bethany let Malik sleep with her?” I knew Bethany was falling faster and deeper for Caius’s younger brother, but I hadn’t realized it had reached that level yet. 
“No. He waited until she fell asleep. When I checked in on my way to join you, Malik was sitting on the floor just inside the door, half-asleep leaning up against the wall.”
“What about James? Was he in danger?”
“Possibly, Bryson was interested in both sexes. Lilly slept much the same way inside James’s room.”
I twisted so I could get a better look at his face. “Lilly?”
“She seems to have taken a liking to him. He will be a good friend for her I think.” A small smile touched his lips.
I pondered over that. James was easy to be friends with. James and Lilly as friends still seemed odd, but maybe if those two were getting along, she wouldn’t dislike me so much.
***
“If I could destroy Bryson again, I would. A thousand times. I took comfort in the fact that once I’d used up his soul’s energy, it was bound for the pits. I would make sure it suffered there.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 20
 
Since more sleep wasn’t going to happen, I finally dragged myself from Caius’s arms and stretched. Amisi passed me, pausing to rub against my legs when I stood. The heavy clouds beyond the window made it difficult to judge the murky light. “What time do you think it is?”
“It’s just after sunrise.” 
I wasn’t even going to bother asking how he knew that with such certainty. I’m sure it was some sort of demon thing. Or maybe it came from his powerful Archangel side. Either way, since there wasn’t a clock, I could only assume he was right. 
The inside of my head still felt fragile, my control tenuous. Carefully, I built up my wall. Not the ones around the memories, those were gone now, forcibly removed. This wall was the one I would keep up between me and the others. The wall with “I’m fine” written on it. It wasn’t perfect, but I continued to work on it while I put the armor on again. 
Caius said nothing as he watched my struggle and I knew, even once I had achieved what I wanted, he saw right through it. He moved to where I stood, enfolding me in his arms once more. “I’m okay,” I mumbled.
“No, you aren’t” he sighed as he stepped away from me and headed toward the door. “But you will be. Your resilience is one of the things I love about you.”
“You won’t tell anyone will you?” For some reason the idea, of the others knowing what happened, the idea of them hearing about my breakdown was mortifying. All my life, that kind of thing either burdened people, pushed them away, or made me a target. It was a weakness.
Caius searched my face. “If you prefer it that way.”
Relief and gratitude rose inside me. “Thank you.” 
He only nodded as he opened the door. Nyx stood on the other side, anger twisting her expression. Her voice was a low snarl as she said, “What in the nine hells, Caius? I offer you food and shelter and this is how you repay me? By disrespecting the rules of my house?” 
Amisi crouched, her ears back and hissed at Nyx. Caius didn’t say anything; he just opened the door wider so she could see me. Her gaze flicked to my face and then paused. I’m not sure what she saw there, but her scowl deepened and eyes narrowed. “He didn’t.” It came out as a hiss.
“He did. You granted me the right to retribution.” I envied the fearless way in which he said it. As if he wasn’t standing in front of a goddess that could kill him for what he’d done to Bryson.
It was apparent he had reason to be confident. Nyx snorted in disgust, her eyes moving to Caius. “Then he got what he deserved.” She turned her attention back to me. “I sincerely apologize. My house is to be a safe haven for all, not a place where you have to fear any kind of violence or violation. If you ever have need of anything, simply call my name and I shall be there.”
I blinked, astounded. “Th-thank you, but there is no need for that. You didn’t know.”
“I insist. This must be made right. Just be sure when you call for me, you really need me. I will come but once, it isn’t open-ended. One time and I will consider us square.” Without waiting for further argument, she turned and walked away.
For some reason, her words made tears prick at my eyes. Caius glanced at me. “Better get it together, Reaper.” 
I shot him a glare and blinked to dispel the moisture. When control returned, I said, “I’m okay.”
“Sure you are.” His mouth lifted in a half smile that didn’t reach his eyes as we left the room with Amisi padding close beside me. 
When we reached the dining room, we found the others already there and breakfast spread on the table. Ugh, another meal filled with strange foods. The eels the night before made me wary although everything else had been pretty good. I placed a few pieces of what looked like fruit on my plate, but nothing else. It wasn’t that the rest of the food didn’t look good, I just didn’t feel that hungry. 
I might not be hungry, but I knew Amisi was. I selected several things from the fish based dishes and piled them on a plate for the cat. Amisi let loose her bug-like meow as I set it on the floor. I wasn’t sure if that was her way of saying thank you or if she was telling me to hurry up. Either way, she started making quick work of it.
There was good-natured chatting around the table as everyone ate. Enough to keep anyone from noticing at first that I didn’t participate. While I nibbled on my food, I listened to Bethany and James discuss their new armor, the comfort of the beds, and how sculpted and pretty everything was. It didn’t seem that pretty to me, I just wanted out. When they asked me for my thoughts, I only shrugged. 
The lack of sleep on top of everything else kept me from being interested in talking. What I wanted was coffee, but there didn’t appear to be any. Of course, James and Bethany were quick to pick up on my mood. 
James frowned. “You okay?”
“Yeah, I’m just tired.”
“How can you be tired?” Bethany seemed to think nothing could be better for sleep than an oceanside cave. And maybe for most people, there wasn’t. But even before the encounter with Bryson, I’d been having nightmares. 
“I don’t know. It just wasn’t the most restful night I’ve ever had.” That was an understatement. 
James grinned across the table at Bethany then said to me, “Maybe you and Caius should spend more time sleeping when you two are alone.”
Bethany giggled and I stuck my tongue out at both of them. James seemed pleased to think he’d figured it out and I let him run with his assumption. It worked. 
While they chatted on with each other, I continued to pick at my food. It was a relief when everyone else was done and we were ready to leave. With the storm passed, there was no reason to linger. As we stood, Nyx appeared with a couple of large leather satchels which she handed to Caius and Malik. “These should keep you in nourishment for a good while.”
She then spent some time saying goodbye to each of us. When she reached me, she took my hands much like she had everyone else’s. “I hope you enjoyed your stay, know my home will always be a haven should you have need of it. May your journey see you safe to your destination.” The same words she’d said to everyone else. And then she leaned closer and whispered barely loud enough for me to hear and certainly no one else, “Remember, if you ever have need.”
And then she was walking away with the other two mermaids trailing behind her. Though not as tall as Nyx, they were just as graceful as they descended the stairs into the water. When they were waist deep in it, they dove forward, the clinging, scale-like fabric of the dresses morphing into long, powerful tails that propelled them through the crystal clear water toward the cove. 
We followed their progress as we walked along the smooth stone path that ran alongside the channel of water. When we once again stepped onto the pink sand of the beach, Nyx rose out of the water. “The wisps will lead you from the forest.”
“Thank you, Nyx.” Caius bowed at the waist with a dramatic flair. She smiled then dove into the water with a flip of her black tail. 
Together, we trudged across the sand toward the path we’d practically fallen down the day before. Evidence of the violent storm lay everywhere in the large pieces of new driftwood, the downed tree limbs, and one entire tree that had once clung to the steep slope above the beach but now lay sprawled across the sand in a tangle of branches and wilting leaves. 
 Using exposed tree roots as handholds, we scrambled back up the steep trail that led into the forest. It was easier going back up than coming down had been. I glanced back one last time when I reached the forest’s edge. Nyx relaxed on a cluster of rocks with the two other mermaids far out in the protected cove. 
We linked hands when we again stood beneath the trees and Caius let the wisps lead us away. A couple of hours later, we exited the trees. Letting go of each other’s hands, we stepped onto an unfamiliar path. Surprised to be taken to someplace new, I turned to Caius. “Where are we supposed to go now?”
“There is another portal this way. It’s not much closer than the other, but there aren’t carnivorous trees or flowers on the route to it.” Malik answered.
More hiking, yay. At least I was in shape. The trail wound through a new kind of forest as we left the carnivorous trees behind. It was a relief even if those trees had come to my defense. This path also followed a stream that gurgled over rounded, bright blue rocks as it flowed opposite the direction we walked on its way to the sea. The ground began to slope up, gentle at first, but became steeper the farther we went. Amisi seemed delighted to be away from the confinement of Nyx’s palace and promptly slipped away among the trees.
Despite my theory that I was in shape, by late afternoon I was having trouble keeping up. So tired I could barely keep my eyes open; I trudged along, barely paying attention to the path ahead. I didn’t even register my foot catching on an exposed root until the ground came rushing up at my face. 
I threw my hands out to catch myself before realizing Rowen had stopped my fall. His arms lowered me until I sat on the ground. Caius kneeled in front of me and snapped his fingers in front of my face. I blinked, unable to fully focus on him. 
“She’s dead on her feet.” Rowen frowned at me. 
I understood his confusion. No one other than Caius had any idea what my night had been like. I should have been well-fed and well-rested. Having only picked at breakfast, I was neither. “I’m fine.” I pushed to my feet and brushed off the back of my pants. “I think I just needed to sit for a second.”
My muscles felt weak and shaky, but I motioned toward the path. Caius took a wary step back. I blinked as his face faded from focus and the world seemed to undulate in lazy waves. He steadied me when I staggered. 
“We can rest here for a while if you need it.” Caius offered. 
“I…” The unstable scenery suddenly disappeared down a long dark tunnel. 
“Jo?” Caius’ voice sounded like it came to me through a tin can as he reached for me. And then everything went black.
***
“She collapsed in my arms. I’d seen her exhausted to the point of falling asleep standing up before. This was different. She passed completely out. Perhaps I was pushing her too hard.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 21
 
Dawn was nothing more than a hinted at promise on the eastern horizon when I woke feeling refreshed with Amisi’s large, warm shape tucked against me. I hadn’t had a single dream, or at least not one I remembered. I was curled in a blanket I didn’t recognize. Caius must have created it, but he wasn’t in it with me. I stretched and twisted as I glanced around and found him sitting a few feet away, leaning against a tree. Guess it was his turn to keep watch.
“Hey.” My voice was still groggy with sleep.
Caius appraised me for a long moment. “Feeling better?”
I stretched again. “Much. I guess a night of practically no sleep caught up with me.”
“It would seem so.” A hint of worry lingered in his eyes and I wondered why. It wasn’t like I hadn’t ever been on the verge of falling asleep on my feet before. In fact, the past few weeks had run me more ragged than I’d ever been in my life. 
Yawning, I sat up and propped my back against the nearest tree, glad that I could do so without having to worry about whether or not it would try to kill me. Amisi shifted so that her head rested on my leg. I trailed my fingers through her fur while her deep purr rumbled quietly. Caius and I sat like that as the sky slowly lightened, neither feeling the need to break the silence. I liked that we could sit comfortably and just enjoy being in each other’s company. 
The others began to stir as the sun finally made an appearance over the hills we were climbing. Malik opened one of the satchels and handed a square of something to each of us, making sure to toss one to Amisi though the cat was likely hunting while she was off exploring and following us all day. I took the offered square and examined it. Small and extremely dense, it was only big enough to be three or four bites worth. I nibbled a corner. 
Although rather bland, it wasn’t bad. I finished my square, surprised to feel full and satisfied. “What was that?”
“Traveling food,” Lilly said then popped the last bite of hers into her mouth. She chewed quickly and swallowed. “It’s difficult to get, but Nyx has always been a friend to Caius. Even with that, I can’t believe she gave us so much without asking anything in return. This kind of thing rarely comes without a price attached to it.”
“What price did you pay, brother?” Malik asked. Lilly glanced at me as if she were wondering if Caius had taken Nyx up on her invitation.
“I paid no price.” Caius stood and offered me his hand, helping me to my feet. “Nyx is just a good friend.”
I realized that where Nyx had offered me her one-time assistance if I ever needed it as a payment for the debt she felt she owed due to what happened, the food was her payment to Caius. And the way he said that he hadn’t paid a price, let me know I was the one who had. 
Amisi rubbed against my leg, nearly knocking me over before disappearing into the forest in one graceful leap. Caius watched her go then started down the path again. When Malik started a conversation with him, I let them go on ahead of me. After just a few moments, Bethany left James to continue chatting with Lilly and dropped in beside me. “You doing okay?”
“Of course. Why?” I kept my attention on the path. The last thing I needed was to trip over anything again. Not to mention it was easier to pretend I was fine when I wasn’t looking at her face.
I saw her look at me with disbelief in my peripheral vision. “Oh, I don’t know, maybe because of yesterday. Seeing the look on Caius’s face when you passed out in his arms…I’ve never seen him worry like that. It scared me. And since we left Nyx’s, you’ve been quieter than usual. Don’t get me wrong, you’ve never been a Miss Chatty like me, but it seems more than that.”
“I was just really tired yesterday. And as far as the other, I guess I’m just kind of missing my normal life.” That sounded good. And then I snorted at how silly it sounded. “I mean my new normal. I feel like I finally got settled into my life in Midtween only to have the rug yanked out from under me again.” 
What started out as a false explanation had turned into a deeper truth than I’d expected. As glad as I was to have Caius, I couldn’t help missing the little apartment I shared with Bethany. The nights othersiding with Rowen’s group. The times piled on the coffee shop couches with them in Midtween. Even the collecting and delivering of souls. Except for the little ones. There was nothing that would ever make me miss that part. 
Bethany sighed and something in her expression said my admission hit home for her too. “Yeah. I never saw this coming. I thought I would have a quiet life in Midtween, eventually, fall in love with another Child, or not. Either way, I was cool with it. Then everything kind of upended and here I am traipsing through Between, a place I never thought I would go, and falling for a demonborn which I didn’t think was even possible.”
I laughed softly. “Tell me about it. My life goals keep changing. First, it was just make it through high school and maybe go to college. Then it was just make it through my mom’s…well you know. Then it was become a good reaper. And now… I don’t even know what my life goals are.” I let out a sigh. “I guess they are limited to surviving the next deadly encounter.”
“Yeah, kind of hard to make plans now,” Bethany said.
I nodded in agreement. 
As the next few days progressed, we fell into the rhythm of traveling again as if our stopover at Nyx’s hadn’t happened. I wished it hadn’t. Although I managed to keep up the outside appearance that I was fine, I wasn’t. And it showed in my nightly lessons with Lilly and then Malik that resumed each evening. Thanks to Bryson’s intrusion, my emotions were all over the place and so were my powers. 
After the fifth time Malik’s soul energy knocked me into the dirt after another long day of hiking, he folded his arms and glared. “What the hell, Jo? You haven’t let as many attacks through in almost two weeks as you have the past few nights.”
I slowly got to my feet, rolling my shoulder and spitting out the blood that pooled in my mouth from where I’d bit my lip. I didn’t have to look at Caius who was working with James several yards away to know he shared my injury. “I don’t know. I’m tired and having trouble focusing.”
Lilly raised an eyebrow. “You think an enemy is going to care about that crap?”
“I know they won’t.” I snapped and set myself for the next attack. I needed to connect with my angel or Morrigan powers for this exercise. Unfortunately, everything was all scrambled up inside. Malik’s shadows jumped at me again. Unable to sort out a single emotion, I snatched at all of them. 
Glowing white and streaked with green and golden-red, my shield exploded from me in all directions, knocking Malik and Lilly back. The ground beneath my feet thrummed with energy, drowning out the voices outside my bubble. Thin vines sprouted where the bubble touched the ground and began to rapidly climb the shield, snaking up the sides and twisting around each other, obscuring everything beyond it.
In the privacy of my shield, tears tracked down my face as I threw everything I had at it, letting the emotions swamp me. Even with Bryson’s attack breaking down all of my walls, a lifetime keeping a tight rein on my feelings should have given me more control. Maybe they were more out of whack than I wanted to admit. 
My skin felt tight, but not uncomfortably so. The practice sessions before reaching Nyx’s had expanded the amount I could hold and now I fortified the walls of my shield, shutting everyone and everything out. I couldn’t shut myself out though. No matter how thick I made the bubble, or how tight I wove the vines, there was no escaping the inside of my own head. 
Memories laid bare a few nights ago filled me. I let them come. Rather than attempt to hide as I’d once done, I bathed in them. They were a part of me and for whatever reason, they needed to be taken out and examined again. Not by force this time, but because I wanted, needed, to do this. I would never get a handle on my emotions if I kept avoiding them. And so, I felt them, letting the mix of powers balance the pain as I wept.
I felt him the moment the vines parted enough to let him pass. His energy rippled through my shield. I didn’t have to open my eyes to know where he was. He didn’t try to embrace me or say anything. Instead, he took my hand and added his energy to mine, growing and expanding the shield, gifting me with a larger rush of power. It brought everything together in a painfully sweet mix. The joy and hurt twined with each other into something I might be able to control. Maybe not completely, definitely not immediately, but I could see where the intensity of the past would eventually fade and one day allow me to fully embrace the present.
I don’t know how long I held onto the power, only that the vines had completely covered the shield twice over, leaving me with only the glow of the bubble to light the inside. As the storm within me began to fade, I let the bubble go, plunging us into sudden blackness. 
Caius stepped closer. I rose onto my toes as I tangled my fingers into the hair at the nape of his neck and pulled his face to mine. His kiss instantly lit my body on fire. In the aftermath, I needed the physical to balance the emotional. His fingers dug into my hair as my nails raked the back of his neck. The kiss was hard and crushing as if he knew exactly what I wanted and needed. There was no slow removal of clothing. I practically ripped his armor and shirt off. He matched my intensity when he removed mine. 
He released me long enough for us to shed the rest our clothes, before roughly pulling me back into his arms. I strained against him, needing to be closer. He ran his hands down my back, cupped my rear, and lifted me. I wrapped my legs around his hips, my head falling back as he thrust into me. The hard nip of his teeth on my shoulder followed by sensual kisses up my neck had me gasping in pleasure. I clung to him, sweat breaking over my skin. When his mouth came back to mine, I relished the ferocity of the kiss and the aggressive movement of his hips while the pressure built inside me. His fingers dug into my skin as my body clenched around him and he met me in the climax. 
When it was over, he rested his forehead against mine as our breathing slowly calmed. After several long moments, he lowered me to my feet and created a blanket for us to lay on. Which suited me just fine. If I had my way, we wouldn’t leave the dome of vines before morning. Caius’s slower, gentler, more deliberate exploration of my body let me know he was content to let me have my way.
***
“Her emotions were all over the board and far more out of control than I expected, even with Bryson’s intrusion. Something more had her off balance, though I didn’t know what it was. The only thing that fit wasn’t possible.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 22
 
No one said anything about my crazy shield the next day, or the fact Caius and I had spent the night cocooned away in it. Maybe they were afraid of provoking another one. And I didn’t say anything about the new curl of black and the second leaf by my collarbone. I did get a few cautious looks from my friends and even Caius’s family. Only Rowen seemed upset, though he didn’t push me to explain why I suddenly seemed so out of control.
As the next two weeks passed with day after day of traveling, I found it easier to handle my power and my feelings. I wasn’t perfect by any stretch of the imagination, but better. At least now that I wasn’t repressing my emotions, I could achieve more consistent results. There were times—even though I was absolutely exhausted by the time we stopped each evening—that I didn’t even have to use an emotion to bring forth my powers. I was even getting better at sparring with Lilly.
On the fifteenth day out from Nyx’s, Bethany and James walked on either side of me while the others walked a ways ahead. Bethany kept glancing at James until finally he huffed a sigh and looked at me. “What is going on with you, Jo?”
“What?” I wasn’t sure what they were referring to. With the exception of the night where my shield went wild, I’d had almost normal control over myself.
James glanced up the path at Caius, then back to me. “You seem so tired lately and I saw you crying that night before the vines hid you. It’s like you’ve been completely knocked off balance or something.”
“It was just an intense amount of power, nothing more.” I shrugged. “And I’m tired because we have been walking from early morning to late evening every day for two weeks and at the end of each I have lessons in power use and physical combat.”
The second part of my answer was true at least. I’d slept like a cat every night after finally sitting down to eat. Caius, Malik, and Lilly were driving me hard to learn. Even Rowen was helping. Strangely enough, an almost friendly alliance had developed between Lilly and me. Maybe it was because I refused to quit even when she repeatedly trounced me. Or maybe it was because I was a fast learner and where I couldn’t beat her yet, it took her longer to knock me in the dirt. Either way, it was nice to feel she didn’t completely hate me.
“If you’re sure that is all it is,” James said slowly. 
“What else would it be?” I raised a curious eyebrow at him. 
Bethany sent a furtive look toward Caius. “It just seems like Caius is pushing you extra hard.”
I blinked at her for a moment before snorting. “Caius isn’t going to let his feelings for me disrupt my training. Or maybe it’s because of how he feels. Our luck can only hold out so long and he wants me able to defend myself when the time comes whether it’s with my powers, staff, or nothing more than my own body.” 
We broke through the trees into a small meadow and stopped short. Caius stood braced ahead of us with Lilly, Malik, and Rowen at his side. Between the four of them, the tension was thick enough to cut. Uh-oh, what now? I peered around them and saw three tall men and two equally tall women standing across the meadow. Another, larger group, whose tattoos marked them as demonborn, stood off to the side numbering something more than ten.
The one who appeared to be the leader of the first group took a step forward. His golden hair flowed to his shoulders and his crystal blue eyes looked so familiar I felt I should know him. His entire face looked familiar. And then understanding hit me.
It looked so familiar because I had grown up with a refined, feminine version of it. I had seen an exact replica of those eyes nearly every day of my life. I was having trouble breathing. I didn’t want to meet him. I didn’t want to know him. I didn’t care where he’d been or what his excuse was. 
He took another step forward. “Caius.”
“Elijah.” Caius’s voice was hard as steel. 
“It would seem you have something that is mine,” Elijah said. 
Red edged my vision, how dare he act like I belonged to him. Flames licked around the edges of my hands as a tremor of rage ran through me. Rational thought flew out the window. I would burn the whole damn clearing down with him in it. I realized in that moment, despite the past couple weeks of better control, I still wasn’t emotionally stable enough to deal with meeting my long-absent father.
Caius reached back without taking his eyes off Elijah and placed a restraining hand on my arm. I knew he probably thought I should calm down, but that so wasn’t happening. I had over nineteen years of pent-up disappointment and anger to unleash. 
“She is not yours.” Though his voice was calm, I could feel the heat rising in his skin as his markings took on a faint glow.
Elijah took another step closer, his hands held in front of him palms out. “Forgive me. I misspoke. I did not intend to insinuate that she belonged to me in any way other than genetics.”
My reflected markings prickled as my anger ratcheted up a notch. Of course, I wasn’t his in any way other than genetics because he’d ditched out before I was born. He was a freaking angel who had abandoned my mother, left her alone to raise two children—one of which wasn’t even hers—left her to die in the mortal world when she could have been saved. 
“What is it you want, Elijah?” Caius had shifted out of his stance. 
“I merely wanted to meet my daughter.”
One moment, Caius had hold of my arm and the next I’d torn away and launched myself across the clearing. The red haze tunneled my vision until all I could see was Elijah, my target. Flames exploded from me as markings flared across my skin. A rage-filled scream ripped from my throat. Elijah stumbled back, fear flashing in his eyes. He had no demon in him, hellfire would hurt him. I took another step and leaped at him, snarling and spitting like a wild animal when something brought me up short. 
“Jo, calm down.” Caius’s arms were like steel bands around my waist.
“Get her out of here,” Malik’s urgent voice reached me. 
No! I didn’t want out of there. I wanted to finish what I started. Unable to break free from Caius, I sent the fire rolling down my arms and released a blast in Elijah’s direction as Caius wrenched me away and hauled me back down the trail until the trees obscured the clearing. I fought him every step of the way, unable to shake the rage or see anything other than the red in my vision. 
Caius hoisted me in the air and tossed me in the stream. The ice cold water hit me like a smack in the face. In an instant, it cleared my mind, doused the flames, and cooled the markings. I came to the surface gasping. The shock didn’t take the anger away; it just dampened it down to a manageable level. 
The stream didn’t move fast where he’d thrown me in and I was able to easily swim to where I could touch bottom. Caius leaned against a tree with his arms folded. “Are you done?”
“Maybe.” I shot him a glare as I sloshed to dry land and began wringing out my hair. “Why did you stop me?”
“Because despite how angry you are, you might actually regret killing Elijah.” I opened my mouth to assure him I wouldn’t regret it, but he continued before I could speak. “I’m not saying you can’t kill him, I’m just saying not yet. How about that?”
I let my breath out in a disgusted sigh. “Fine.”
After stepping behind a tall bush, I stripped out of my wet clothes and deconstructed them then created new ones and pulled them on, using the time to try and get a handle on my anger. When I was dressed and came out from behind the bush, Caius pushed away from the tree. “Do you think you can go back now?”
“Yes.” My teeth ground together.
“Without killing Elijah?”
I sucked in a deep, cleansing breath and let it out slowly. “I’m reasonably sure.”
Caius nodded and led the way back to the meadow. I followed grudgingly. Maybe jumping straight to set-him-on-fire hadn’t been the best idea. The anger attempted to bubble up again. I tamped it down. It didn’t need to rage. I could let it smolder. 
When we entered the meadow again, the three groups were still facing each other, the tension between them taught as a drawn bowstring. Bethany and James were obviously fuming on my behalf. There appeared to be more demonborn in the second group than I originally thought, maybe close to thirty. Not surprising I hadn’t counted right the first time since my focus had been on my deadbeat dad. 
Caius halted next to our group and I stopped with him. Caius folded his arms, his gaze on the sandy-haired man at the forefront of the strange demonborn. “What are you here for, Dominic?”
Dominic nodded toward me. “We come to join you. Nothing more, nothing less.”
Caius didn’t offer Dominic a welcome; instead, he shifted his gaze to the man who had sired me. “What do you want, Elijah? And leave off claiming it is to see Jo; you could have done that at any time since she came to this side of the veil, so the truth would be nice.”
A rather singed Elijah watched me warily. “You are correct, of course. I rightly assumed I would be the last person she would want to see, so I stayed away. However, I cannot continue to stand by. Factions on both sides are starting to decide where they will stand. There are far too many who stand against my daugh—Jo, for me to stand back.”
“You don’t get to call me, Jo.” It came out as a snarl. Yes, I hated my full name, but hearing the shortened version from his mouth seemed to soil it. “To you, I’m Josephine. Only people I care about get to call me Jo.” It hadn’t been that way before, but it was now.
Elijah inclined his head. “As you wish, Josephine.” He glanced at Caius and then back to me. “I guess, since you can throw fire, the rumors are true and you are bound to him.”
“A partial bond,” Caius corrected. 
Elijah nodded. “I had heard that too, but was unsure of the reliability of the rumors. Many are convinced you are already fully bound. Others claim that if you had completed it, every immortal everywhere would have felt that much power coming together. While you have been adventuring in Between, things have been changing fast everywhere else.”
“In what way?” Caius’s cold, clipped tone let Elijah know he’d better get on with whatever information he had. 
“The different factions of demons and angels are drawing lines in the sand and deciding where they will stand. Sentinels are no longer the only thing you have to worry about. Even the Children in Midtween are a danger to you now.” He gave Caius a wary look and I realized he was afraid of Caius. But then, Elijah was only a soldier angel. With Caius’s heritage, he would have no trouble killing Elijah who continued to speak, unaware that even I was analyzing the best way to kill him. “The majority of factions have decided it is better to have the Morrigan in power, that even asleep she keeps the balance. Without her, it would be chaos. No rules. Some see that as the perfect world, most do not.” 
The sandy-haired Dominic scoffed. “As if everyone doesn’t already know that, Fallen.”
Elijah shot him a glare, but Caius cut off whatever it was Elijah had been about to say, “We already know there are a lot of hands against us.” Caius relaxed a little. It dawned on me he hadn’t been tense because Elijah might pull something, he’d been ready to stop me again if need be. I pulled my anger under tighter control as Caius continued, “You don’t bring anything that’s news to us.”
“May I at least travel with you?” Elijah asked, his attention on me. “I understand your misgivings. However, I cannot change the past. And you must understand, I was unaware of your existence until after your mother died.”
“You lie.” Did he think I was an idiot? “I know when you left, it’s not like Mom hid that.”
Elijah’s sigh was the heavy kind that sounded full of regret. “I never knew she was pregnant with you.”
“So?” I folded my arms to keep from closing the distance and attempting to strangle him. “I’m not your only daughter. Or did you completely forget about Victoria who was eight months old when you left? Did you even care?” Without a solid wall to keep it behind, hurt began to well up inside. I reached for anger; it was easier to deal with. “You left my mother to raise two children alone. You left her to die. Why should I care about anything you say?”
“I am not asking for you to care about what I say, to care for me, or to ever forgive me. I am only asking to be your ally in the battle that is to come.” Elijah gave me an almost pleading look. “Please, Josephine.”
Dominic and his companions watched the interplay with interest. “We ask permission to travel with you as allies as well.”
I glanced at Caius, then to Rowen. They wore identical noncommittal expressions. They were leaving it up to me and trying not to sway my decision either way. It would be better if they did. I wasn’t sure the best way to decide. No desire to connect with Elijah existed in my being. But, I was going to need allies. Turning them away over personal issues wasn’t exactly smart. I didn’t trust Elijah at all, and the new demonborn only a bit more, but eventually we would need more numbers. “Fine. Whatever.”
***
“I couldn’t let her kill her father. Despite what she may think, it would be an act she would forever regret and not just because he was her father.” ~Caius.
 





Chapter 23
 
My agreement seemed to unfreeze everyone. Elijah introduced everyone to the two men and two women with him. Apparently, they too were fallen angels. I didn’t care and I didn’t take part in the introductions. If they wanted to be allies that was fine, but not all alliances were friendly and this one certainly wasn’t. 
The new demonborn were already known to Caius and his siblings. Dominic and his sisters Adeline and Gianna, seemed okay, as did their brother Lucas. The rest of them didn’t bother to directly interact with me and that was okay. 
Caius took the lead again as we headed out of the meadow, continuing down the path that would lead us to the next portal. I walked beside him, lost in thought. The fact I’d almost killed Elijah disturbed me. That I’d continued to contemplate it, even after the initial rage dissipated, made me wonder at what I was becoming. Never before in my life had I considered killing another person. Low-level hell-spawn and eaters were one thing. But a person? Maybe I would have killed Bryson had I been able to. There had certainly been no sorrow within me at seeing Caius drain him of blood and rip his soul out. 
The prophecy claimed I would wage a war, be responsible for not only the deaths of others, but possibly even that of the Morrigan. When I had first heard it, I couldn’t see how I could do any of those things. Now, after everything that had happened, I saw changes in myself, in my attitude. It wasn’t necessarily a good thing. Even with all of that, I still wasn’t sure I would be able to participate in actively killing people or directly ordering them to be killed. 
The trail continued to lead upward into the hills. In good shape, I might have been, but walking up the winding path was wearing thin. My legs burned and ached by evening and I was ready to fall down and go straight to sleep. Not that I got to of course. No, not even exhaustion was an excuse to leave off my “lessons” even for one night. 
I dragged myself up off the ground that evening and glared at Lilly. I’d picked myself up several times already and we’d only been going at it for about ten minutes. There were blind people who had mastered martial arts. If they could do it without seeing, I wondered if I could find a way to do it while sleeping. People sleepwalked; maybe I could train my brain to do a form of that. Blind, sleepwalking marital arts.
A kick from Lilly sent me into the dirt again. I really did need sleep. 
Lilly folded her arms and glared at me as I got back to my feet. Again, I was struck by how similar her expressions were to her older brother’s. “What in the nine hells is wrong with you?”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” I snapped back. 
“You are better than this. Or at least you were before you decided to be a lazy, unfocused, waste of my time.” Tattoos flared across Lilly’s skin. “Perhaps you need more motivation.”
“Did it ever occur to you that I’m freaking tired? Just because your heritage gives you an extra boost doesn’t mean we all have that. ” I snarled back at her. 
“Yes, you do have it. You’re half angel. Almost half Morrigan. Stop behaving like a limp dishrag and act like it!”
“At least I’m not a total bitch all the time. Behaving like your mother much?” Okay, so I was a bit cranky. Bite me.
“Excuse me?” Lilly took a step forward.
 “You heard me.”
She raised an eyebrow. “You’re like a yappy little dog. Dishing out the words, but can you dish out the action?”
Out the corner of my eye, I caught the worried looks my friends were sending me. I didn’t have time to reassure them I was fine. In fact, with the flush of temper had come the adrenaline rush I needed. Focus came and I zeroed in on Lilly even as Caius moved closer along with Rowen and Malik.
Lilly didn’t hold anything back when she came at me this time. No slower movements or softer hits. She pounced with a growl that would have sent a pride of lions running. In a flash, she sent me across the clearing we were camped in. I smacked the ground hard. My armor absorbed most of the impact; I rolled and came up ready. 
I couldn’t beat her physically. I might be mad and fighting for no good reason, but I wasn’t a complete idiot. Then again, I wasn’t planning to fight fair either. I snatched at my powers. They came with an ease I wasn’t accustomed to even with all my progress. All three powers filled me, but the Morrigan burned the brightest and a brief memory floated through my mind of Caius telling me that who your mother was mattered among immortals. 
A strange sensation washed over me, almost as if I wasn’t the same person anymore. No, I was the same, I was just more. More than just me. A raven called from somewhere in the trees and I felt my mother’s presence along with another, stronger, ancient one. 
My brain managed to process all of that even as I sent a net at Lilly woven through with all three of the different powers I carried. I hadn’t tried that before, but it seemed like a good idea when I did it.
A sword made of indigo shadows appeared in her hand and she swung at the net. It cut through part of it, but the net was infused with more Morrigan powers than the others and landed true. Lilly fought with it, struggling to untangle herself. Managing to free her arms, the indigo sword became a bow and arrow. She sent the missile toward my chest with impressive accuracy. Shocked she could even do that, I barely managed to dodge the attack. It missed the center of my chest but still clipped my shoulder. Again, the armor took the impact although I still went down. 
“Lilly.” The warning was clear in Caius’s voice.
“Stay out of this,” I said at the same time Lilly snapped, “Back off Caius.”
I sprang back up as she made it out of my net. Lilly’s eyes blazed molten and she morphed into her demon half. Crap. I might have bitten off more than I could chew. Not that I was being rational enough to really give it much thought. 
Vaguely aware the other sparring matches had come to a halt, I pulled at my powers again. I barely heard the heated argument going on; my entire concentration was on Lilly in full demonborn mode. 
“Lilly will kill her!” Bethany shrieked in protest of something one of the others said. 
“Or they will kill each other,” James said, his tone full of apprehension. 
“This is what you call ‘training’?” Elijah demanded, his voice sending a new wave of anger through me. 
Aware, as always, of where Caius was in relation to me, I registered him move closer in a slow circling motion like he planned to referee. “I won’t let them kill each other.”
A growl rose in my throat. I didn’t want him stepping in for me. He had pushed me to learn to defend myself, so he could just go sit the hell down and mind his own business.
My power shifted and flowed down my arm. A round shield, translucent, shimmering green, and covered in glowing runes sprang into my hand. Stunned, I stared at it for a split second. This was the first time I’d made a shield solely from my Morrigan powers. Though unexpected, I didn’t have time to marvel at the new accomplishment.
Lilly leaped at me. I swung at the last moment. The shield smashed into her and slammed her to the ground with surprising force. As if being so connected to my power lent me extra strength that hadn’t been tapped before. The skin on the top of my shoulder prickled like it was being bitten by ants. I didn’t have time to worry about that either. Lilly grabbed my ankle and yanked me off my feet.
With the breath almost knocked out of me and my head aching where it bounced off the ground, I wasn’t ready when she pounced on top of me, legs straddling my stomach and a dagger made of indigo shadows in her hand. “Nice, you finally decide to show me what you have. Looks like you still lost this fight, though. Still a yappy dog, I guess.”
The shield remained my hand; I hadn’t lost it when I went down. My connection to my power was still strong and true. I smacked the shield into the side of her head with everything I had and rolled away as she toppled off me. I was back on my feet almost as fast as she was. The shield morphed with my thoughts and needs, spreading out in a fan shape. My power kept doing more advanced and unexpected things. I dodged to the side just as Lilly bore down on me. Her indigo blade scored my left arm where there was a narrow gap in my armor just as my right came around, the edge of the rune-covered fan sliced neatly through her armor and into her side.
I sensed Caius move a second before he grabbed both of us by the backs of our armor. Startled by his sudden move and still in full fight mode, my fan turned back into the shield as I twisted without thinking and thrust it at his face with full force. 
It might not have done as much if I’d been the only one to turn the attack. But Lilly moved with me, her fist connecting with one side of Caius’s jaw at the same time my shield slammed into the other side his face.
Unprepared for our sudden attack, Caius hit the ground on his back, fury mixing with the stunned expression on his face. My shield disappeared in the absolute silence that followed. I stared at him. Markings glowed bright on his skin and I could see the demon side trying to rise to the surface. Malik made an odd sound between a snort and choke as he desperately tried to swallow the mirth evident on his face. 
I turned to Lilly and met her equally surprised gaze. After a long moment, a sparkle filled her eyes and she smiled. Probably one of the first genuine smiles I’d seen on her. 
My shock quickly gave way and I doubled over laughing. I knew I shouldn’t, but he wasn’t actually hurt or I would have felt it reflected back at me. And in all the time he’d worked with me, I had never once made him so much as stumble, much less actually go down. For some reason, it was one of the funniest things I’d ever seen. 
Lilly was right there with me, laughing so hard she could barely breathe and totally ignoring the slash in her side that still bled.
Caius rose gracefully to his feet while Malik lost his battle to rein in his chuckle. Everyone else slowly began to thaw. Though judging by the expressions that ranged from guarded to fearful, I guess they were trying to decide if Caius was going to go ballistic and whether or not they should run. Except for Bethany, James, and strangely, Elijah. Those three looked enraged. Rowen, on the other hand, seemed almost as amused as Caius’s brother.
Malik took a step closer to Caius. “Well, that was…interesting.”
A low growl deep in Caius’s chest was the only response.
 “You really are a bitch. You know that, right?” I said to Lilly when I finally got my laughter under control.
“One of the best.” Lilly flashed a wide grin. “Besides, it worked didn’t it? You have it, just like I said.” She linked arms with me and pulled me toward the stream, pausing long enough to pat Caius on the chest. “And that, my brother, is how it’s done.”
Nobody else moved as if still waiting for an explosion. I guess watching someone, who was a leader that was both respected and feared by most, go down wasn’t as funny to them. Or maybe it would be once they realized Caius may be pissed, but he wasn’t going to take it out on them. 
The weight of Caius’s glare followed us as we walked to the stream to drink and then followed it back into the woods for privacy. Pulling off our armor, we dropped it on the bank and waded into the water so we could bathe away the blood. Neither of us sported anything more than superficial injuries, even the blood we’d drawn hadn’t been deep. Funny enough, I felt closer to Lilly than I ever thought I would. Somehow, during the fight, we had gone from mutual respect to actual friends. Weird. 
When I pulled off my shirt to deconstruct it and make a new one, the little curls of black had grown. They now spread across the top of my shoulder with new curls branching off and seven new leaves adorning them.
“When did you get that?” Lilly asked, her gaze on my shoulder. 
I shrugged. “It started a while after I came to the Between and keeps growing. I notice it most when I’m using my powers. I thought maybe it was because of Caius’s blood.”
“It could be I guess, although other than the color, it doesn’t look like a demonborn tattoo. The scrollwork of it looks like an angel tattoo, but theirs don’t have leaves.” Lilly considered it a moment. “Then again, they could be due to your Morrigan blood mixed in there. I’ve never seen anyone with enough of her blood to have a tattoo, so I don’t know what that would look like.”
“I didn’t realize angels had tattoos.” I pulled on the new shirt, covering up the vine and leaves.
Lilly worked her fingers through her messed up hair. “Anyone with fifty-percent or more of the three immortal bloods has them. The angel’s tattoos have the same meaning as the demonborn.” 
I couldn’t help wondering if the ink on the demonborn was really ink. “Have you ever seen them just appear like this?”
“Yeah.” Lilly’s voice was muffled as she pulled her own shirt on. “Ours come in the same way.” Once the shirt was all the way on she said, “I wonder what color yours glow. Maybe we can find out tomorrow night.”
I laughed. “Maybe we can refrain from drawing blood tomorrow.”
 A plaintive bug-like call from the branches above us made me realize I hadn’t eaten anything in hours and Amisi was reminding me that she wouldn’t mind dinner either. I was suddenly ravenous. I put my armor back on as a loud rumble came from my mid-section. “We better get back before my stomach decides to eat my backbone.”
Lilly snorted in amusement and led the way back to camp. I admit to being a tad nervous. I doubted Caius would take being knocked down by his girlfriend, and his little sister, lightly. I wasn’t worried he would hurt me in any way or retaliate, but I didn’t particularly want him pissed at me either.
***
“Her power was increasing in leaps and bounds. That she could already hold her own against Lilly showed just how much.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 24
 
The raised voices reached me before I even made it back to the campsite. 
Elijah stood almost toe to toe with Caius while shouting about how easily I could have been killed. Oh hell no. Elijah didn’t get to act the protective father all of the sudden. Dropping into my life a few hours ago, after missing all nineteen years before, didn’t grant him any rights.
Caius didn’t raise his voice when he said, “Sit down and shut up, Elijah, before she ends up killing you.”
Elijah turned to look at where I’d stopped at the edge of the clearing with small flames licking around the edges of my hands. Maybe I needed to turn myself around and go right back to the river. 
“Please forgive me for being concerned for your safety,” Elijah said as he put distance between himself and Caius.
I glared at him as I walked toward where my friends stood in stony silence, their glares following Lilly who headed in the direction of her siblings. “Forgiveness denied, Elijah. Your concern is neither wanted nor warranted. If you want to join my band of merry men, fine. But that doesn’t grant you the right to interfere with my training or anything else.”
“I apologize for overstepping my bounds, Josephine.” 
Elijah did look genuinely sorry. I didn’t care. I didn’t have a father, I had a sperm donor. If I thought I was going to finally get to sit down and eat in peace, I was wrong. Bethany lit into me the minute I reached her.
“Are you trying to get yourself killed?” Her abundance of red curls were still in disarray from her own sparring match with Malik, short though it may have been. “What were you thinking, getting into it with Lilly like that?”
James glared daggers at Caius. “And why in the nine hells didn’t he stop it before blood was drawn?”
Taken aback, I blinked. “Since I just held my own for the first time against Lilly, I’m pretty happy. I needed a lesson like that.” I shifted my attention to James. “And Caius didn’t stop it sooner because he knew I didn’t want him to.”
Neither was happy and both opened their mouths to protest. Rowen cut them off, “Caius isn’t going to let anyone kill her if he can help it. And Jo is getting a handle on her powers.”
“So you approve of that?”  Bethany motioned in the direction of the area where Lilly and I had fought. She snatched the offered piece of traveling food from Malik and shot him a dark look as he handed them out as if it was his fault as well. 
Rowen took his square and sighed. “Whether or not I approve is irrelevant. The tactic does seem to be working, Jo doesn’t have a problem with it, and Caius is right, she needs to be able to defend herself.”
“Doesn’t mean we have to like watching it happen,” James grumbled as he took his own portion.
Malik smiled at me as I took mine. “You are growing into your own, you should be proud.”
“I am.” I took a bite of the small square while holding out my other hand for a second one. When Malik gave me a questioning look, I said, “For Amisi, I’m sure she will be along soon.”
As if on cue, the feline walked into the clearing. Her ears back, she glared at the newcomers. The new demonborn and Fallen alike froze as they watched the large, juvenile cat walk toward me. I sat down, grateful to let my legs rest, and held Amisi’s square out to her.
Elijah took a step away from his group. “What is a Bastet cat doing here?”
Amisi flattened her ears to her skull and hissed at him. I knew I liked the cat for a reason. 
“This is Amisi, my friend.” Since she was close enough now, I reached out and ran my hand down her back. “And just so all of you know, I don’t care if she claws or bites the crap out of you, I will skin anyone who attempts to harm her.” She rubbed against me with a purr, nearly knocking me over before gently taking the offered food from my hand. Settling next to me, she ate her square, emitting a snarl every time one of the newcomers looked in her direction. 
The new demonborn eyed me warily as if they weren’t sure what to make of someone who could befriend a Bastet cat. Their unease was reflected in Elijah’s group. I didn’t care, as long as they left Amisi alone. 
“What you did today was, quite frankly, amazing,” Rowen said. 
Startled, I pulled my attention away from the cat. “Why is that?”
Rowen gazed at me, his dark expression somewhere between resigned and troubled. “I’ve never seen Morrigan power wielded that way. What you did is beyond even what I can do.”
“Is that a bad thing?” The small amount of traveling food turned sour in my stomach. 
He shook his head. “Not bad, just…different.”
I wanted to ask if it wasn’t bad then why did he look worried, but didn’t. Too afraid to know the answer, I tossed the last bite of my food to Amisi. The ancient feel of the Morrigan power remained with me. It hadn’t faded to the background and I had a terrible feeling it meant something more than me just getting better with wielding it. 
I remained quiet while the others talked. There was an edge to James’s tone that made it clear he still wasn’t happy with the way my training had escalated into an all-out fight. I didn’t know how to reassure my friend that it was good a thing. 
When I finally worked up the courage to approach Caius, Lilly was busy laughing again. Between fits, she gasped out, “You should have seen the look on your face.”
While Lilly did her best to imitate the look of surprise on Caius’s face when we hit him, I debated whether or not I should go back to my friends and wait for Caius to cool down more. If the deep scowl knitting his brows together was any indication, Lilly’s antics weren’t helping.
Malik chuckled out loud, punching Caius in the shoulder. “Taken down by our little sister and a noob. Never thought I would see the day.”
A low growl rumbled in Caius’s chest which only sent both of his siblings into more wheezing laughter. I started to turn back, but Caius’s golden eyes caught mine. Taking a deep breath, I stepped closer. “Forgive me?”
“You, I forgive. It’s these two menaces I’m harboring ill will toward.” Caius motioned at his siblings who only howled more.
“Maybe I should go for a bit,” I said, unsure if I wanted in the middle of the storm that brewed in his eyes.
Caius snagged my hand and pulled me closer. “Don’t leave me alone with them. They are merciless.” 
Lilly fell down, clutching her sides. Malik wasn’t far behind. I frowned; I’d never seen either act this way. “What’s wrong with them?”
“One of the demonborn with Dominic brought hellfire whiskey with him.” Caius stared down at his siblings with amusement he quickly buried under a fierce look. “I’m afraid my brother and sister may have imbibed a bit too much.”
“They’re drunk?” I couldn’t keep the disbelief out of my voice. They’d never been anything less than completely sober since they showed up outside that old, leaning house.
“Yes.” He glowered at them and raised his voice. “Which will be real helpful if we’re attacked.”
Malik’s laughter and Lilly’s helpless giggles answered him. 
I’d never been around anyone who was drunk. Mortal world alcohol never affected me, Victoria, or Mom and tasted nasty anyway. “What do we do?”
Caius shook his head. “Keep an eye on them until they crash so they don’t stumble off somewhere, and then let them sleep it off. I already made the demonborn who brought it pour the rest out.”
“So we babysit?” I snorted. 
“Us? Not a chance.” He jerked his thumb at Dominic. “He babysits since it was one of his who brought it in.”
“Okay, so then, what do we do?”
A wicked gleam entered his eyes. “We find somewhere more private.”
I blushed a little. One would think I would be passed that by now. I was tired from all the hiking and the heavy sparring with Lilly, but right at that moment, nothing sounded better than his suggestion. “And where would this more private place be?”
Caius grabbed me and swung me into his arms. I clutched at him with a squeal as he marched toward the dark forest. As we passed the other demonborn, Caius gave Dominic a hard look and said with a jerk of his head in the direction of the now hooting and hollering Malik and Lilly. “Watch them.” 
It looked to me like more than one in Dominic’s group was as sloshed as Caius’s siblings. “He’s going to have his hands full.”
“Good, it will teach him a lesson,” Caius said and walked further into the darkness until the light from the fires and the voices of the others faded away. He stopped when he found a tiny open space among the trees and set me on my feet. With a flourish, he produced a huge, thick blanket and let it settle over the mossy ground. 
“Show off.”
Caius didn’t acknowledge my teasing. Instead, he pulled me to him and kissed me breathless. When he let our lips part for a moment he said, “I’ve never truly worried for you during your lessons with my siblings.”
I stared half dazed into his molten gold eyes. “She wouldn’t have killed me.”
“I’m not so sure of that. Lilly has excellent control for such a young demonborn, but she was pretty close to losing that tonight.” His hands began to roam, finding their way under my armor which seemed happy enough to accommodate him. Maybe it’s because of the way I felt. It seemed to respond to my moods and right now, I think it knew I wanted it gone.
“I wasn’t exactly in control either,” I murmured. His armor seemed just as happy to make way for my hands, loosening up and becoming shapeless. I pushed it up and shoved it over his head with his help, taking the t-shirt underneath with it.
Caius was quick to do the same to mine. “I know.” He trailed kisses down my neck. “At the last, I wasn’t sure if I worried more for your safety or Lilly’s.”
I laughed softly as my head fell back to give him better access. Pulling me closer, he lifted me. I wrapped my legs around his waist. He moved to the blanket and lowered us down. Our conversation was forgotten as we lost ourselves in each other’s touches. The play of his muscles against me and the slick sweat of our skin swept me away and left me gasping for more. 
When we finally collapsed against each other, I curled up in Caius’s arms, content to stay right there. Caius gave me a light kiss on my temple and then on my shoulder. His fingertips trailed over the tattoo on the top of my shoulder. “It’s grown.”
“I know, it started not long after we got to Between.” I yawned then gave him the same explanation I’d given Lilly and told him what she thought.
“She’s probably right.” He traced the lines again. “I didn’t realize when I saw it the first time we were together that it was something new to you.”
“Does it bother you?” 
“Not at all.” He put his arm around me again and pulled me close.
I fell asleep immediately.
***
“I couldn’t believe she honestly thought I would be angry with her for knocking me down. I was impressed.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 25
 
Over the next few days, we climbed ever higher into the hills. Several nights there was no clearing to camp in and we all slept as best we could amongst the underbrush. The trail got steeper as we went. Elijah made several attempts to breach the distance between us. I wasn’t interested and his persistence would have pissed me off if I’d had the energy for it, but by the end of each day I used up all of my reserves in my lessons, during which I continued to improve. I also learned my new markings glowed pale green. 
Dominic, who appeared to lead the new group of demonborn, his brother Lucas, and two sisters, seemed pretty decent. They reminded me of Caius and his siblings. I spoke with them several times and decided I might like them. The other demonborn in the group remained aloof.
I even spoke with the other Fallen a bit, which seemed to irritate Elijah, but he’d made his bed. The extremely tiny part of me that still kind of wanted to get to know him tried to make me feel guilty for treating him the way I was. I did my best to squash that part of me under the weight of all the feelings of not being good enough for him to stick around that I’d harbored all my life.
Late one evening, we finally reached the top of what I was now convinced were mountains. Not the Andes or anything like that, but still mountains. As I walked the final steps to the top, the ridiculous place that was the inside of my head wondered what exactly the difference was between a small mountain and a large hill. Was it a difference of measurable feet? Or was it more perception? I would have to look that up if I ever made it back to the mortal world and a computer. 
People on this side of the veil didn’t seem as obsessed with obscure information the way the mortal world was, so I would most likely have to find the answer there. My tired brain rambled on to itself about hills and mountains until I reached the crest. A huge open meadow spread out on the other side of the hill, mountain, whatever it was. 
We had left behind the stream we’d been following, but another began as a large spring in the meadow. From this altitude, with the start of the forest a good two hundred yards below us, I could see the land spread out. At least that path would be downhill from here. No more hiking up a steep trail most of the time. 
We fanned out in the meadow and Lilly set several fires so we wouldn’t all have to crowd around one. Four of the demonborn in Dominic’s group took off to find food. Although I knew Malik would be along soon to make me work my powers and then my sparring with Lilly would follow, I sat down next to one of the fires and stared distantly at it. 
“Jo?”
I jerked my head up, bleary eyes blinking in confusion at Caius. “Yeah?”
Caius studied me for a long moment. “No lessons tonight.”
“What?” I started to scramble to my feet. “I’m fine.”
“No, you aren’t.” He pushed me back down. “You fell asleep sitting up. If I hadn’t noticed, you might have fallen forward into the fire. The last time you pushed this hard, you passed out. No lessons.”
“You can’t tell me what to do,” I crossed my arms and tried to look determined while I yawned.
“No, I can’t.” Caius glanced at his siblings. “But I can tell them what to do and they already know to let you be this evening.”
“You really,” I paused to yawn so big it made my jaw pop, “don’t need to worry. I’m up to it.”
“And you are free to train all you want if you can find someone to spar with.” He flashed me a grin that let me know there wasn’t a person in the camp willing to go against his decision.
I tried to glare at him but ended up yawning again. “You don’t play fair.”
“Never claimed to.”
He straightened and walked away, returning a few minutes later with roasted meat and what looked like some kind of potato-like things piled on a platter-sized leaf. Food had been hunted and cooked already? How long was I asleep? 
My hunger overrode my desire for answers and I dug in, unsurprised when Amisi appeared next to me for her share. Thankfully, Caius came back with more for the feline who was now more than triple the size she’d been when I first saw her.
I ate everything I’d been given and still felt like I could eat more. I wasn’t exactly hungry anymore, but I wasn’t fully satisfied either. Strange. Between real food and traveling food, we’d eaten regularly and I hadn’t even used up any reserves with my power that day so I really shouldn’t need to eat as much. Maybe the traveling food only did so much. We had been hiking from early morning to late evening every day for what seemed like forever. That took up a lot of energy all by itself. 
James came over and sat next to me. I smiled at him, thankful he seemed to have gotten over being upset with my training. “You seem happy.”
He shrugged. “Caius is finally letting you rest.”
“Letting me?” I chuckled. “He’s forcing me. He already told everyone no training tonight, so I don’t have anyone to spar with.”
“I’m glad he’s finally come to his senses.”
“Are you turning into a mother hen, James?” I asked playfully.
“Nope. Just someone with sense.” His expression was sober. “Seriously, Jo, you’re running yourself into the ground. Anyone can see that. I don’t know why, but you haven’t been quite yourself since Nyx’s.” 
“And ever since Nyx’s, we’ve had nothing but day after day of hard climb, followed by hard training.” I shifted so my legs were crisscrossed. “Why is that so difficult for everyone to understand?”
“Uh, maybe because everyone else is doing the same.” James frowned. “I mean, Bethany and I may not train quite as hard every evening as you do, but we walk the same distance.”
“Yeah well, a night of no training should have me all perked up.”
 He raised an eyebrow. “Perky is hardly an adjective I would ever use to describe you.”
“I said perked up, not perky.” I grinned and shoved his shoulder.
“I’m glad you made the distinction, because I was thinking death magnet, or walking disaster, or suddenly over emotional—” I burst out laughing, cutting off his ludicrous list. He grinned and draped an arm around my shoulders. “It’s good to see you laugh. You haven’t done enough of it since all of this started.”
I sighed and leaned into him, staring at the fire. “Hard to laugh when everything is such a mess.”
“It’s not all a complete mess. We are on our way to the second key, you have your friends around you, and you really are getting a handle on your powers. It could be worse.”
“True.”
James gave a gentle tug and I allowed him to guide me down until we lay on our backs, my head resting on his arm. Amisi curled up against my side, willing to tolerate James if meant she could sleep near me. As we stared up at the ever darkening sky, I said, “You’re a good friend, you know that, right?”
“How do you know? Since you didn’t have any friends before coming to Midtween, you have nothing to compare me to. I could be awful for all you know.”
I snorted in amusement. “Because you make me laugh and make me happy to be in your company, put up with all the weird crap in my life, stick by my side, and get angry on my behalf. I’m pretty sure those are things good friends are supposed to do.”
He gave me a squeeze with his arm. “You are a good friend too, surprisingly enough, given your lack of experience until a little over a year ago.”
My chuckle turned into a yawn and we lapsed into silence while we watched stars appear. A light breeze wafted over the large campsite while the quiet conversations of everyone mingled with the rush of the stream from the spring. Full, comfortable, and content in the company of James, my mind drifted and my lids slid shut.
***
“I had pushed her too hard again, and she was pushing herself in the same manner. The way she tired so easily was starting to worry me.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 26
 
Several loud shouts woke me. I rolled away from James and onto my feet without even thinking. Fight-or-flight sharpened my senses and snapped me fully awake in the confusion of seran demons swarming out of the night. Firelight flickered across the smooth scales of their massive bodies as they darted among the Fallen, reapers, and demonborn alike. 
My power came the instant I called it and the first seran to lunge at me got a face full of shield. I spun, bringing my other hand that held the fan around as I did, and slashed through the seran’s hide. Dark blood sprayed across me as the seran fell, cut nearly in half. It writhed and snapped at me, nearly catching my leg. I smashed its skull with another blow of the shield. 
A quick look around the meadow revealed the chaos of battle. More seran demons flowed out of the darkness. We were outnumbered by several to one—I didn’t have time to count the exact number. Two more came at me while another darted at James. He swung his staff with an efficiency I admired; his lessons with Caius were paying off. 
Amisi clung to the head of another, her claws sunk into its eyeballs as the snake-like demon thrashed around.
The two aiming for me split from each other and came from either side. Working with my shield and fan, I managed to hold them off. Their moves were as quick as I remembered as they tried to get close enough to knock me down or sink their teeth into me. The longest one circled me with its body even while it continued to attack. I kept a close watch on the tail while I slammed my shield into the other seran. James let out a screaming yell. My attention jerked to him. A seran had latched onto him, the mouth covering most of his body.
I flung my fan out from my hand. It took more concentration than I thought it would to make it hold and fly true. Lilly had made it look so easy with her arrow, but this was the first time I’d tried something like that. The fan spun through the air and sliced through the seran, removing its head. The demon fell to the ground. James landed next to it with the thing’s teeth still buried in his armor. 
The fan returned to my hand and I moved just in time to avoid being bitten by the one nearest me. Its maw came down on the fan instead. The outer corners cut neatly through the roof of its mouth and the underside of its jaw. Elijah appeared in the ring of light cast by the fire and started extracting James from the double row of teeth. 
Taking advantage of the distraction, the largest seran had fully circled me. I made an agile leap to the top of its massive body and rolled down the far side. The seran moved like lightning. I barely missed getting a bite taken out of me. The seran hissed, revealing the decaying meat wedged between its teeth and nearly knocking me out with the smell. 
My stomach convulsed and I gagged. Despite my insides wanting to suddenly hurl themselves out of my mouth, I managed to bring my shield up in time to stop the seran’s forward rush. The impact from the massive demon smacked the shield into my chest and sent me flying back. Though my armor had taken the brunt of the impact, I still blinked at the sky, dazed. My fan and shield winked out. The night grew hazy. Something was wrong with me. Oh, breathing, that would help. Except I couldn’t get my lungs to work. Panic crept in.
The seran lunged again. Elijah cut across my vision, taking down the demon in blurring moves. He turned to me, grabbed my arm and yanked me into a sitting position. A sound smack in the middle of my back jarred me and I sucked in a breath. Elijah pulled me to my feet. “Are you still able?” 
In answer, I remade the weapons I’d lost. He turned to take on the next seran. Gathering my wits, I did the same. 
Lilly let loose a string of curses when one managed to get its teeth in her. She jabbed an indigo sword through its head from the bottom, twisted, and yanked it back out. Rowen moved in to dislodge the teeth. 
Bleeding wounds opened all down my arm as Caius took a bite in order to protect Malik’s back. Ignoring the pain, I kept my focus on the serans around me. Three more went down in quick succession with Elijah taking down a fourth that tried to flank me.
A screech from Bethany announced a seran latching onto her. The snarl that came from Malik startled me. He always seemed easygoing. In full-on demon-mode and bearing down on the seran that had hold of Bethany, he was anything but. 
The ground hummed under my feet and I could feel the serans as they moved across it, and the burnt rip in the ground they’d used to enter the Between. They were coming from one direction and splitting up before they reached us. I threw my fan like a frisbee, expanding it and making a disk out of it as it flew, pouring power and concentration into it in order to keep it going where I wanted and maintain the size and shape I wanted.
Glowing green and covered in runes, it spun through the darkness toward the source, slicing through the serans with ease. It would stop this wave, but the ground needed to be healed so no more could come through. 
I glanced at Elijah. “Don’t let them kill me.”
“What?” He cut another down and frowned. 
“Just don’t, okay.” Without waiting for a reply, I let my shield go and knelt to place my palm against the dirt. I don’t know why, only that it felt right. I sent the power I’d been using to maintain the shield through the soil until it found the wound the serans had made when they tore their way into the Between at the behest of whoever had sent them. 
Although focused on healing the ground, I kept enough attention on my frisbee to keep it spinning and making complete circuits around the entire meadow, preventing any more serans from entering the circle of light created by multiple fires. There were still plenty inside that, but I couldn’t bring my weapon any closer without cutting down friend as well as foe. I wished I could have used my angel powers to create a dome over everyone, but all it would do is push everyone away except for Caius. My power wouldn’t even let Rowen inside it. I didn’t know how it would react to the Fallen.
The scorched tear healed under the touch of my power and fused in such a way it couldn’t be reopened here. I let go of what was in the ground and called my frisbee back, shrinking it and shaping it back into a fan as it returned. With those beyond the light dead, the furious fight within it was quickly coming to a close. I caught my fan in one hand and formed the shield again in the other.
The weapons expanded without my permission then shrank only to repeat as my power fluctuated wildly. I’d held too much for too long. The fight was almost over anyway. Caius, Dominic, and Malik were taking down the last of the serans. In a hurry to stop the fluctuations in my power, I released it all at once. The new fan and shield disappeared and my power snapped back like a rubber band. I staggered under the full body slap as my vision went double. 
Elijah steadied me. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine, just give me a minute.” I swayed as the repercussions of heavy power use hit home. “I think…I think I need to sit down.”
Elijah helped me make it to the ground, which was nice since it kept me from face-planting. I blinked rapidly in an attempt to make the doubles go away. Never let all of the power go at once, lesson learned. That crap hurt and it left my brain feeling scrambled. I should have pulled it back first.
“Are you hurt?”
I looked dumbly at Elijah who crouched next to me. “What?”
“I know I have no right to worry, but I am afraid it cannot be helped.” Elijah’s blue eyes searched mine, concern etched on his face. 
“Victoria makes that same expression.” I don’t know why I was telling him this. “You two look a lot alike. She’s a female version of you. Do you have any idea how confusing that is?” I scowled at him. “I love her. But you are…you.” I motioned vaguely at him. Was I even making sense? I hoped so because it was important.
“I am truly and deeply sorry. More than I can express and likely more than you would believe,” Elijah said, keeping a hand on my shoulder so I didn’t fall over. “I made the biggest mistake of my considerably long life when I left. I thought it would keep Victoria safer. I was unaware you were in the making. By the time I realized how terrible my error was, it was impossible for me to get back through the veil to the mortal world. My transgressions were known, any attempt would have just brought the Heavens down on me, your mother, and Victoria.” He paused then added, “And apparently you.”
“Shouldn’t have ever left to begin with.” My vision was slowly getting back to normal, though my entire body still stung.
Elijah sighed. “It was not my intent to remain gone. Your mother had shielded Victoria, no one on this side of the veil could sense her. Even I was unable to sense she was anything more than a mortal baby when I held her in my arms. When I came back, it was to tell them Victoria had perished. I knew if they could not sense her, they would believe me and would stop searching for her.”
“Why?” I asked, searching his familiar face for answers. “Why did you ever go to the mortal world in the first place?”
Elijah looked away, but not before I caught the shame in his eyes. “Boredom. I went to the mortal world for something to do. Victoria’s mother was sweet and soft and I failed to use proper judgment. When she died giving birth to your sister, I was at a loss as to what to do. I tried to leave her in Midtween, thinking she would be cared for by people who knew what they were doing.
“When I realized they would go after even an infant because I was her father, I fled with her back to the mortal world. Victoria was only a couple of weeks old when I stumbled across your mother. She knew what I was the moment she saw me. And I knew what she was.”
“Did you love her?” The question had burned in me for years.
“Miranda accepted Victoria like she was her own. Accepted me for the bored, lonely, law-breaking angel that I was.” Elijah smiled with wistful sadness when he looked me in the eye. “Yes, I loved her. I would have loved you and your sister too and raised you had I the chance.”
I looked down at my hands as tears swam in my eyes. None of it was what I expected. He wasn’t awful, he wasn’t a monster. He had loved my mother and hadn’t even meant to abandon us. I didn’t know how to feel.
“Jo?” 
I raised my wet eyes.
Caius crouched in front me. At the sight of my tears, his golden gaze swept over me. “Are you hurt?” When I shook my head, he reached out and touched my arm that was still weeping blood from under my armor. “Then what’s this?”
“Just reflected from you. It doesn’t hurt as bad as an actual bite.” I pulled the armor off my arm and examined the injury for something to do and something else to think about. They weren’t deep, probably because Caius’s armor kept the teeth from getting too far, and were already healing. “I used too much power and let it go without pulling it in first.”
“Ouch.” Caius grinned. 
“That’s an understatement,” I mumbled. 
Elijah stood. “I will see to the other Fallen.”
Grateful for the space, I let out a relieved sigh as he walked away. Caius studied me for a long moment. “Now that he’s gone, you want to tell me what’s going on?” 
“He’s not like I thought he would be. He told me what happened, why he was in the mortal world to begin with, and why he never came back after he left.” Caius’s face swam as more tears pooled in my eyes. “Honestly, I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I should be happy I was wrong about him.”
“You haven’t quite been the same since Nyx’s. Finding emotional balance after something like that takes time.” There was an undercurrent in Caius’s tone that made me think he wasn’t sure he believed his own words. 
“Yeah, I guess.” What else could I say? I could only assume he was right. Either that or I was permanently damaged by Bryson. 
Caius held out his hand. I took it and let him pull me to my feet. At least the doubles were gone and I didn’t feel on the verge of collapsing anymore. A glance around the meadow revealed several people in the process of taking care of wounds. Bethany downed a vial of replenisher while Malik watched. Lilly’s injury was already healed. My own was well on its way now. Even James seemed okay. 
My gaze came back to Malik, who had pulled off his armor to wash away the blood from a minor bite. Something didn’t feel right. 
Caius tensed next to me. “Malik!” 
His shouted warning came too late. A seran flashed into the firelight, its mouth closed over Malik’s body. It twisted as it shook him, slamming his head into the ground. It must have managed to dodge my frisbee and bided its time. Only a second had passed before I bolted across the meadow. Caius was already there with Dominic at his side; both morphed into their demon forms. 
By the time I reached them, the seran was dead, Dominic had pried open the thing’s mouth and Caius was easing Malik’s wounded body away. The teeth left deep, tearing, puncture wounds from neck to thighs. Blood flowed freely from them all, but it was the pulsing flow from the gashes in his neck that worried me. 
Caius formed a thick cloth and pressed it to Malik’s throat with both hands. Lilly threw herself next to her wounded brother, tears coursing down her cheeks. “Oh gods! Malik?”
Malik didn’t answer. His teeth gritted together, one hand gripping Caius’s arm, it was obvious he was trying hard to stay conscious. Lilly tried to stem the bleeding from the other wounds, her hands shaking as she sobbed. 
“Lilly.” The sharp tone of Caius’s voice cut through her panic. He looked her in the eye. “Stay calm. He’s taken worse than this in the past.” He turned his golden gaze on me. “Jo, I need you to get the replenisher. I can’t let up on the pressure.”
I raced to the leather bags the traveling food was kept in. The vials of demonborn replenisher had been transferred to the bags after we left Nyx’s. My own hands trembled as I worked the buckles loose on one and dug inside. Despite telling Lilly their brother had taken worse, I hadn’t missed the grave worry in Caius’s eyes. My hand closed around several of the vials and I ran back to where Caius was doing his best to save Malik’s life.
When I reached them, the cloth Caius held against his brother’s throat was already soaked. I twisted the cork out of the first one and tipped it against Malik’s lips waiting for some response, afraid to dump it in his mouth if he had passed out. I’d taken a chance I wouldn’t drown Caius when I did it back in the mortal world. If I’d been more with it at the time, I might have second guessed my actions then.
I gave the side of Malik’s face a smack. He groaned but didn’t seem aware. I leaned close to his ear and said, “Damn it, Malik! I swear to Charon if you try to die, I will come after your soul. Immortals may not need a guide, but I’m still a reaper and I will find you. Trust me; you do not want to make me have to hunt you down.”
His eyes barely opened and he tried to say something. I put the vial against his lips. “Just shut up and drink this.”
I tipped it up, letting the dark fluid flow into his mouth. He swallowed it weakly. 
“Give him another, Jo.” Caius remained calm, though I knew he had to be freaking out on the inside. 
Hell, I was freaking out, even if I was doing a pretty good job keeping it under control. Lilly continued to hold pressure on the wounds across Malik’s chest. Bethany, white as a sheet and with as many tears flowing down her face as Lilly, James, looking shaken, and Rowen, who was as steady as Caius, were right there, each putting pressure on as many wounds as they could. 
I uncorked another vial and dumped the contents into Malik’s mouth. He had an ashen cast to his skin that didn’t bode well. I put two more vials down him. He wasn’t healing fast enough. 
As if his thoughts were on the same track as mine, Caius said, “He needs blood. Jo, I need you to take over holding pressure on his neck so I can give him mine.”
“Your blood will help, but it would be better if it was a different kind of immortal blood,” Rowen said.
He was right. In fact, mine would probably be best given the four-way mix. “I can—”
“No,” Caius said harshly. 
“I will give him mine,” Rowen stood and moved to kneel next to me by Malik’s head. 
Caius shook his head. “I can’t ask that.”
“You didn’t. I’m offering.” He held out his wrist.
They locked gazes in a battle of wills. Finally, Rowen said, “While you hesitate, your brother continues to bleed.”
Caius grabbed Rowen’s wrist and tore it open. Rowen pressed it against Malik’s mouth. At first, weak swallows were the only sign Malik was still conscious enough to take it in. The change came quickly. One moment, he was lying limp and the next he’d seized Rowen’s arm, holding it in place while he drank heavily. Rowen grimaced but made no complaint as Malik’s injuries healed at an astronomical rate. 
Caius gripped Malik’s jaw with one hand while taking hold of Rowen’s arm with the other as he gently, but firmly, forced Malik to release Rowen. “Not so much, brother.”
Rowen tried to move away, took a handful of steps, staggered and fell. With Malik’s neck no longer needing my attention, I quickly went to Rowen. Kneeling, I laid his head on my knees. “What’s wrong with him?”
“Malik isn’t with it enough yet to know what he’s doing,” Lilly answered as she came to sit next to Rowen. “He took far too much.”
It disturbed me more than a little to see my guide so weak. Like Caius, he’d always seemed so strong and constant. “He has replenisher.” 
“Which heals wounds. It doesn’t put blood back in the veins as you well know. And we don’t have the several hours it will take for him to gain it back on his own.” Lilly tore her own wrist open and pressed it to Rowen’s mouth. He tried to fight it, but she made him take some. “That will help him recover faster.”
Rowen groaned, his hands going to his stomach as he rolled away from me and onto his side. His muscles jerked and seized and he breathed in pants. Remembering the first time the fireball of straight demonborn blood had hit me, I could sympathize completely. After a minute, Rowen relaxed with a groan. Lilly stood, wiped the tears still clinging to her face and went to her brothers.
With Rowen more comfortable, I twisted to check on Malik who now sat upright. “I’m sorry, Rowen. Draining that much from you wasn’t my plan.”
After he managed a sitting position on his own, Rowen said, “Don’t worry over it. I offered, knowing the condition you were in.”
“Thank you,” Malik said, gratitude plain on his face.
Rowen glanced at Caius. “It was no less than what was once offered me.”
Okay, so there was some sort of specific event in the past that applied to this moment. Caius was busy helping Malik, so I turned to Rowen. “What does that mean?”
“It was a long time ago.” He got slowly to his feet.
I stood as well, staying close in case the infusion of Lilly’s blood took a bit to help him fully. “Yeah, I kind of get that.”
“Do you remember when I told Nyx that I was taken?” Sadness crept into his dark eyes. When I nodded, he continued, “My mate was killed in the war in Midtween. We’d been together for over three hundred years. For us, those bonds are unbreakable, even by death. I’m as much in love with her now as I was five hundred years ago even though she is gone. Most don’t survive the death of a mate, but by then I was the oldest Child left. The responsibility of all the younger Children of Morrigan rested on me. I couldn’t abandon them.”
He fell silent for a long moment. I didn’t say anything or ask questions. Instead, I waited patiently for him to collect himself, to the find the words. His voice was quiet when he finally spoke again. “Caius tried to help her. When he found us, he didn’t hesitate to tear open his own arm and try to get his blood into her fast enough. Unfortunately, it was too late. His blood is powerful and can recover those who shouldn’t be recoverable. Even so, there is a point when the injured person simply can’t take it in, or if they do, their body can’t absorb it fast enough to repair the damage.”
“So that’s why you offered to help Malik?” I glanced at Caius. The man continued to surprise me. 
Rowen smiled slightly. “Caius did everything he could to save Alanna. How could I not do the same for his brother?”
I nodded and swept my gaze over everyone in the meadow, mentally logging them all. We’d been lucky we didn’t lose anyone. Wait, where was…? My heart jumped as I scanned the area for Amisi. To my relief, I found her sitting a distance away from the mess of serans, washing her paw while glaring at the dead demons as if completely offended she’d had to soil her claws in them. 
The sky was already lighter with the coming of dawn. I sighed, knowing another long day of walking was ahead. Oh well, it wasn’t like we could stay here any longer. Not with seran carcasses scattered all over the place. 
It took a little over an hour for everyone to recover from their various injuries and clean their armor so we could resume our journey. The armor made a big difference in how this fight went. If Malik had been wearing his, the injury to his neck would have still posed a problem, but the armor would have mostly stopped the rest of it. I would have to remember to thank Nyx if I ever saw her again. 
We were a slower moving group when we followed the new path as it wound down the steep slope accompanied by the brook that flowed out from the spring in the meadow. Except for Malik, who was pumped and ready to go and almost impatient with the slower pace. It was out of character for him to be so hyped up. The way Caius and Lilly both kept a careful eye on him worried me. Was he okay? 
When I asked Lilly, she answered, “The blood of immortals helps us heal faster than we already do. It also gives demonborn a high. It usually affects younger demonborn more. As we age, it affects us less and less.”
“Malik isn’t a young demonborn,” I pointed out. 
“No, but Rowen is older than both of them and has a pretty high concentration of Morrigan blood. Not near as much as you do, obviously, but the combination of the two will impact even one as old as Malik.” Lilly shrugged like it was no big deal.
In the mess everything had become, I’d completely forgotten about the high reaper blood gave demonborn. I hadn’t realized it would heal them faster as well. “How long will the high last?”
Lilly watched her older brother for a moment before answering. “His age will mitigate the effects fairly quickly. I would say by tomorrow he will be back to his normal self.”
Probably because he would walk it right out of his system, I thought sourly as I gazed down the long, twisting trail. We hadn’t had any time to really rest since all of this started, and frankly, I was about sick of hiking all over the place. This side of the veil really needed cars, or trains, or something. Our time in the Between was taking entirely too long and I shuddered at the thought of all the souls Lost. 
***
“My gratitude to Rowen was beyond expression.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 27
 
The next five days passed in peaceful travel as we followed the winding trail down the mountain slope and when we settled down at night, the various angels and demonborn regaled us with stories of the hijinks they’d gotten into. I even had several quiet conversations with Elijah. I continued to work with both Malik and Lilly as well, but Caius kept the length of the lessons shorter. 
The morning of the sixth day, we came to the end of the trees. A sharp curve in the path presented us with the mouth of a canyon, where a tall waterfall spilled over from the mesa above and created another stream that converged with the one we’d been following before their merged waters curved away on their journey to the sea. At some point in the past, another stream that was now long lost to history had carved out the canyon. But it wasn’t the scenery that held my attention. It was yet another group blocking our way that pulled me from my thoughts. This one was more welcome than I’d ever thought it would be. Seeing the odd mix of Children of Morrigan and demonborn standing there instantly lifted my spirits and brought a smile to my face. 
Aaron was quick to embrace James as Caius’s siblings moved to greet him. Ryan and Chelsea gave me quick hugs. Ryan stepped back first. “I’m glad we finally found you, it took us forever.”
“I thought you guys were all hanging out at Lilly’s safe house,” I said as Chelsea released me. 
Ryan rolled his eyes. “Please, like we were actually going to be left behind. As soon as Malik, Rowen, and the others were gone through that portal, we all followed. Except none of them were to be found when we came through. It was only then Zane bothered to tell us that without a physical link or a Finding Stone we’d end up wherever the portal decided to drop us.”
 “Well, at least you finally found us. I’ve missed all of you guys.”
“Speaking of missing us,” Chelsea gave me stern look, “maybe you should think about that the next time you decide to just up and disappear and worry everyone half to death.”
“I’m sorry.” Guilt filled me. “I thought it was better not to involve any of you anymore.”
Ryan gave my shoulder a squeeze. “Next time, let us decide that for ourselves.”
Although I still didn’t completely regret trying to leave them all behind, trying to spare them the craziness that my life had become, I realized they were right. Bryson had forced himself on me, feeding off my memories and emotions without permission. I’d even yelled at Caius once about not giving me a choice when it came to taking blood. 
Much as I wished they had stayed safe where they were, I had no right to make their choices for them, even if I didn’t like their decisions. I still thought they would be better off walking away from the storm that was coming for me. “I will, I promise.” 
When they moved on to Rowen, Aaron took their place followed by Fran and the others. Aaron, with his arm around James again, asked, “So, you still having an affair with my man?”
I laughed, feeling good despite the fact they’d thrown themselves into danger. “Absolutely.”
James whispered something in Aaron’s ear. Shock replaced the amusement on Aaron’s face and he raised his eyebrows at me. “Sounds like James lost your favor.”
I blushed and couldn’t help looking toward Caius. The warmth in his golden orbs only increased my happiness. As sucky as parts of this journey through the Between had been, having all of my friends back more than made up for it. I was even happy to see Zane. Compared to carnivorous trees, Sentinels, and Bryson, he was a saint. And really, how could I blame him for wanting to do anything, sacrifice anything, to keep Caius safe. Although the words he’d spoken still stung, I couldn’t deny the truth of them. Nor could I deny that my mother’s choice had been hers to make. She had kept everything from me and I couldn’t take the blame for something I had no choice in. 
I tensed, a little nervous as Zane headed toward me. I wasn’t afraid of him, just afraid he would have more angry words for me. With my emotions all jacked up, I wasn’t sure I could deal with a repeat of what happened at Lilly’s safe house in the mortal world. He looked uncomfortable as he stopped in front of me. “I must apologize for the things I said to you. Caius made his choice, it isn’t my place to question it or try to change his mind. I may not agree with him, but it’s even clearer now which course he intends to take.”
Caius must have told him that we were more than just a pair of partially bound people now. I relaxed slightly. “You are forgiven. I don’t blame you for trying to protect him.”
Zane just nodded and walked away. As I watched the large group milling about and greeting each other, I realized how many there were. There were thirteen Children including Rowen and at least thirty more demonborn. The demonborn number of Caius’s siblings had increased in the time we were gone from them. More of them must have joined up for this crazy adventure.
After almost an hour of everyone catching up, we got moving again. Caius and I walked at the front, the Children mixing easily with the demonborn as they followed behind us. Elijah and his little band of Fallen trailed behind them with Dominic and his group bringing up the rear. 
Stark, vertical walls of turquois-streaked, rose-colored stone towered high on either side of us as we entered the canyon and left the stream behind. The tall grass that bordered either side of the path waved in the breeze that drifted through the natural alley. Each bright green stem was topped with a wide blade of brilliant yellow that was bent to the side. It was beautiful. 
“They are so pretty,” Bethany said as she started to reach her hand toward one of the yellow tops. 
“Look but don’t touch.” Lilly swatted Bethany’s hand away. “This is one case where ‘blade of grass’ is literal. Their edges are sharper than any sword and can even cut right through our armor.”
Bethany’s look of delight faded as Lilly’s words sunk in. Tucking her hands close, Bethany walked closer to the center of the path. Suddenly, the canyon seemed to stretch on forever. There would be no stopping for rest in here, no stepping off the path for any reason. Without anyone suggesting it, we picked up our pace, anxious to get beyond the razor-topped grass and the walls that hemmed us in. At least the path was fairly wide. 
Quiet conversations among the group accompanied the sound of the breeze whispering through the canyon. Despite the danger of the vegetation, the mood was still light. I listened to Bethany and James tell the rest of the Children about the night spent at Nyx’s. It was interesting how different their perspective of the visit had been. Marked mainly by wonder at seeing mermaids and a goddess in person, of enjoying the strange food and the accommodations, their time hadn’t been marred by Bryson. I wasn’t sure I would ever be able to think of Nyx’s as the safe haven she wanted it to be.
When their conversation turned to our new armor, it made me realize that a good chunk of my friends were lacking essential protection. I would have to find a way to rectify that, though I wasn’t sure how. Nyx had been more than generous already and I had no idea what kind of payment she usually took.
The end of the canyon finally beckoned and a sense of relief washed through me only to be stolen away as a large group of men and women blocked our exit. Something in their features told me it was angels who stood in our way. It wasn’t that they looked identical to Elijah, but there was definitely a certain cast to them. 
***
“The arrival of my siblings and the reapers made me easier about our numbers. It was good to have so many we could trust standing with us.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 28
 
We came to a stop and my gaze swept the large number of angels spread out across the mouth of the canyon. Caius crossed his arms, his face hard with anger as he asked, “You really think you can do this, Raihna?”
The woman standing in front didn’t appear to hear Caius. She looked down the path behind us, a disgusted look on her face. “My how the far the Fallen have fallen, Elijah. First, you spawn this thing and now you defend it?”
Her words were like a smack to the face and I trembled. Anger rose inside me even as tears stung my eyes. 
It? Thing? Was it really so hard to see me as a person? A living, breathing person with feelings and emotions. 
“Raihna.” Caius took two steps forward, drawing her attention back to him. “You aren’t going to win this if you start it.”
“Confident aren’t you. We may only be soldier angels, but we outnumber you and not all of your group has Archdemon blood to draw on. That,” she gestured at me, “cannot be allowed to live. Even if it wasn’t prophesied to kill the Morrigan, it’s a mix that should never be. One that will surely anger the Morrigan should she awaken.”
 “You won’t succeed in anything other than the decimation of your numbers and the ending your life, Raihna,” Lilly said as she and Malik moved to stand on the other side of their brother. 
“Oh, that’s cute.” Raihna chuckled. “The young demonborn thinks she can take me. And I suppose you could try, except you are assuming enemies aren’t at your backs as well.”
I turned to look back down our line, along with several of those around me. Dominic and his three siblings were left standing alone near the Fallen. The rest of the demonborn that had been in his group peeled away and moved back along the trail just enough to show where they stood. It wasn’t with us.
A low rumble of growls ran through the demonborn that stood with me. Dominic’s face was twisted in fury at the betrayal. I felt nothing but shock as I realized we were now trapped between angels and demonborn working together, on a path bordered with deadly grass. How long had they planned this? It was a perfect spot to ambush. Yes, some of them would suffer injuries from the grass as well, but there was nowhere for us to draw back and any defense would have to be divided between two directions. 
Raihna smiled. “So you see, the numbers are even more in my favor, and your position is disadvantaged. Hand over the abomination, and we can part peacefully.”
Everyone shifted to defend either our fronts or our backs. Caius morphed into his demon form. “She is not yours to take.” 
Raihna watched it all with an amused look on her face. “It isn’t yours to keep. Even if you are bound to it.”
“Jo is most certainly mine to keep.” A dangerous light glinted in Caius’s molten eyes. He shifted to stand so he partially blocked me.
“Oh, please.” Raihna gave a derisive laugh. “You think a partial bond really makes it yours. Honestly, Caius, I’m surprised at you. I can’t believe the pain of a broken bond would really keep you tied to this thing…” Her voice trailed off as she took in Caius’s protective position. “I think I see now. It’s a shame, Caius; you’ve gone too far this time.”
As if her words were an agreed-upon signal, the demonborn behind and the angels in front converged on our group. Everything erupted. Caius shoved me back as he moved to meet Raihna’s charge. I ended up wedged in the middle of Rowen, Zane, Lilly, and Ryan. Too short to see over anyone, I could only hear the battle cries as those who stood with me were hit from both sides. 
When numerous slashes opened up on my legs, I knew Caius was fighting in the grass. Ignoring the stinging pain, I squeezed out of the protective circle. My heart thumping hard, I searched through the chaos. He stood among the wicked blades, wielding a sword made of the indigo soul energy. Raihna and three others, each using glowing white staffs, fought against him. Malik covered his back against an attack from two more. All of them moved so fast I had trouble tracking the battle. 
Up and down the path, everyone fought. Some with claws and teeth, some with staffs. All of those with Archdemon blood used swords much like Caius’s. Several angels leaped over the combatants, coming straight for me. 
My shield and fan appeared in my hands. I allowed the demon power within me to engulf the shield and smashed the first angel with it then spun and slashed the second with my fan. The third angel came at me faster than I could track. I threw my shield up at the last second and let his forward momentum carry him into the dual powers. 
I staggered under the weight of the blow and went down in the grass, gaining numerous new cuts on my body, arms, and legs. The angel floundered and rolled through the grass, trying to put out the fire as the stench of burned flesh filled the air.
Struggling to my feet I watched two more angels come at me from one direction as a demonborn charged from another. A shot of indigo shadows flew over my shoulder and struck one of the angels, blasting a hole through her chest. The world wobbled as she fell to the ground, her dead eyes still wide with shock. My stomach rolled. 
Swallowing hard, I brought my weapons up as the second angel and the demonborn hesitated. This would end badly. I might have a handle on my powers, but I still wasn’t near fast enough. I’d caught my first opponents by surprise; they’d seemed to think I would be an easy target to take out. These were more cautious and I would have a harder time countering their attacks now that they were prepared. I braced myself to go down fighting. The demonborn charged. I ducked away, scoring him along one arm. A snarl ripped from his throat.
I barely dodged his next attack, brought my shield around, and found my opponent with a solid green staff sticking through his chest. Rowen, standing behind the demonborn, shoved the dead man off the staff. The demonborn fell face forward in the grass and didn’t move. I didn’t get a chance at the angel who came at me. Lilly was busy tearing into him. 
Backing away a step, I froze as a grass blade brushed against me, slicing through armor and skin. There was nowhere for me to go and only so much I could do to even the odds. It wasn’t my own life I worried about. It was Caius, his siblings, my friends, and everyone else who followed me. The demonborn were distracted trying to protect the slower members of our party, which included all of the young reapers and myself. 
The way Caius was decimating the ranks of angels, this battle would be ours even with the turncoat demonborn attacking against us, but not without a significant loss of life on our side. I couldn’t let that happen.
I thought of the vines I’d made grow over my dome shield. Maybe it was time to figure out what else I could do. I let the ancient power fill me along with the angel that was also part of my heritage and the demon that was an accident of circumstance. 
 The ground beneath my feet began to hum with energy. I could feel the network of roots lacing together under the dirt, feel each footstep in the canyon. Every mote of dust and drop of moisture in the air, it was all available to me. Points of light sprang up in my mind, some of them pale green, others dark red. They weren’t what I searched for. Neither were the dirty white points. The three golden-gray points were Caius, Malik, and Lilly. The bright red, the pure white, those were my targets. 
Rowen and Lilly kept a space carved around me. I couldn’t do this and fight, so I left them to it. I closed my eyes, finding it easier to feel and concentrate if I couldn’t see the battle. The points of light jumped into sharper focus, making it easier to track them. I added the love I felt for Caius and for my friends to the building power. The energies surged inside me. The green that represented my Morrigan power was the strongest; it thrummed like a solid beat. The white energy curled around it creating a second, lighter chord inside me. Dark crimson twined along the other two in thin tendrils of a faint note. I held my arms out to my sides as they created a melody of energy that filled me until my skin felt tight.
The Morrigan was the creator of all. It was her blood that was the strongest within me. Time to see what I could create. I released the pent-up energy into the ground, feeding it into the roots of the grass, changing the structure of the plants. A harsh wind whipped past me, roaring through the canyon and twisting the long strands of my hair around my face. I felt the grass growing, becoming thick vines full of fiery white blades and thick red thorns as it entangled the points of light that didn’t belong to me. 
Screams echoed off the canyon walls. The power continued to expand until it encompassed the entirety of the battleground. In my mind, I watched as the points of light were buried under the massive growth. Their attempts to break free were met with faster growth and more blades and thorns. Any that tried to reach me were immediately buried. A few of the points fled. I tried to catch them but failed. 
Darkness gathered at the edges of my consciousness, slowly encroaching on my mind as I struggled to hold it until all of the enemy points were extinguished. Something about the points nagged at me. They weren’t just points of light; they were something else as well. I struggled to understand what they were, to see past the power, to open my eyes and see the real world. 
The wind began to howl, racing between the sheer walls of rock. The worst of it broke around me like water around a rock. A few points still flickered. Caius shouted over the roar of the wind, but I couldn’t understand the words. The dark rose up like a tidal wave and pulled me under, cutting me off from my power. It snapped back with a force ten times what I felt the last time I let it go all at once. A freight train plowed into my chest. I vaguely felt the grass I stood in, slice through my skin again before even that receded into velvety blackness. 
Voices intruded into the darkness, bringing with them the pain of my injuries and an ache in my chest. At first, they weren’t anything I could make sense of. Like I was listening to people talking underwater. Only snatches were clear.
“…have a pulse.” Caius sounded weary and strained.
“…breathing again…if we can keep it that way this time then…” That was Rowen. I wanted to ask who had stopped breathing. The thought flitted away as I drifted.
“…has lost too much…need to…”
Malik’s anxious voice, “Caius you can’t, you’ve…It won’t help her any if…I will do it.”
“The hell you will.” Caius’s voice was rough with worry and an edge of anger.
“Caius, either of us can offer her this—” Lilly began
“But you won’t,” Caius said with a note of finality. 
My head swam and their voices receded back to the indistinct underwater imitation. Something pressed against my lips and hot liquid flowed into my mouth. I almost choked before my throat convulsively swallowed. The familiar taste of Caius’s blood coated my tongue. I waited for the horrible burning and cramping. It didn’t come. Instead, my body soaked it up like a sponge. 
Caius’s wrist was ripped away from my mouth, blood dribbling down my cheek as it went, amid the underwater protests of the other voices. Why could I only hear a few of them? Was everyone okay?
“My band of merry men,” Barely coherent, my mumbled words came out slurred. “Where…”
“Jo?” Caius’s voice was urgent. Something warm cupped my face, his hands? “Jo, talk to me.” 
I tried to rouse myself, to answer. He said something again, but I couldn’t make the words out as I slipped away.
***
“In all the years of my life, I’ve never tasted such fear. I truly thought I had lost her.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 29
 
Thin fingers slowly pulling through my hair in long, gentle strokes woke me. I waited a moment before opening my eyes in order to take inventory. The pain was gone and the faint taste of Caius’s blood lingered in my mouth. Strange noises and voices filtered into my ears, distant and slightly muffled as if they were removed from my immediate location. 
The heavy weight pressed up against my side, practically squishing me, let me know Amisi was with me and okay. The knowledge brought intense relief. She’d been off on her usual daily exploration during the battle in the canyon, but concern for her well-being was a constant.  
The fingers combing through my hair were relaxing yet unfamiliar. My heart lurched. The battle, the points of light that were more than light. People killing each other all around me. And then me, snuffing out the points. They weren’t just light, they had been lives. I had killed other people. Never mind that they were trying to kill me. Admittedly, I was happy to be alive and that feeling clashed with knowledge of lives ended at my hand. I shifted restlessly.
“Shhhh, rest, little Daughter.”
The high, tinkling voice was as unfamiliar as the fingers in my hair. My eyes snapped open, revealing an unfamiliar room. The one window was set in a gently curving wooden wall. A fresh breeze full of unfamiliar scents and sounds drifted through it, though all I could see from where I lay were branches and leaves. 
I twisted to find the source of the voice, my heart jumping as my body dumped adrenaline into my system in preparation for danger. The fingers jerked back. I stared into the startled, pixie-like face that was mere inches from mine. I gasped and scooted away from her, only then realizing I was on a low bed. Amisi sprang onto a sturdy table and glared at me as if irritated with me for waking her. I wasn’t worried about the feline’s emotions at the moment. It was the female in the room with me that held my attention. I had no idea who or what she was and my experiences with unfamiliar things hadn’t gone well in Between. 
She got up on her knees and slowly inched toward me, a soothing expression on her young, unlined face as she held out a hand like it was supposed to comfort me somehow. A tiny thing, I doubted she would reach my shoulder if we were both standing. Her slender frame barely had enough curves to keep it from looking boyish and her short, amber hair fell in spiky layers around her ears. Her pointed…ears. 
“It is all right. You are safe, little Daughter,” she said softly, her voice like wind chimes. 
I leaned away. “Who are you? What are you?”
That was probably rude, but at that moment, I didn’t really care. Where was Caius? My friends? 
She gave a high tinkling laugh. “My name is Dellisendria, and you are among the fairy folk. One of our scouts found your party out in the open, not far from the Kell Canyon opening. Not far from the trees either. All were injured and were sure to draw predators. It was not safe to leave you there.”
“Dellisendria,” I stumbled over the name, “what about the people with me?” I dreaded the answer, but had to know. 
“You can call me Dell.” Her expression turned solemn. “We were unable to determine who was friend and who was foe in the canyon. Of those that were with you beyond the mouth of the canyon, all are recuperating here amongst the trees. Some are healing much faster than others. You and four others were the only ones found with few if any injuries. You were completely free of any, but so depleted of life energy I was surprised you still lived when they brought you to me. It is good you were found. Without the healing fairies can offer, you would have ridden the Ferry.”
Her news left me with no knowledge of who was alive and who was dead. My heart ached at the thought of losing any of them. I knew Caius was alive or the bond would have been broken. What about his siblings? Bethany, James, the rest of them? I even worried about Elijah.
I glanced around the room. “Are they close by?”
“Some are here, some are in other trees.”
“In…other trees?” I took in the gentle curve of the outside wall with a new perspective. But, that was impossible. Then again, it was the Between where I’d been attacked by trees, protected by man-eating vines, guided by wisps, met Hades, and received armor from a goddess mermaid. Who was I kidding? Anything was possible here. 
She nodded. “We make our homes in the selaboban trees.”
That was going to need clarification. “I’ve never heard of them.”
Dell’s face lit up with a smile, making her citrine eyes sparkle. “They only grow in the Between. Given what you are, it is not surprising you do not know of them. Your kind never comes to the Between.”
“This tree must be huge.” My gaze roamed over the room with its simple furnishings.
She laid her hand reverently on the wall. “It is not the largest. A comfortable healing place though. Imagine my surprise when a Bastet cat came through the window and settled by your side as if she belonged there”
“Her name is Amisi and she does belong there.” My stomach rumbled in hunger as my mind tried to estimate the size of tree needed to house even a small room like this.
“How unusual,” Dell said. 
I glanced down at the lightweight, green nightgown-like thing that covered me and plucked at it. “What am I wearing?”
“Your clothes were ruined and so were disposed of. They were created with your magic which still clung to the fiber and would have interfered with mine anyway. This,” she gestured to the nightgown, “was placed on you for the healing.”
“By who?” The idea of a bunch of strangers seeing me naked made me want to crawl under a rock. 
“The demonborn, Caius, removed your old clothes and put this on you. Your armor is with him.” She reached over and patted my hand. Her touch was oddly comforting. “You must eat, especially in your condition.”
“My what?” Was there something wrong with me? I didn’t feel any injuries, and I vaguely remembered Caius giving me his blood, so I should be healed.
 “Your pregnancy. Frankly, I’m surprised the baby survived the energy depletion. I can only assume it is because the child has not reached the stage of making large demands on your body. Come, I can hear your stomach growling for food.” Dell stood in a smooth, graceful movement. “Between whatever it was you did in the canyon that caused the blade reeds to become something else, and the babe you carry within, I imagine you are famished.”
I stared at her, utterly dumbfounded. My hand trembled as I rested it against my flat belly. “I’m…” My voice came out as a croak and I had to clear my throat before I could continue. It still barely came out. “I’m what?”
She cocked her head to the side. “You were unaware?”
“Yes.” A strained whisper was all I could manage. My mind reeled. 
“How unusual. You must be very different from us indeed. Fairy women always know the moment life quickens within them.”
“But, how?” I stared at her, still unable to fully comprehend the news.
“That, I am assuming, happens in the same way it does for us. Unless there are greater differences between us than I ever considered,” she said, raising one eyebrow.
Given that our anatomy appeared to be basically the same, I was pretty sure our pregnancies happened in the same way, but that wasn’t what I meant. “I mean, I’m supposed to be too young. The earliest it happens to my kind is forty years of age, and even that is rare. I’m only nineteen. How can I be pregnant?”
Dell shrugged. “Technically, you are the only one of your kind. Half angel, almost half Morrigan. And with an awful lot of demon running in your veins. Yes, I can sense that within you as well. It appears you will not follow the patterns of those who are one or the other. You are a combination we have never seen before. I doubt there are any maps out there that can predict how things will go with you.”
Sudden wariness seized me. “You know all of this about me and you’re still helping me?”
“In a sense, we are all Morrigan’s children because she was the original creator of our worlds and the lives within them.” She offered me a gentle smile. “We may not be her direct children as you are, but we still honor her as our mother.”
“Then why would you help me?”
“Are you referring to the prophecy?” I nodded and she continued, “The Morrigan whispered it as she fell asleep. If you are here, then it is by her design and for her reasons. She did not say it as something to be prevented. A warning of some kind perhaps. But of what? It is not clear. We believe if she was truly worried about it coming to pass, then she would have remained awake to ensure it never did.”
Sudden tears pricked my eyes and I struggled to control them. At least these people didn’t see me as the ultimate threat. I used getting to my feet to cover the sudden rush of emotion and get it under control. The nightgown hung to just above my bare feet “Did you mention food?”
“Absolutely.” She spun on her heel and started toward the door. It was then I noticed the translucent wings curled tight against her back. I wondered what they looked like when unrolled. When we stepped through the door onto a wide, winding ramp with other doors spaced along it at wide intervals, my mind tried to readjust the measurements of the tree. In fact, I was pretty much trying to think of anything other than the life growing inside me. 
Amisi padded along beside me and I was glad for her familiar company. Suddenly, it occurred to me that I had been out for several hours at the very least. “Um…Dell, have you told anyone else about,” I had to swallow hard before I could say it, “the baby?”
She glanced over her shoulder at me. “No. We assumed you would already know and would have told anyone that needed to know. Did you wish me to inform someone for you?”
“No!” I blurted the word out without thinking. Lowering my voice, I said, “I need to get used to this before I tell anyone.”
“And the sire?” It was easy to see in her open expression she asked only out of genuine curiosity and not just because she wanted to gossip. 
I lowered my gaze to stare at my hands as I twisted them together. “I don’t know how he will react. How anyone will react. I need to think about it.”
“Then I will say nothing.” Dell turned and began leading the way down the wide curve of the ramp to another doorway. This one led to a wide platform that looked like it circled the tree. A rope bridge spanned the distance to a similar platform around another tree. 
I stopped just short of the walking planks and peered over the thick rope railing. The interlacing branches and leaves of the canopy obscured the forest floor completely. Looking up, I saw more of the same. “How far up are we?”
Dell, who had already started across the bridge paused and looked back, the furrow between her eyes letting me know she was confused by my hesitation. “Only a few hundred paces or so. About halfway up the height of the tree.”
The idea almost made me dizzy. I mean yeah, I could turn into a bird and fly if I wasn’t in the Between, but that was under my own wing power. Walking across a long rope bridge between two giant trees was a totally different thing.  Gulping, I stepped onto the planks, letting my hunger drive me forward. Amisi padded ahead of me. I would not be a coward. And my stomach was threatening to eat my spinal cord. I could do this. 
***
“I despised the traditions of fairy healing that kept me away from her, but raging against it would only cause them to withdraw the help. Because of the bond, I knew she lived. I had to be content with that.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 30
 
The bridge swayed slightly under me as we crossed. Ahead of me, the diminutive Dell pranced along with lithe grace and a careless abandon that I envied. Then again, she had wings, so what did it matter if she fell. I wasn’t supposed to shift here. Could I even shift while pregnant?
Oh gods! My knees wobbled and I grabbed at the rope railings, almost sitting down before I could shore myself up. I was pregnant. My chest constricted with an intense mix of happy wonder and sheer terror.  I was hunted, a death sentence hung over my head, and I had nearly died numerous times since all of this began. How in the nine hells was I going to keep a baby safe? How pregnant was I? Bethany had once told me both angels and demons had shorter pregnancies. I needed to know how long I had to keep this hidden. 
I dragged in a hitched breath as I sank to my knees and my heart thumped painfully in my chest. Small hands touched my face and I instantly felt soothed. I looked up into her concerned gaze. “All you all right, little Daughter?”
“Jo. My name is Jo,” I gasped out, still finding it hard to breathe even with her touch.
“What is wrong? Should I have someone take you back to your room?” Visibly agitated, she moved as if to stand.
“No, I’m fine. I’m just overwhelmed. I don’t know what to do.” There were many times since I started on this journey I’d wanted my mom, but never more than this moment. More than that, I needed her. 
A raven called from somewhere high above. Amisi rubbed against me, her bug-like meow a clear attempt at comfort.
Dell searched my face. “What can I do?”
“I wish I knew. I have so many questions, most of which probably don’t have any answers. I’m pregnant and I don’t know what to do.” I gave her a pleading look, hoping she would know.
She glanced around and took my hand. “Come, let us get the rest of the way across this bridge. If you truly wish to keep this a secret, then breaking down out here in the open is not going to help with that.”
Her words sent another jolt of fear through me and I lurched to my feet. No longer afraid of the bridge—I had a lot more to worry about than falling—I had no trouble following her. Once we reached the next tree, which was twice as large as the one we’d left, Dell drew me inside where another ramp greeted us. Below, the ramp descended into a large room full of tables and chairs. 
Rather than lead me that way, Dell pulled me up the ramp until we had circled nearly all the way around the inside of the tree before leading the way into another room. This one was larger than the last and though furnished with the same style of bed, chair, and desk, it felt personal. From the flowers growing in pots around the window, to the braided rug on the floor, and the shelves filled with little bowls and corked bottles.
Dell motioned to the bed while she took the chair. “This is my room. You can speak freely in here. It is warded for privacy.”
Amisi jumped up next to me as I sat on the edge of the bed. I didn’t know where to start. The person I might normally lean on, and possibly even cry on about it, was the one person I couldn’t tell right now. I finally looked at her, feeling lost. “What do I do?”
“About what?” Dell looked genuinely confused.
“The baby.” I sighed and dropped my gaze to my hands. “I don’t know what’s going to happen. I don’t know how to do this.”
“Are you saying you do not want the child?” Her words made me jerk my gaze back to her face as she continued. “You are not required to bring this life into the world if you do not wish.” She frowned. “It cannot be done here. I would not know the proper way to go about it for one such as you.”
“What? No! Dell, I do not want to end this pregnancy.” I took a deep, shuddering breath. “I could never do that. I just…You know of the prophecy. You have to also know how most people feel about me. What happened in the canyon was because of what I am. How do I protect a baby from that?”
Sadness filled her expression. “I do not know.”
“How pregnant am I, Dell?” I could create my clothing looser as needed, and my armor would adjust. It wouldn’t help much when it came to Caius. He would notice eventually and then what would I tell him?
“It is hard to tell. Given your mix, your pregnancy may last as many as seven months or as few as five. I would say you are likely at least a month or so into that, although I have no way to know for sure.” Dell sighed. “If you are thinking of hiding it, you have at best, another month before you start to show.”
A month. At best. Which meant it could be sooner. What excuse could I possibly give Caius when I couldn’t sleep next to him? When it started to show and he would surely feel the roundness of my stomach?
“Would it not be best to tell the sire?” Dell asked gently. “Perhaps he could help.”
I shook my head. Caius and I had talked about a lot of different things since all of this began. Children had never once entered those conversations. And if he’d lived as long as he had without ever siring children, then it was pretty obvious he didn’t want them. Much less one that would cause just as many problems as me. Or more. I would tell him, just not right that moment. I needed time to get used to the idea. Time to prepare myself for what might come. 
What if he did want it? The baby would have the best protector in the world. I sighed, unable to let myself take that imagining any further. I had to think realistically. If it turned out he did, then…
I squashed the warm fuzzy feeling that tried to rear its stupid rosy-glasses wearing self and took a fortifying breath. I would deal with that as it came. 
“I will bring your food up here.” Dell stood and left quietly. 
I wrapped my arms around my middle. It was strange to feel a glimmer of happiness in the midst of terror and sadness. Terror because I didn’t know how to be a mom. I didn’t know if I could keep the baby safe. I seemed to have enough trouble keeping me safe. And sadness because my mother would never get the chance to meet her first grandbaby. Assuming this was the first and Victoria hadn’t gotten knocked up by someone. Victoria! She was going to be an aunt. Would she love the baby because it was part of me or hate it because it was part of Caius? 
Too many questions, none of them with answers. Pressing my palms low against my abdomen, I tried to imagine what it would be like to hold the baby in my arms and couldn’t. I didn’t even feel pregnant. Nothing was different. Technically it was, but I didn’t feel it. I wondered if it was this way for all pregnant women in the beginning. I’d never been around any pregnant women to ask. Nor would I have thought to ask in all likelihood even if I had been.
 Dell returned a short time later with three wooden trays, piled with food. It took me a moment when she first set them down to realize one was for Amisi and the other two for me. “Aren’t you eating?”
“I will go collect mine now. Go ahead and start. I will return shortly.”
Amisi wasted no time tearing into the pile of raw meat on her plate.
I wanted to be polite, to wait for Dell. My appetite had other ideas. Hunger dominated every other desire and I dug into the food. The large bowl of rich soup beckoned. I took a spoonful and found it filled with mushrooms, onions, and other vegetables I didn’t recognize.  I wasn’t sure where the chunks of meat in it came from either. It didn’t stop it from tasting good. Thick slices of brown bread, slathered in honey, a bowl of unfamiliar yet delicious fruit, and a tall glass of cool juice completed the food offered on the first tray.
On the other, thin slices of meat that reminded me of the frell deer were covered in a thin sauce that only enhanced the flavor of the meat. A bowl of roasted tubers covered in honey and coarse salt was the perfect blend of sweet and salty. Another bowl held a variety of greens drizzled with some sort of warm oil. 
I didn’t stop eating until all of it was gone. Dell returned at some point during my rather lion-at-a-carcass dining style. When I tried to slow down and take a more lady-like approach, she encouraged me to continue as before. I happily returned to stuffing my face. As I used a slice of bread to wipe up the last of the sauce where the meat had been, I glanced up to find Dell finished with her own, much smaller portion. Before I lifted the sauce-soaked bread to my mouth, I asked, “Will you take me to my friends when I’m done?”
Dell studied me while I chewed and swallowed the bread. “Are you sure that is a good idea? Perhaps a little more rest and more time to get your feelings under control regarding your pregnancy are in order.”
I gulped down the last of the fruit juice in my cup then said, “Actually, I think I will feel a lot better about everything once I can be with them again and see they are all right.” 
Finished with my food, I pushed the trays away. I wasn’t sure yet what I would say to Caius, but I needed to see him too. 
Dell stood and removed the trays. “Stay here while I return these and I will take you to those who are awake. While I am gone, you may wish to change into clothing more suited to you.”
I glanced down at the loose nightgown completely forgotten in my freakout over the pregnancy and need for food. After the door closed behind Dell, I created new clothes and pulled the gown over my head. The dark lines on both shoulders froze me in the act of reaching for my shirt. 
Vines and leaves created elaborate and elegant scrollwork across the top of each shoulder. A small, round mirror hung on one wall of Dell’s room. I moved closer to it and examined the markings. When had they spread so much? Was it because of what I did in the canyon? I had used demon power mixed in with everything. It seemed the more I used it, the more the marks spread. They were the least of my worries. I turned away from the mirror and quickly dressed, impatient to get to my friends. 
***
“The longer I was unable to see her, the less reasonable I was becoming.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 31
 
Dell led me across two more long rope bridges to another tree. “Three of your friends were awake when we arrived to help. They came here.” She motioned to the massive tree ahead of us. “There was another who was uninjured yet slept like you. Not for as long, but as deeply. Once awakened and offered food and drink, she was brought here to the others. Many are still healing. Those that are able to move about have also been brought to this tree. It is for guests of the forest. Large enough to accommodate many, and more than high enough to be beyond the reach of young smilodons.”
“Smilodons?”
“Large cats with extremely long fangs. They used to range across both the mortal world and the Between until the veils came down around ten thousand years ago. Since then, they have dwelled only in the Between. There are a few different varieties, the one we have in this forest is the largest.” Dell gave me a comforting look. “Don’t worry, the adults can’t climb the trees and the adolescents never hunt this high.”
Lovely, giant fanged cats. As I followed Dell into the massive tree, I wondered if Smilodons were what people called Saber Tooth Tigers in the mortal world. A huge open space filled the area with a ramp on one side that curved into the upper reaches. Several of my friends relaxed on plush cushions on low, wide platforms. Amisi hissed at the room in general and darted away. I hoped she had the sense to stay in the tops of the trees.
My eyes sought Caius where he stood talking with Zane and Malik. He left them the moment he saw me. I couldn’t help the flutter of nervousness that flitted through me. I carried his child within me and I wasn’t going to say a word about it. How could I keep this from him? I searched his face as he approached and saw only concern.
Without a word, Caius took me in his arms and crushed me against his body. I returned the embrace as he held me so tight it was almost uncomfortable. After a long moment, he released me enough to bring his lips down on mine. He kissed me until my body ached with a slow burn. When he finally pulled back, his hands cupped my face, his eyes searching mine. “You are well?”
I nodded, unable to answer in that moment because if I opened my mouth, the news of the pregnancy would spill out. And even if I was ready to tell him right then—I wasn’t—doing so in a room full of people wouldn’t be a good idea. 
Thankfully, a scowl replaced the relief and concern in his expression. “What in nine hells were you thinking? You nearly killed yourself.”
I welcomed his anger; it made it easier to hide my secret from him. “Sometimes thinking is overrated. Sometimes, we just do what we have to. Thinking before I act isn’t one of my traits. Remember?”
Caius let out an angry sigh at my reference to his words on the bridge back at the beginning of all of this. “You are eternally frustrating.”
I narrowed my eyes at him. “And you like it.”
His lips slowly curved into a smile, “The gods help me, I do.” He shook his head and I saw lingering strain in his eyes. “And it’s a good thing you finally woke and joined us. Fairy healing rituals prevent any but the ill and the healer from being present. I’m not sure how much longer I could have stayed away.”
“Much longer? I couldn’t have been out more than a few hours—”
“Days. Three days.”
Days? The knowledge stunned me. “Oh.”
“As sweet as this reunion is,” Bethany said as she pushed between us, “you’ve had enough time with her.”
I gave Caius a helpless look as Bethany dragged me away. Nearly everyone in the room stared at me as we crossed the room to a cushioned bench tucked away in a corner next to several shelves of books. Uncomfortable with the strange looks they were giving me, I did my best to ignore them. 
“What is wrong with everyone?” I whispered to Bethany. “Why are they all staring at me?”
Bethany raised an eyebrow, looking at me as if I should know. When I continued to look confused, she said, “Because of what you did in the canyon. Nobody has ever seen anything like it. You created completely new plants and used them to attack the angels and demonborn trying to kill us.”
I sighed. “So they think I’m a freak.” As if I wasn’t enough of one already.
“No.” She shook her head. “They think you’re amazing. I think you’re amazing. You ended it so quickly, we didn’t lose anyone. I didn’t get to see it in person, but it’s all anyone has talked about. It was incredible.”
“Of course she’s amazing and incredible, but then she was that before she did what she did in the canyon,” James said as he walked up and pulled me into a hug nearly as tight as Caius’s had been. “If you ever do that again, I’m going to tie you up and lock you in a room at Nyx’s. Surely a goddess can keep you safe.”
Sure she could. I rolled my eyes and pushed him away. “If I ever do what again, stop a battle?”
“Die.”
“What?” Had I heard him right?
“Jo,” James paused and rubbed his hands over his face before continuing, “your heart stopped, you quit breathing. I’ve never seen Caius move that fast. You barely hit the ground before he was there, starting chest compressions. Rowen was right behind him, blowing air into your lungs. They both stayed right there, getting cut up by the grass, refusing to give up. Twice they got you going only to have to do it again. And then Caius nearly killed himself giving you blood…” He gazed at me with a haunted look in his eyes.  “Caius is always so cool and collected, but while he was trying to make your heart beat again… It was terrible to watch.”    
A shiver ran through me as snatches of memories came back and I remembered wondering who had quit breathing. Apparently, it had been me. I turned to look at Caius. His golden gaze watched me from across the room as if he was afraid to take his eyes off me.
“I’m so sorry, James.” I gave him a hug. “If I hadn’t passed out at the end and lost control of the power, I don’t think it would have been as bad. I had no idea it could snap back with so much force.”
James returned my embrace, more gentle this time. “Just promise not to do it again. Not only because I can’t stand the thought of losing you, but because I can’t bear to watch Caius go through that again. It’s such an unnatural state of being for him, it doesn’t suit him, and quite frankly, I’m not sure the worlds would survive the aftermath of the storm he would unleash.”
I released him, having trouble imagining Caius that close to losing control. “I will do my best to keep it from happening again.”
It wasn’t a promise, it couldn’t be. The feces had just barely hit the proverbial fan at this point. When people found out about the baby, it was going to be like dumping napalm on a forest fire.
Bethany took my hand and tugged me toward the wide bench. The three of us sprawled together on it. I sighed as I relaxed into the soft cushion, thankful to Bethany for distracting me. It was going to be harder than I thought to keep the pregnancy a secret. I needed my friends, but wasn’t sure how they would react to the news. 
Surprisingly, since she had been the one to pull me away, Bethany became unusually quiet. The silence between us slowly grew uncomfortable until I finally asked, “What?”
“You wanna tell her?” James asked, Bethany. 
 “Tell me what?” I turned my attention on her.
“How does a bond work?” She stared at her hands.
Taken aback, I searched her face. “What do you mean?”
“I mean, how does it happen? What did you do when you became bound to Caius?”
“Partially bound,” I corrected automatically. “I drank a small, diluted amount of his blood and he did the same with mine.”
“So it wasn’t just one-sided? How much did it take?”
 “It was only a tiny amount and no, it wasn’t one-sided. At least not in the beginning. When he saved me from the silver poisoning, he dumped a whole lot of his blood down me. And he’s given me his blood a few times since.” Confused, I asked, “Why?”
“What did the fairy tell you about how they found us?”
What was with all of the answering questions with more questions? “She said they found me and four others without injury. One slept like me, the others were awake. And the rest of the group sported various injuries. Now tell me why you are asking me about this.”
I glanced at James, but he kept his gaze firmly on Bethany so I turned back to her. After what seemed like forever, she finally sighed and answered, “I was the fourth without injury. The one who slept like you, only not as long.”
“Okay. And…”
“She took a staff to the gut,” James said, breaking his silence.
“What?” I almost shrieked, drawing a few glances our way. “How are you okay? How did they find you uninjured if you were stabbed with a staff in the…Oh. Oh!” I stared wide-eyed at my friend. “Malik healed you with his blood.”
She nodded and continued to stare at her hands.
“And how do you feel about that?” Concern for my friend filled me. I mean, Malik was a good guy, but if he’d pushed Bethany into something she didn’t want, he and I were going to have a discussion.
“I like him.” Apparently, her fingernails were suddenly the most interesting thing in all the worlds if the way she focused on them was any indication. “But, I don’t want to be bound to him.” She finally looked me, her eyes filled with pleading. “Please tell me he didn’t bind us while saving me.”
At least I could put her fears to rest. “Did he take your blood?” When she shook her head, I said, “Then no, you aren’t bound. Not even partially. That he gave you his blood to save your life shows that he likes you as well. Maybe more than you do him.”
She cast her gaze back to her lap and mumbled, “I doubt it.”
“That he likes you?” I snorted. “Bethany, he could have easily bound you two if he’d wanted to. The fact he didn’t strip that choice from you speaks volumes.”
“No, I don’t mean I doubt he likes me.” A blush crept up her freckled face. “I mean, I doubt he likes me more than I like him.”
“Oh.” It was a lame response, but it was all I had. After only a year with friends, I still hadn’t perfected girl talk and was rather at a loss as to what to say. 
James scooched around on the bench until he sat between us. After putting an arm around both of us, he said, “You two are a mess.”
“You have no idea.” I rolled my eyes.
Something in my tone must have alerted them because their attention was complete and riveted on me. Crap. I hadn’t meant to convey so much with that comment.
***
“I was aware of every expression on her face as she spoke quietly in the corner to her friends. She was too careful, trying too hard to maintain the façade she used to have mastered. My many years had given me plenty of insight into body language. She seemed all right, claimed she was…so what was she hiding?” ~Caius
 





Chapter 32
 
Bethany narrowed her eyes at me, “What is that supposed to mean?”
“Are you keeping things from us again?” James said at the same time. I tried to keep my face neutral, but must have failed because his look mirrored Bethany’s. “You are, aren’t you? What’s wrong?”
“Shhhhhh!” I glanced in Caius’s direction. He was across the room in a conversation with several others, though his eyes remained on me. 
Suddenly, my secret weighed too much to carry by myself and I wanted to tell Bethany and James. They hadn’t failed to stand by my side yet, and if this pushed them over the edge, I could hardly blame them. And if they ratted me out, I would face the music. But not here, not with Caius staring at me across the room. 
“Why do we need to be quiet?” James asked in a whisper.
“Not here. I will tell you, but not here.”
Bethany stood and said a little on the loud side, “Come on, I will show you the room I’m staying in.”
“Sure.” I got up and followed her with James bringing up the rear. I could feel Caius’s eyes on me as we crossed the open space and walked up the ramp that circled its way up the tree. 
We were on the third level of the ramp by the time Bethany led me into a nice sized room and shut the door. She turned toward me as soon as it was closed. “Okay, spill. What are you hiding?”
“And why didn’t you want to tell us down there?” James asked with a vague motion toward the floor.
“I didn’t want to tell you with everyone around. Especially Caius, I don’t want him to know yet because I don’t know how he will react.” I paused, waiting to see how they took that.
James nodded. “Your secret is safe with me.”
“Yeah, me too.” Bethany gave me a worried look. “What are you hiding from Caius? Are you okay? Did something happen at the canyon you don’t want him to know about?”
“Bethany,” James said with an exasperated sigh, “give her a chance to answer one question before you fire a barrage at her.”
I licked my lips and wiped my hands on my jeans, my gaze flicking from one to the other before I took a deep breath. “I’m pregnant.”
Absolute silence followed my announcement as my two friends stood there looking stunned. I waited, growing more uncomfortable by the second under the weight of their astonished stares. Maybe this was a bad idea; maybe I made the wrong choice. But damn it, I didn’t know the first thing about being pregnant other than the biological process. I didn’t want to be alone in this.
James cleared his throat and said quietly, “Caius doesn’t know?”
“No.” My voice came out as a whisper as I dropped my gaze to the floor. “He doesn’t know. I can’t tell him.”
“Jo, you can’t hide this from him,” Bethany said in a worried tone. “He has a right to know.”
I raised my eyes to hers. “Don’t you think if he wanted kids, he would have had them at some point in his eight hundred and some years?”
“I don’t pretend to have any idea what his reaction will be, but you need to tell him.” Her gaze searched mine. “Unless…I know things are different in the mortal world and you were raised differently…are you planning to end the pregnancy?”
I wrapped my arms protectively around my middle and took a step back. “No! Why does everyone assume that?”
“Everyone?” Bethany looked taken aback. “Who else knows?”
“Dell, the fairy that was with me when I woke. She’s the one who told me.”
“Jo,” James said, then hesitated before continuing, “If she assumed it, then it’s because you are refusing to tell Caius. And because she, like us, understands exactly the turmoil this pregnancy will cause. As if you don’t already have a big enough target painted on you. This will also make you all the more vulnerable. You can’t take the same injuries you have in the past. You won’t even be able to train like you have been. It’s a miracle everything up to this moment hasn’t caused you to lose it. I can only assume you aren’t very far along.”
“I am not ending this baby.” I glowered at him, a surge of protective instincts rising so strong within me fire licked around the edges of my hands. “I don’t care what kind of chaos it causes.”
James held up his hands, palms toward me. “Easy. I wasn’t suggesting you should end it. I was merely trying to say I won’t stop being your friend and loving you no matter what you decided.”
“Oh, Jo, we don’t expect you to end it.” Bethany wrapped me in a hug. “It’s just the way you delivered the news, like you were announcing the worst thing ever.”
I hugged her back. “I didn’t know if you guys would think it was. If you would still be my friends, if you could still stand with me as I break everything as thoroughly as one can.”
Bethany gripped my upper arms and held me at arm’s length. “I know friendship is still rather new to you, but this is what it is. Through thick and thin, you are stuck with us.”
“Thank you.” It came out as a half sob while tears I couldn’t blink away filled my eyes and spilled over. 
“Don’t cry!” Bethany pulled me into a fierce hug.
James wrapped his arms around both of us. “No matter what else falls apart around you, we will always be here.”
I sniffled and smiled at him. “I’m sorry. My emotions are a mess.”
“Yeah, we kind of noticed that lately,” he chuckled.
Bethany snorted. “At least now we know why.” They both let go of me and stepped back a bit as she appraised me. “Did Dell say how far along you were?”
“A month or so, she wasn’t sure. She also said there was no way of knowing how long my pregnancy will even be given my mixture.” I threw my hands in the air. “How could this happen? I’m supposed to be too young on this side of the veil. Have either of you ever heard of an immortal my age getting pregnant?”
Bethany shook her head. “It never happens younger than forty.”
“You have Caius’s blood running in your veins. A lot of it,” James said. “It was already maturing your powers faster; perhaps it matured other things as well.”
I stared at him like an idiot, wondering why I hadn’t thought of that myself. Of course, to give myself credit, I had been kind of freaked out about the whole thing. I slumped into the lone chair. “What a mess.”
James kneeled in front of me, his arms resting across my knees. “You do know how to find trouble. Remember when I said the suckage was going to expand exponentially?” When I nodded, he said, “This would be the exponential expansion.” 
I laughed because he was right and because sometimes it’s better to laugh than cry. As it died away, I sighed and leaned forward, resting my forehead against James’s. “What am I going to do?”
“Tell Caius,” he responded.
Bethany rubbed slow circles on my back. “You have to, Jo. Eventually, he’s going to notice anyway, and then he will be pissed you kept it from him. And like James said, once everyone is ready to leave, which won’t be more than a few days, you won’t be able to resume training again. At least not the driven way you were before.”
“Yeah.” I couldn’t help the notable lack of enthusiasm. “What if he doesn’t want the baby?”
“If it comes to that, you still have us.” Bethany leaned down and gave me a light hug. “So, you going to tell him then?”
“I guess.” My stomach suddenly tied itself in nervous knots. “But not yet, okay?” Seeing they were about to protest, I clarified, “I will tell him. I just need some time to get used to the idea and to prepare in case he doesn’t want it. I need to fortify myself before I face that possibility.”
Neither of them looked pleased, but they both agreed to hold my secret close.
We stayed up there for a while longer so I could collect myself before descending back to the open area below. When we reached it, Rowen was there. He pulled me into a hug as fierce as the one from James. “Thank the gods. I really wasn’t sure you would pull through. For a while, I thought I had lost both you and Bethany.”
“No such luck.” I stepped away from and gave him a smile. “I’m kind of like a cockroach, people keeping stepping on me, but I just won’t die.”
Rowen shook his head. “It helps you have someone to help unsquish you.”
“Yeah.” I glanced at Caius, conflicted.
“I have quite a bit to be thankful to the demonborn for this day.” Rowen smiled at Bethany. “I owe them.”
“I don’t think they did it to get return favors.” Bethany bristled a little and I got the distinct sense she was feeling defensive over the demonborn. Or, one of them at least.
“No, I don’t believe they did.” Rowen glanced at where Caius stood with Malik. Had he given up trying to stop relationships between demonborn and Children? He brought his attention back to us. “Go relax and rest up. You guys need it after that mess in the canyon.”
I watched him walk away, a heavy feeling in my gut. His remark about the canyon brought back memories of the battle, of the fact I’d killed other people. A detail that had been washed away by the news of my pregnancy and the reunion with those I cared about. Now it was in the forefront again and the guilt weighed on me. 
I’d never wanted to be a destroyer of lives. At least I didn’t have to lead them to the river afterward. Immortal souls didn’t need a guide or to pay the ferryman when their lives ended. How horrible would it have been to have to take those I’d killed to the ferry? To look them in the eye and know I was the cause. I suppose it was a stupid thing to worry about, they’d been trying to kill me, kill my friends. Somehow, that didn’t make it any easier. I was silent as we headed back the cushioned bench we’d vacated earlier. 
Elijah waylaid us before we got there. Bethany and James went on without me while my father looked me over. “I am glad you are well. I worried about you.”
I sighed. “You and everyone else. I didn’t mean to cause so much trouble.”
“What you did was reckless and nearly killed you. At the same time, you saved a lot of lives. I know you probably don’t care, but I’m proud of you.” He smiled the smile I was so used to seeing on Victoria. “It takes a lot of selfless courage to do what you did.”
I snorted. “It took a lot of desperation and I’m still not really sure how I feel about it.”
“That’s understandable. I know you have Caius and a lot of friends, but if you ever need another ear, I’m here for you.” Elijah smiled slightly and walked away.
With slow steps, I trudged over to the bench and flopped down on the cushion next to James and Bethany. Aaron joined us as we settled back. It was comfortable there with them, but the horror of what I’d seen and done in the canyon wouldn’t let me go. I finally asked, “Does what happened in the canyon bother you?”
Bethany nodded. “I’m trying not to think too much about it. I’m not sure I was made right to take lives. The way the demonborn and the angels killed with such ease, with such single-mindedness, it makes my skin crawl to remember it. I tried too hard to defend myself, to knock people down without killing them. That’s how I ended up run through with a staff.”
“I don’t know how I feel about it,” Aaron said, a sad look on his face. “I mean, I always knew I would be a reaper, would be one to lead souls to the river. I never dreamed I would one day be responsible for causing death. But,” he paused and looked at James, “They were trying to kill me. More importantly, they were trying to kill James. It was us or them and it’s not like they gave us a choice.”
James wrapped his arm around Aaron and pulled him close. “All they cared about was getting to you and killing anyone who stood in their way. I couldn’t stand by and let them take you, cut down my friends—which weirdly enough includes demonborn now—or harm Aaron. It hurts that we had to take lives, and I will admit to it making me wake up in a cold sweat the last few nights, but what else could we do?”
“I wish I could defend myself and others, taking lives if need be, without feeling so much guilt afterward.” I lay back on the wide bench and stared at the bottom of the ramp where it curved high above me. “When it was happening, all I saw were points of light. I didn’t see them as people, just light that needed to be extinguished. I knew the lights were more than just that, but in the middle of it, I couldn’t figure out what they were.”
James laid back as well, tucking me next to him with my head in the crook of his shoulder while Aaron mirrored my position on his other side and Bethany cuddled close to me, her head on James’s outstretched arm. After a long moment, James said, “Maybe that’s a blessing in a way. You seeing nothing but points of light during that. I mean, if you had seen them as people, you might not have been able to do it.”
Aaron reached across James and linked his fingers with mine, resting our joined hands on James’s stomach. “You may have taken lives, but you saved so many. Focus on the saving. There is nothing pleasant or glorious about battle, but sometimes they must be fought because others can’t be stopped any other way. Those angels and demonborn had no intention of listening, of accepting anything less than your death. There was no negotiating with them.”
“Yeah.” I sighed, unsure of what else there was to say. All I could do was try to take Aaron’s advice. Focus on the good, the lives saved and try not to think too much about the points of light, each one representing a life that I had ruthlessly snuffed out.
***
“Caution clung to her and I couldn’t help feeling that whatever it was she left with her friends to talk about was something she was purposely trying to keep from me.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 33
 
Almost a week later, we finally left the central home of the fairies. We traveled through the upper branches and crossed rope bridges as several of the fairy folk led us away from their home and closer to the portal. Though we could have easily trekked across the forest floor, the fairies insisted it was safer this way. Remembering Dell’s words about the large cats, I was relieved every time Amisi made an appearance in the branches above us.
We’d been traveling since early morning and though it was only afternoon, I was ready for a nap. Obviously, I couldn’t halt the entire group to take one, not to mention I imagined sleeping on one of the bridges or platforms would be near impossible. Add to that, Caius would want to know why I was so tired. I couldn’t exactly tell him that the baby growing inside me was likely the reason I’d been more tired than usual even before the canyon. Nope. Definitely better to push through it and keep going.
The next several bridges carried us down through the canopy. Our guides paused at the next tree where the bridge stopped at a larger platform circling the tree than any we had passed since we started out. Caius and Malik opened the packs given by Nyx and passed around the little squares of food. 
I leaned against Caius’s arm after he sat down next to me, my eyes on the view of the small clearing in the forest floor a good seventy feet or so below. It didn’t take long to finish my portion. After washing it down with some water, I snuggled against Caius, taking in as many of these moments as I could in case it all came to a crashing end. 
At some point, I must have dozed off because I woke to the sound of my friends gasping. My eyes flashed open, searching for the source of danger. Only Caius’s relaxed demeanor kept me from scrambling to my feet as I searched for what had my friends on alert. And then I saw them. 
A herd of massive deer walked into the clearing. Maybe deer wasn’t the right word. They resembled elk, but were bigger than moose, maybe half again as much. Their antlers rose in a magnificence that would have made any trophy hunter in the mortal world wet himself. 
I stared in awe at the majestic creatures. One of them jerked its head up, nostrils flared. The rest of the herd mimicked it. With a stomp and loud snort, the first one bolted as a tawny shape burst among them. Larger in the front than the back and with eye teeth that extended down at least a foot from the mouth, the massive cat took down one of the smaller deer with a swift efficiency that took my breath away.
“What is that?” Chelsea whispered as if afraid it would hear and decide to hunt reaper.
“A smilodon,” one of our guides answered. “They are why we live so high up in the trees and a reminder that we should get moving. The adolescents often hunt at this height.”
I was quick to get to my feet, ready to move. Being eaten by what the mortals most certainly called a saber-tooth cat was another thing that definitely wasn’t on my bucket list. 
As we got under way again, Caius glanced at me. “Are you sure you’re well?”
“Yeah, why?” I kept my face neutral.
“It’s not like you to fall asleep like that.” His golden gaze held mine and I desperately wanted to tell him. However, even if he was thrilled with the news, the fewer people who knew, the better. For as long as we could hide it anyway. 
So I swallowed the words that tried to come and forced a smile. “I think whatever it was I did in the canyon just took a lot out of me.”
“Then rest as much as you need.” 
Something in his expression told me he didn’t believe a word I’d just said. He didn’t press further though and for that I was thankful. Bethany, who walked less than a pace away, shot me a disapproving look. I raised my eyebrows and made a discreet motion that indicated all of the people around us in a “what am I supposed to do” kind of way.
She just shook her head. I glanced at Caius, hoping he missed our little silent exchange and knowing he hadn’t. He was too aware of his surroundings to miss anything. I was going to have to find a way to tell him soon. When we stopped for the night in yet another tree, I stood for a long time outside on the platform, leaning on the railing with Amisi sprawled on a branch ten feet above as I watched the light fade from the forest. 
Bethany stood with me and I got the feeling she was avoiding Malik. It was ridiculous, they both obviously liked the other, but my friend was far too caught up in her upbringing. There wasn’t much I could do to help her other than be supportive and offer my opinion if she requested it. For the most part, it was something she needed to work out for herself. 
After a long stretch of silence, as dusk was settling into full night, Bethany said, “When are you going to tell him about the baby?”
“I don’t know yet.” I stared into the darkness as I wrestled with the question. “I would like to be out of the trees, when we don’t have a bunch of fairy folk around, where we can spread out more and maybe I can get a little privacy. I don’t exactly want to tell everyone. It’s safer if we can keep it under wraps for as long as possible.”
“That makes sense, I guess.” She sighed. “It’s hard for me to know while he doesn’t.”
I snorted. “I think you have some kind of fairytale idea of how this is going to go.”
“And I think your idea is too negative.”
“Why wouldn’t it be? My father ditched out when my mom was pregnant with me. When Victoria was a baby. Okay, so it wasn’t exactly intentional, but we still didn’t have him around. Growing up in the mortal world, I saw plenty of schoolmates get pregnant and watched as their guys ditched them.” I shrugged. “Sorry if I seem jaded, but I haven’t ever seen anything that would lead me to expect something better. Caius says he loves me now, but will he once he knows I’m pregnant? He had no attachments except for his siblings before I came along and turned everything into a mess.”
Bethany studied me for a moment. “All men aren’t bad or deadbeats you know. What happened to you, and what happens in the mortal world, is almost unheard of here.”
“I wonder why that is.” I couldn’t help wishing some of what kept people together on this side would bleed into the mortal world. It desperately needed it.
“I think it’s our natures,” Bethany said. “We are different in a lot of ways from mortals. Once we form attachments, they tend to grow stronger over time rather than weaker. That’s why it’s important to be careful who you fall in love with over here. Once it cements itself, it can be hard to walk away from. It’s usually a non-issue, we form attachments with the kind of people we are supposed to due to the nature of our separation from those who we aren’t supposed to be with.” She sighed and turned her eyes back to the night. “Except for when there is no separation and the attachment forms when it shouldn’t.”
“Still struggling with the idea of Malik?” I asked it casually, not wanting to pry or make her feel like she had to answer if she didn’t want to. At least now I knew why she was being so careful. It was the same reason Rowen had tried to stop anything from happening between Caius and me.
“I shouldn’t have let myself even think in that direction, but my heart had other ideas.” She gave a long sigh. “The attachment is already formed. We haven’t ever been intimate, so I could break it if I wanted to. And I’ve kind of tried. I hoped if I avoided him, it would go away. But it just makes me miserable instead.”
“Then don’t be miserable.”
“You don’t understand. How are we supposed to be a couple when we can’t even live on the same side of the river together?”
I shrugged. “Well, if the prophecy is true and it really applies to me, I’m going to turn everything on its head and screw it all up anyway. You might as well take love and enjoyment where it can be found. Who knows how different things will be once the dust settles.”
“And if the prophecy isn’t true, or doesn’t apply to you and nothing changes? Then what?” She turned sad eyes on me.
“Then you jump off that bridge when you come to it.” I smiled. “Or you do what I did and douse the bridge in gasoline and set it on fire.” I thought of my mother and all the years she must have spent alone in all of her considerable years in the mortal world. “All I know is life can be short. People die all the time, even those like us. Love should be accepted and rejoiced in wherever it’s found.”
Bethany didn’t reply and we stood there for a while longer in silence, each of us weighed down by our own thoughts. It wasn’t until Ryan and Chelsea came looking for us that we finally joined everyone else inside. The guides said we would be to the edge of the forest by the middle of the next day. No matter what, I would tell Caius the next evening and deal with whatever happened then. 
After we went in, I spent as much time as I could with Caius, clinging to each moment with him. In case it all went down wrong, I wanted to be able to hold these last hours with him close in my memories, to carry with me when life got lonely.
Surprisingly, Bethany sought out Malik and sat with him for a long time. Maybe what I said helped. Or maybe she just decided to quit fighting it. Either way, they both looked happier than I had seen them in a long time.
Sleep didn’t come easy when I curled up next to the warmth of Caius, and when it finally did find me, it was filled with nightmares of enemies I couldn’t defeat while trying to protect the life inside me. I woke just before dawn feeling less rested than I had when I laid down. Stepping behind a privacy screen, I made fresh clothes and pulled them on. I frowned and tugged on the jeans. Although I’d made them the same way I always did, they fit tighter. My belly was revealing the first hints of thickening. Where I still didn’t look pregnant, I could feel the slightest difference in my body. I carefully constructed new jeans that were a bit looser in the waist and changed into them.
With a yawn, I made my way to the window where I stood and watched the forest lighten. As neat as it was among the trees, I rather missed seeing the sun rise and set. I missed the warmth of standing in its light. Taking a deep breath of the fresh morning air, I turned away from the window, torn between looking forward to being in the open again and dreading it. By the day’s end, Caius would know. I had to tell him now, there was no choice. If I was noticing changes in my body, no matter how insignificant, it wouldn’t be long before he noticed too.
A mixture of despair, nervousness, and silly hope had me so twisted up my stomach roiled. When we all gathered on the platform, my stomach still hadn’t settled. I took my little square of food and I tried to nibble at it. All that accomplished was making me gag a little. Amisi had already eaten hers so I hid it in my hand and when no one was looking, tossed it over the rail. Maybe one of those giant cats would enjoy it.
James and Bethany eyed me with concern, but I couldn’t reassure them. I couldn’t summon words to express the turmoil inside. The day seemed to drag on as we crossed bridge after bridge between trees. Little by little, the trunks began to thin out and bright beams of sunlight I couldn’t appreciate made golden spears through the foliage.
And then we reached the edge. The last platform. My body almost felt numb as I climbed down the ladder. I had myself so emotionally worked up I had to swallow several times to keep from vomiting. Part of it was the pregnancy that had my hormones and emotions off balance, and part of it was the fear of losing what I had with Caius. 
“How are you feeling?” Caius asked as we left our fairy guides behind and struck out across open ground. 
I gave him what I hoped looked like a normal smile. “Fine.”
He raised an eyebrow. “That word usually means the opposite with you.”
Unable to pretend I was completely okay, I only nodded. 
“What is it?” He frowned.
“Can we talk about it later?” I shot a look back at the large group of reapers, demonborn, and Fallen that followed us. “When there aren’t so many so close.”
Caius regarded me for a long moment. “If you wish.”
I nodded again, unable to make any more words come. My throat felt dry as sawdust, though I wasn’t thirsty. Really, I was being completely stupid. Would it hurt if he rejected the baby? Hells yes, it would. Would I survive? Absolutely. I was being a total coward about this. I could only blame the hormones for making me stupid.
Swallowing hard, I pushed my fears to the back and reached for the fortitude that had held me up through everything. Lifting my chin a little, I strode forward. Whatever happened, I would face it with the same determination I did everything else. It’s not like I was walking to my death. And hell, even if I was—which I wasn’t—I wouldn’t do it like a blubbering fool. 
I had faced rejection before. Never anything as bad as this, but I could do it. I had to. I was going to be a mom; I couldn’t afford to be a coward. My own mother had gone bravely to her death to protect me. I would do no less for my own child. A mom. Wow, that was weird to think of. In a few months, I would have a person I would be completely responsible for. A person who would one day call me Mom and look to me for answers. It was a daunting thought and I wished desperately for my own mother to lean on.
A shadow glided over the ground as a lone raven coasted over us for a short time before veering off in another direction. It made me feel closer to my mom somehow. Ravens were the messengers of Morrigan, the only thing other than house cats that could cross any veil at any time without a portal. Maybe it would carry a message of me to my mother’s soul. The thought comforted me as the hours slid by. 
When we finally stopped late that evening, Caius informed the group that we were close to the portal and would cross through it in the morning. It seemed we were almost on top of it, but it was better to cross through when everyone was well rested. 
This was it. I had to let Caius know. 
When I turned to ask him to talk, he was busy handing out the rations while several demonborn set fires in the falling dusk. Amisi prowled close to Caius, occasionally growling and hissing until he finally tossed several squares at her. Why she thought we needed to feed her was beyond me. She was already a capable hunter.
Elijah appeared beside me. “Can we talk?” 
“Sure.” I barely glanced at him so focused on waiting for Caius so I could tell him.
“Walk with me,” Elijah said and tugged gently at my hand.
I blinked at him, confused. “What?”
He held a couple of leather canteens aloft. “Everyone is going to be busy for a bit, why don’t we go sit and have a drink and relax for a bit.”
“Okay, I guess.”  I followed him as he led me well away from the encampment. 
Low hills and scattered groves of trees quickly hid us and soon even the murmur of almost fifty people was left behind and only the soft sigh of the breeze and distant bird calls filled the night. “Why are we way out here?”
“I thought it might be better if we had some privacy” He sat in the grass and motioned for me to do the same. When I did, he said, “I heard about the pregnancy, are you all right?”
“How did you hear?” 
“I overheard a bit of your conversation with Bethany last night.” He held up his hands. “Not much, just that you were pregnant.”
I groaned and dropped my face into my hands. “Have you told anyone?”
He reached over and rubbed gentle circles on my back. “No. I more than anyone understand the dangers of a baby from an unapproved mixture. How does Caius feel about it?”
I lifted my head and sighed. “I haven’t told him yet. I was getting ready to talk to him when you asked me to come out here.”
“Why haven’t you told him?” Elijah looked confused.
“I’m not sure how he will react. I’m pretty sure kids aren’t something he wants.” I toyed with the short blades of grass by my foot.
“And if he doesn’t react well?” His gaze searched mine. “What do you plan to do with this pregnancy?”
“Plan?” I shot him a glare. “I plan to have this baby and do the best I can with it.” 
“No offense meant. I just wanted to know.” He pulled one of the leather canteens off his shoulder and handed it to me. “Have a drink, it’s warm out here. We’ll head back in a bit so you can let Caius know and put your worries to rest.”
“You think he will be okay with it?” I took the canteen from him. After opening it, I sniffed. The distinct sweet smell of the berries I loved wafted from it. I took a big gulp, then another and another, unaware of how thirsty I’d been. “Sorry for drinking so much,” I said when I handed it back to him.
“It’s no problem. Soon we will be in the mortal world where food and drink are easier to come by.” He sighed. “As to Caius, I would never presume to know him well enough to guess. Until the day you tried to fry me, we’d barely crossed paths and never spoke.”
“Sorry about that.” I blinked, feeling slightly dizzy for a second. Maybe I was bit dehydrated. I took a couple more deep gulps when he passed the canteen back to me, a little disappointed he couldn’t shed any light on Caius’s possible reaction. “How are you going to get to the mortal world? I thought you couldn’t get through the veils.”
“There are ways, though they aren’t easy to achieve.”
I blinked again. My mind felt fuzzy and his face drifted in and out of focus. I didn’t feel right. I pushed myself up, trying to get to my feet on legs that didn’t want to work right. Unbalanced, I tipped sideways. Elijah caught me before I could hit the ground. My vision blurred around the edges. 
“Wha…?” It came out slurred because my mouth didn’t seem to work right either. 
Elijah eased me down until I sat again and steadied me. “It’s okay. Just a little bliss flower root added to the juice. It tends to make angels a bit drunk and loopy. It will keep you calm while we help you.”
“Helf meh?” What the hell was bliss flower root? I couldn’t get my brain to process what was happening as another man stepped into sight. My skin felt flushed all over. One of the other Fallen was there. Why would another Fallen be there? I registered the shackles he handed to my father only a moment before Elijah placed them on my wrists. 
These weren’t exactly the same as what the Sentinels carried, but close enough. The open hole of darkness yawned inside me and I could sense the complete and total separation from my powers. The sensation of flying and falling swept over me. I opened my mouth, but only one slurred word came out, “Why?”
Elijah raised an eyebrow. “It is better that this pregnancy is ended. It is a danger to everyone, especially you. It’s just as well Caius doesn’t know of it on the off chance he was pleased. Some things should not be born. I am sorry to do it this way, but I could see when you answered me earlier that you are determined to see this pregnancy to its end. No one will talk you out of it. You have the same stubborn streak as me.” He gave a regretful sigh. “But I need to protect you from this, and even from yourself it seems.”
I forced my brain to work. My powers might be beyond my reach, but Caius and Lilly had taught me how to defend myself without them. I rolled and leveraged my weight, my legs flashing out to catch Elijah’s and drop him to the ground. A swift kick to his face and another half roll and I was on my feet and staggering back toward camp. The scenery teetered on edge and it was a struggle to breathe.
I yanked my wrists in the shackles, trying to find a weakness. There was none. Before I’d gone far, Elijah’s companion grabbed my arm and spun me around. I stumbled and fell to the ground, my palm landing on a smooth, rounded rock. I curled my hand around it. The Fallen hauled me up and shoved me back the way I’d come. Dizziness swamped me and my knees buckled. 
Elijah stood waiting, impatience on his face as blood dribbled from his nose. “Just grab her and let’s go. And for the gods sakes, don’t let her injure herself.”
The Fallen, whose name I couldn’t remember, hoisted me up and tossed me over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes, putting uncomfortable pressure on my stomach. The world faded in and out as the root swamped my mind. There was something I needed to do. The rock. I couldn’t infuse it with the shackles on, nor did I know how, but I had to try something. I brought my finger to my mouth and bit it as hard as I could, pleased when I managed to break the skin and few small beads of blood welled up. It was a shame self-inflicted injuries didn’t reflect, then Caius would already know something was wrong. Unfortunately, it didn’t work that way. 
Careful not to drop the stone, I rubbed my blood over it. Elijah said something about finally getting to the portal as the world spun. The rock fell from my hand and darkness engulfed me.
***
“When I discovered she was missing…” ~Caius
 





Chapter 34
 
I woke with a groan to a frigid wind cutting across my overheated face and a raven’s urgent call. My lips were dry and chapped. Forcing my eyes open, I tried to take in my surroundings. Deep snow surrounded the cleared area where I lay wrapped in a heavy blanket. A raven flew silhouetted against the flat, iron-gray clouds that hung low in the sky. Unable to see the sun, I could only guess by the amount of daylight that it was either early morning or late evening. One thing was obvious, I wasn’t in Between anymore. 
My stomach cramped with a force that had me curling in on myself one second and trying to get up the next as berry flavored vomit rushed up my throat. My hands were still shackled, but my legs were free. Not that it helped much. They were too weak to carry me more than a few steps before dropping me in the snow where I retched violently.
Elijah was there, draping the blanket over me, his hands pulling my hair away, his voice soothing. I shuddered, wanting away from him, but unable to do anything beyond throw up. When it was over, Elijah moved me away from the mess before I collapsed in it. Where was I? Darkness tried to pull me under again and I pushed it away. I needed to know where I was and what was happening. Elijah carried me to where his henchman sat near a pile of burning logs.
Elijah knelt next to me and offered me some water. I desperately wanted it, so snatched it and took several long drinks before I realized it tasted off and pushed it back at him. “More root? It’s making me sick.” I tried to fight the shackles again. Tears stung my eyes at his betrayal. How could he do this to me? He’d lured me in, pretended to be the father I’d always hoped for, and then crushed everything. It hurt more than I ever thought it would. “If you want me dead, why not just do it?”
“I do not want you dead, my daughter.” Elijah capped the canteen. “The root just keeps you from opposing me right now. I have seen you train. It is better this way. I don’t know why it’s making you sick, but as soon as the pregnancy is taken care of, you will not need it anymore.”
“What are you talking about?” It was hard to focus again. My heart beat strangely as if its rhythm was off and sweat ran down my face. 
“I told you, this baby you are carrying, it cannot be allowed to exist.”
Oh gods, he was going to force me to get rid of my baby. Gritting my teeth against the nausea, I sucked a breath between them and asked, “What will the root do to the baby? Is that how you plan to take it away from me?”
“It was not how I planned to.” Elijah shrugged. “I have no idea what it will do to it, nor do I care. I just need to keep you compliant until this is over.” He sighed and shook his head. “I know right now you think you want it and you hate my guts. But once this is all over, I am sure you will see I was right.”
“You oonly thenk that ‘cause yous a douchebag,” I slurred. Damn it, I couldn’t even English right with that crap in my system.
 “Once the hormones that drive your desire to keep the child are gone, you will be relieved to have the burden removed.” He gave me a sad smile. “You need to be protected from this.”
A feral snarl welled in my throat as he stood. Hormones? Hormones? He hadn’t even begun to see those! I staggered to my feet, swung at him, missed, and smacked my knuckles into a tree. My drunken body spun around, almost toppling into the snow.
Elijah caught me, wrapped me in the blanket and deposited me near the fire again. I stared at my bloodied knuckles. Caius would now have the same injury. Would he be able to find me in time? The intense anger washed away in despair. 
I curled myself around my middle. Crushing sorrow filled me. I didn’t know what to do. Didn’t know how to stop Elijah. I couldn’t protect the little life inside me. I wasn’t going to be like my mom, I was going to fail before I even had the chance to try. Fail at the most basic of parental duties. Unable to look at what was coming in the face, I let the darkness pull me under.
When I woke again, it was full night. The area looked different, fewer trees, more open windswept mountains. I pushed myself up into a sitting position. My body felt like lead. The embers of the fire still glowed strong, flaring occasionally in the bitter wind. I squinted at them through the pounding in my head. I think my brain was trying to escape through my temples. Despite that, my mind was blessedly clear for the moment. Maybe the bliss flower root had worn off. I glanced at where Douchebag and Henchman were sleeping. They must not have expected me to wake for a while.
Struggling to my feet, I shrugged off the blanket and pushed myself through the deep snow as quietly as possible until I made it around the edge of a large boulder, the scattered trees hiding the fire and sleeping forms next to it. I broke into a run, slogging through the snow as best I could with the shackles holding my hands in front of me. 
My body felt wrong. Weak and shaky in ways it shouldn’t be. More than once I went down, only to come back up coated in snow. My hands and feet started to ache. Tree limbs pulled at my hair and left scratches on my face and arms. I didn’t care, didn’t have time to care. This might be my only chance to get away.
The snow gave way beneath me and I grabbed for a branch as I started to slide. The momentum dragged my hands along the rough wood, scraping the palms of my hands and burning like fire across my icy skin before I regained my balance. I searched the darkness with wide eyes, heart pounding. Where to go? If I stayed too long I would freeze to death. I needed a natural arch of some sort. Even ending up back in Midtween would be better than this. Maybe. The moonlight glinted off the snow, lending some light to my search as I fumbled across a wide open space. 
I don’t know how long I searched—there was no way to mark the time and I’m sure it seemed longer than it actually was—before I finally found something that would work. Two trees leaned together in such a way they made a peaked arch. It wasn’t perfect, but it should work.
I stood inside it and waited. Nothing happened. I closed my eyes as hot tears coursed down my face, turning icy before they made it halfway down my cheeks. This had to work. I focused on the Incoming Room in the Reaper Offices, saw it in every detail. Nothing happened. A raven’s warning call rang out. My eyes snapped open.
“Those don’t work for the shackled. You have to be connected to your powers.” Elijah walked toward me, his face calm as if he was an indulgent parent chasing down an errant toddler. I spun and tried to bolt away from him. Henchman caught me before I got more than a few steps. I thrashed against his greater strength. A heavy smack from Elijah sent pain exploding across the side of my face and left a cut on the inside of my cheek. Elijah sighed and said calmly, “That is no way to behave.”
Henchman pried my mouth open while Elijah poured more of the root-infused liquid down my throat. I fought them as best I could, kicking and scratching and trying not to drink it. But it was either swallow or drown.
By the time Elijah lowered the canteen, it was empty and my world was already reeling. They’d dumped more than twice as much down me as before. Sweat broke out on my skin like my temperature had suddenly climbed. I sucked in a breath, having trouble getting enough air in as I started to shiver from more than the cold. My stomach heaved. Before it could turn itself inside out, the world went completely dark with only the chill of the snow surrounding me. 
I woke slowly. The cold was like a knife through me. Oddly, it felt good. The world wavered in and out of view, not that there was much to see from my position slung over Henchman’s shoulder. The raven called again. Elijah was talking to someone…I recognized the voice. My stomach rolled as Henchman walked forward and I caught a glimpse of another Fallen. Siena. That was her name. How many of them were in on this? 
Warmth surrounded me and I hated it. I was already overheated, the extra was uncomfortable. My vision tunneled and I caught a glimpse of a door that didn’t look like a door as it swung shut. Nadia’s voice sounded like she was speaking into a tin can from far away when she said, “Place her on my bed.”
The tunnel receded and I got a view of the familiar dwelling as I was carried across it and placed on the narrow bed I remembered. A small sob escaped me as I remembered the first time in her house when Caius had held my hand the whole time I slept. He wasn’t here this time. I was alone.
Nadia placed a hand on my brow and turned toward Elijah who stood near the door with Henchman and Siena. “She’s burning up. I don’t know if she will survive whatever you’ve given her.”
“She should be fine. What we gave her doesn’t harm angels and has no effect on demons. Maybe the mortal in her reacts to it. Even so, she should be fine once the pregnancy is ended and I don’t have to give her more,” Elijah said.
“No.” My plea came out cracked and slurred. “Please, Nadia, don’t let them do this.”
She turned sympathetic eyes on me. “It’s for the best, Child. I know it isn’t easy, but this time, it truly is the only course of action.”
“This time?” My head swam and I struggled to stay conscious, to pull air in as my heart thumped erratically. I blinked at her. “Oh gods, this is what you did. How you betrayed him.”
“And how you will betray him as well, my dear.” She sighed and moved to the shelves of teacups. Selecting one, she took it down and poured hot water into it. “Although you aren’t being given a choice.”
“I never betrayed him,” I mumbled.
“He doesn’t know that, Child,” Nadia said. 
“He doesn’t even know about the baby, he might not even care—” Shivers wracked my body, cutting off my words. 
Nadia sighed sadly. “How can you have conceived a child with a man you know so little about?”
She swirled the liquid in the cup a few times then said to Elijah, “Hold her.”
Panic shot through me and I tried to scramble off the bed. I had barely moved when Elijah grabbed the sides of my head. I thrashed against him with everything I had, which was too little to make a difference. Henchman held my arms down with my shackles as Nadia leaned over me with the cup. I clenched my jaw shut, lips pressed together. Siena gripped my jaw with one hand, forcing it open. Tears slid down my temples as Nadia poured whatever was in the cup into my mouth. 
I tried to spit it out, but my jaw was shoved closed. My teeth cut through one side of my tongue. Bucking and twisting, I fought them. Henchman let go of my shackles and covered my mouth and nose. I couldn’t breathe until I swallowed. I glared at them as my lungs screamed for air. I held it until my vision dimmed and the world faded and my own body betrayed me by swallowing.
The hand came away from my face and my first breath caught on a sob. 
Elijah let go of me and the three Fallen stepped back. 
Nadia stood straight. “You need to leave until it is over.”
“We will wait outside.” Elijah inclined his head in Nadia’s direction. “Thank you.”  
I curled away from them, tears flowing freely as I willed the darkness to take me. Hoped it would kill me. I didn’t want my baby’s tiny soul to go alone to the river. When the door closed behind the monster that was Elijah, Nadia came and sat on the edge of the bed. I tried to scoot away from her, but the bliss berry still held me in its grip.
“Josephine,” Nadia whispered close to my ear. “What I gave you will not harm your baby or the pregnancy.”
“What?” I rolled enough so I could look at her.
“When Siena showed up here an hour ago, demanding I do this, I was afraid to tell her no. Not because she might have killed me for refusing, but because they would have found someone else and then the gods only know what might have happened. I took one child from him, I will not be party to taking another. What I gave you was plain tea. Hopefully, it buys you enough time.” Nadia smoothed my hair out of my face. “I don’t know how to take the shackles off or I would. And I don’t know what they gave you that made you so ill.”
“Blissy flower woot.” I had trouble forming the words.
Nadia shook her head. “I have no idea what that is, but I don’t like what it’s doing to you. Where is Caius?”
“Beethween.” The darkness was coming for me again. I tried to fight it. I’d spent far too much time there lately.
“Jo.” Nadia shook me. “Is the bond strong enough for him to follow it?”
“Dunno,” I managed to mumble. My heart skipped a bit, then sped double before skipping again. 
Nadia pulled back my eyelids. “We need to get you help.”
Just before the bliss root pulled me under again, a name floated through my mind and a slurred whisper slipped past my lips, “Nyx.”
***
“I was ready to tear the Between apart searching for her. When the remaining Fallen admitted Elijah had taken Jo against her will, my rage knew no bounds.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 35
 
A cool hand on my brow brought me back to the surface. I opened my eyes to see Nyx kneeling next to the bed. She said quietly, “Nadia sleeps. Hold on a little longer, I will return with Caius.”
“They forced me to drink…” The words came out in a slurred whisper and Nyx leaned close as I said, “I don’t feel right. Please help me.”
“I know, I can smell the bliss root on your breath and it permeates your skin.” Nyx cursed softly. “Elijah is a fool. It might not harm angels or demons, but bliss flower root is a deadly poison to those with Morrigan blood. Not even a full Child could fight off this concentration. Even being mixed likely won’t be enough to save you. Even if you survive, I don’t know about the baby. We can hope though.”
“You know?”      
“I have known since you were at my home.” With a quick flick of her wrist, she broke the shackles, freeing my wrists. “At least you are free of those. I will return shortly with Caius. I wouldn’t dare step into this without him. He would never forgive me. I may be a goddess, but Caius isn’t an enemy I wish to make.”
She dissolved into the air in a puff of black smoke. I reached a hand out, trying to catch hold of it, trying to bring her back. Would she return soon? I didn’t have time to think too much on it. With the shackles gone, the gaping emptiness inside filled again, bringing with it a small measure of relief from the effects of the root. I rolled to the edge of the bed and attempted to get up. My legs dropped me back on the mattress. The movement woke Nadia who rushed to my side.
Laboring to breathe, I tried again over Nadia’s protests. Sweat slicked my skin, my hair stuck to my face and my shirt clung damply to my body. What in the nine hells was wrong with me? I stumbled drunkenly against the wall, knocking several teacups from the shelf. They shattered on the floor and broke, drawing the Fallen inside.
Elijah looked from me to Nadia. “Is it over?”
“No” She answered sharply, casting a concerned look at me as I leaned against the wall panting for breath.
“Why not?” Elijah took a step toward her and she backed up.
Nadia scowled. “It takes time.”
“You stupid old woman, you’ve errored in some way.” Elijah snarled. “This needs to be done with as soon as possible. Give her more.”
“No.” Nadia backed away, her hands fluttering nervously. “I won’t administer more.”
“Defiance won’t help you, old woman.” He frowned. “Why are her shackles off?” 
Nadia gave him a worried look. “I don’t know.”
She stood only an arm’s length away from me when Elijah shot forward and slammed her against the wall. “You truly thought you could stop this?” 
I couldn’t focus through the drugged haze in my mind. How was I going to get myself out of this? Bethany was going to be mad I didn’t get to tell Caius. The crack of Elijah’s fist connecting with Nadia’s face snapped me back to reality as the old woman crumpled to the floor unconscious. 
I lurched toward her, only to be shoved back by Elijah. Unable to reach Nadia, I twisted and sank my teeth into Elijah’s wrist. He jerked away and backhanded me, knocking me against the wall. More tea cups cascaded to the floor. Blood pooled inside my mouth. Elijah shook his head in disapproval. “You are acting ridiculous.”
Using the wall for support, I glared at him. “Get away from me, you sick bastard.”
“No reason to fling names,” Elijah admonished. “I realize you think I’m the bad guy right now. If you would stop and think for even a moment, you would realize we are trying to help you. Trying to—”
Fury flared inside me in an instant, snapping me back to perfect clarity. The powers denied me by the shackles roared back as flames crawled over my skin. Elijah backed away slowly, palms toward me. “Don’t act irrationally.”
“You tried to kill my baby.” With cold, calculated fury, I launched myself at him. In that one brief moment, the powers propped me up and lent me strength. I smashed into him as he tried to flee the house, taking us both to the floor and knocking the narrow sofa over.
I rolled with it and ended up on my feet. A flame burned inside my mind and even though I didn’t need to use emotion to connect with my powers anymore, I dumped all of the unadulterated hatred I now felt for Elijah into it. The flame burst into a massive ball of fire so hot it burned blue. I glared at the singed man leaping to his feet as I gauged the quickest way to kill him even as he held up his hands and tried to back away.
Siena lunged at me with a shout, her staff out. Henchman was right behind her. The door blasted inward. Caius strode into the room like a thunderstorm with Nyx on his heels. Siena’s face went white as the blood drained from it. Fully transformed into his demon half with gray wings flowing from his back, Caius was a terrifying sight.
He grabbed Siena and threw her across the room. She hit the far wall with enough force to crack the stone wall and her skull. Henchman ran out the door. Nyx followed him and I got the feeling he wouldn’t get far.
I didn’t take my eyes off Elijah as the fire licked its way up my arms. So focused on the man who was supposed to be my father, the man who had betrayed me, I barely registered Caius move until he had hold of me. 
“Jo, stop.” 
I fought him with everything he’d taught me. It wasn’t enough, it would probably never be enough and that only pissed me off more. Elijah tried to run again. I managed to yank one hand free of Caius’s grip and fling it toward the bastard, letting the fire race down my arm. Caius jerked me to the side, throwing off my aim. The explosion threw Elijah into the table and left scorch marks across that entire side of the house. The fire still hit Elijah, but it wasn’t the straight on blow that would have killed him.
Caius pushed me up against the wall, blocking my view of Elijah as he let his demon side fade away. He placed his hands on either side of my face so I had to look at him. “I can’t let you kill him, not like this. You are using pure hatred to fuel your effort to kill a man who is trying to run away. It would be murder. That’s a sentence to the pits for your soul, I won’t let that happen.”
“He deserves to die,” I snarled. 
“Yes, he does.” Caius stepped away. He morphed back into his demon half as he turned toward a cowering Elijah. With a snarl of rage, Caius grabbed Elijah, who gave up trying to flee and tried to fight back. Caius overpowered him easily and tossed him across the room with a roar. A dazed Elijah tried one last time to escape. He staggered toward the open door while Caius stalked him, letting the bastard think he might actually succeed, before catching him in a brutal grip. His teeth tore viciously into Elijah’s neck as he drained the traitor’s blood. 
The berry drink dragged at me, making the room dark and fuzzy. It came back into focus in time for me to see Caius rip Elijah’s soul out and consume it. Indigo shadows flared thick and bright around Caius and then sank into his skin. 
The fire inside me used up the last of my energy reserves. It was hard to breathe as I struggled against the effects of the root. Desperate to find focus again, my gaze swept the dwelling. Siena looked plenty dead. Good. Then I saw Nadia where she’d fallen amidst the shards of broken cups and scattered tea leaves. I should have felt something when I saw her lying there like that, but everything seemed far away as if a part of me had already checked out. 
The world wavered and dimmed. My heart made a few off-key beats, thumping painfully. Sweat coated my skin as the bliss berry root continued to wreak havoc with my system. My knees gave out and I slid down the wall until I sat on the floor. Everything faded out and back in.
Caius crouched in front of me. His hands cradled my face, pushing back the damp strands of hair plastered to my skin. “Hold on, Jo.” 
I gave a weak thumbs up even though I wasn’t entirely sure how long I could do that. He twisted to look at Nyx as she came back through the door. “Help her, please. I will give whatever payment you ask.” 
“I don’t have the power to remove this much poison, Caius. It will take someone greater than me.” She hesitated as if wary of her next words. “Even if she can be saved, I don’t know about the baby.” 
“Baby?” Caius turned back to me, his golden gaze meeting my wavering one.
“I’m sorry, please don’t be mad,” I managed to mumble. Why was I apologizing? I struggled to remember. Oh yeah, for not telling him. Caius faded as the darkness dragged me away and a new wave of sweat broke over my skin. 
Caius’s voice seemed to come from far away when he said, “Stay with me, Jo. Just stay with me.” 
Everything quit making sense as consciousness came and went. Caius and Nyx were solid, but nothing else was as it faded away in black smoke. I was on a cool, hard surface. Candles burned everywhere I looked, their sweet scent overpowering my senses. Panicked, I tried to make sense of the large, cavern-like room with its sculpted stone ceiling and stalactites. Murmuring voices I couldn’t understand filled my ears, one questioning and one defeated. 
A mix of feminine and masculine voices began to chant quietly. A single drop of hot liquid was placed on my tongue. If I had thought Caius’s blood, or silver, was a fiery experience, I was wrong. Nothing compared to whatever the liquid was. It soaked into my tongue and rushed through my body, charring me to a crisp. My heart pounded, racing faster until it stuttered. Black eyes drew me into their depths, commanding me to stay, to live even as I screamed that I was burning. 
More hands held me against the cool surface as I thrashed against the pain. I searched frantically for the owner of the hands. Shadows crowded my vision, making the room murky and obscuring the face of my captor. Only molten gold, glowing eyes shone from the darkness. The eyes meant something. The inferno within me scorched my thoughts and scattered them like ashes. The chanting rose in volume, soothing and insistent at the same time. Candlelight played across the carved daggers of stone hanging from the ceiling, creating twisted shadows that left me disoriented. 
The room receded abruptly down a tunnel before snapping back. Every muscle trembled uncontrollably from the pain and I couldn’t find the strength to break free of my tormentors. Tears made hot paths down the sides of my face and trickled into my hair as a new wave of fire raged through me, making my skin feel like it was cracking open and ripping another scream from my throat.
 It went on and on, an agonizing torture until finally, the burning began to fade, breathing got easier, and my heart slowed. The chanting came to an end. My vision cleared. The hands holding my shoulders disappeared. Not that it mattered now; I was too weak to lift even a single finger. Fear still thrummed through me and I turned my head, my wide eyes searching the strange chamber for something familiar, some sort of anchor to keep me sane. A hand with long nails clasped my chin gently and turned my face toward the black eyes again. I fell into them, spiraling down, down, down until the eyes commanded I sleep. I went gratefully.
***
“I had no idea what I would owe Hades, but I was willing to pay it.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 36
 
I woke snuggled deep in a thick, soft bed and buried under a pile of covers. My body felt limp and a bit weak but otherwise okay. At least, there was no pain and that was good. A yawn cracked my jaw as I pushed the covers away from my face. Sheer white curtains drifting on a soft breeze framed a floor-to-ceiling window. The scenery beyond reminded me of the Between, though there was a difference I couldn’t quite define. It definitely wasn’t the mortal world beyond the window. The mortal world didn’t have mountains that color of purple, or red weeping willows, or grass that green.
The room itself was light and airy from the pale floor to the four white columns, that appeared to be part of the bed, and the white walls. It was the padded chair against the wall across from the foot of the bed where Caius sat that held my attention though. With his head resting against the wall, hair a mess, and dark circles under his closed eyes, he looked exhausted and ragged.
I searched the rest of the room and found Lilly sitting cross-legged in a chair close to the huge bed I lay in. 
“Where am I?” It came out as a whisper past my raw throat.
Lilly regarded me for a long moment before answering quietly. “Hades’s palace in the upper levels of the Hells.”
My hand slid to my stomach. “The baby?”
“Is well as far as we can tell.” 
Relief, so strong tears stung my eyes, washed through me. “How?”
Lilly gave me a considering look. “It took a lot of healing.” 
I shivered. My memory of everything after being taken was broken in places and fuzzy in others, but I remembered falling into the dark eyes and I remembered the pain. 
“How could you not tell him?” Lilly whispered.
She didn’t need to clarify. I sucked in a breath and stared at the ceiling as I answered, keeping my voice down so I didn’t wake Caius. “I didn’t think he would want it. And I was going to tell him the night Elijah took me.”
“You didn’t think he would want it?” The disbelief in her voice made me look at her. “I never took you for an idiot.”
I shrugged, realizing now it wasn’t a good enough reason to keep it from him. “I thought that he’d managed to avoid it his entire life, so why would he want it now?”
“I think you will find the truth quite different from your worries.” Lilly looked like she wanted to say more, but shook her head. “This is something you will have to talk to him about when he wakes.” She stood and walked to the door.
After she left, I rolled to face the window again while I tried to reconcile the way Elijah had behaved toward me from the beginning with the way he had betrayed me. The reality hurt so much more than I ever thought it would. I let my hand rest on my stomach, thankful the baby was alive and apparently unharmed, suddenly hopeful its daddy might actually want it as much as I did. 
I found myself missing Amisi’s solid warmth curled against me like she always did when I slept. But Bastet cats were creatures of the Between. She couldn’t cross veils. I could only hope she was okay. 
Something changed, it was subtle, a slight shifting in the very air around me. I glanced at Caius. His golden gaze met mine. Snapping my eyes back to the window, I stared at the scenery beyond. He didn’t move and I couldn’t bring myself to look at him again. Afraid Lilly was wrong, afraid of what he might say. And afraid he was going to be royally pissed I hadn’t told him.
As the heavy silence stretched out, I resisted the urge to pull the covers over my head and hide beneath them. I would not be a coward. Okay, so maybe I was being a little bit of one by not looking at him, but damn it I’d already been betrayed by Elijah, I wasn’t sure I could take it if Lilly was wrong. 
“Jo.” 
My name, said so softly I barely heard it, tugged at my heart. My eyes stung and I blinked rapidly as I scooched deeper into the covers. So I was going to be a complete coward, sue me. 
An exasperated sigh. “Jo, look at me.”
I shook my head and kept my eyes glued to the open window. If I looked at him, I would cry and I silently cursed the hormones that jacked everything up so much they turned me weepy. I was not a weepy person. 
I didn’t hear him move, only felt the bed dip down as he settled behind me. I put my muscles on lockdown because weepy hormones weren’t the only issue right then and his nearness was a distracting problem. I didn’t want to feel anything for him, emotionally or physically. Not yet. Not until I knew how he felt about everything. My determination to hold to that was as silly as it was futile. I couldn’t stop the feelings, both emotional and physical, from stirring. Stupid hormone-filled body. 
“Why didn’t you tell me?” Caius finally said in the same soft tone as before. He had to be doing that on purpose to make me melt. Stupid demonborn. “If…” He took a deep breath. “If you don’t want the child—”
“What?” I rolled to my back so I could see his face. “Why would you think I don’t want this baby?”
Resting on one elbow, his golden eyes searched mine. “I don’t know what to think. Nyx told me she’s known since we were at her house. Which means if you didn’t know then, it couldn’t have been long after that you did. I spoke to Bethany when she came in to sit with you for a while. She admitted she knew, but would say nothing more, claiming she refused to get in the middle of it. And yet, you kept it from me.”
“I didn’t know until after the canyon. The fairy who did my healing told me.” I looked away. “I wanted to tell you, but I was afraid you wouldn’t want it. And I didn’t want to bring it up with a bunch of people around because I know how dangerous this pregnancy is going be. How even those who claim to be allies may turn against me…like Elijah did.” Traitorous tears welled in my eyes and escaped. I didn’t want to cry over the bastard who I’d stupidly let myself get attached to.
“I’m sorry it took me so long to find you. And I’m sorry he did what he did to you.” Caius carefully laid his hand low on my belly. A tremble ran through me at his touch. “I do want this child, more than you probably realize.”
More tears leaked out. The whole crying thing was getting ridiculous, yet I couldn’t make it stop. “How have you lived so long and never had any children if you want them?”
“Unlike my mother, I didn’t want children with just anyone.” Anger and sadness crept into his eyes. “I had the someone once, but she chose to end the child before it could be born. Not because she didn’t want children, but because she didn’t want to have mine.”
My heart jumped and I sat up. “Nadia!”
“Is fine.” Caius shifted to sit next to me. “I wasn’t sure what role she played in all of this.”
“Without her, I wouldn’t still be pregnant.” The relief was intense. I didn’t want to be responsible for her death. “She told the bastard she would do it to keep them from taking me somewhere else. Instead of whatever tea would have ended the pregnancy, she gave me regular tea and tried to help me.”
“Then I am glad I left her alive.” 
“I’m glad you got there when you did. I might have been able to kill Elijah, but I doubt I could have taken on the other two, not with that damn root screwing with my system.” 
“Your rudimentary Finding Stone helped, as well as having the forethought to call for Nyx.” Caius sighed. “I would have found you, just not as quickly and likely not in time. Those two decisions made all the difference.”
“The stone worked? I wasn’t sure it would.” I smiled, glad that even drunk I’d been able to make some decisions that helped.
“The blood linked the stone to you, but because it wasn’t quite a proper Finding Stone, the portal didn’t bring me to the exact spot it did you. It got me close though.” He smiled.
I took a deep breath, trying to wrap my mind around how everything had turned out so well in the end. “So, you’re really okay with me being pregnant?”
“I’m more than okay with it.” Leaning down, his lips touched mine. Gently at first, then it deepened into something that expressed everything we hadn’t said, the emotions we hadn’t shown. Our hands began to explore each other in an almost desperate way as if to make sure the other was truly there. 
Caius’s touch heated me through and I couldn’t get enough of it, couldn’t get close enough. The emotional rollercoaster I’d been on created a need that couldn’t be satisfied with just kisses. He was quick to shed his clothes and quench the burning desire raging through me. The same desire I saw in his eyes and felt in his touch. The heat of his skin, the feel of him against me, and the words he whispered in my ear combined to create my little piece of the Heavens within the upper levels of the Hells. When the climax finally came, we collapsed together with me in his arms.
As much as I enjoyed it, needed it, the lovemaking sapped what little energy I’d had upon waking. I drifted to sleep with the breeze from the window washing over our heated skin. For the first time since I found out I was pregnant, I slept a true sleep. One free of even the nightmares that had plagued me. 
***
“It’s an interesting thing to let someone hold in their hands the beat of your heart and the breath in your lungs. It’s a weakness. One worth defending.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 37
 
Like the room I’d awakened in, the rest of Hades’s palace was all columns and light and air. It looked like it belonged in ancient Greece. The outside walls were solid and fortified, but the center was open to a massive courtyard filled with fountains and plants I couldn’t even begin to identify. Massive white columns bordered the courtyard, creating rooms and halls that were completely open to the little oasis. 
I sat curled up against Caius in the plush cushions on a bench tucked into a small alcove behind the columns of the courtyard. The deep shade offered relief from the hot sun that bathed the plants and fountains in its light. Bethany and Malik occupied the second bench while Lilly, James, and Aaron took up the third. Rowen, Chelsea, and Ryan occupied the fourth. A low table in the center of the arrangement held glasses full of a cool, sweet juice that was incredibly refreshing. 
A full belly and plenty of rest had restored me to full health. The moment I’d stepped from my room, I’d been accosted by Rowen and my friends, each reassuring themselves I was indeed alive and okay. It had taken Caius extracting me from them and hiding us away in the alcove to get them to relax and explore the palace. It was surprisingly nice here. I almost regretted that we would soon have to leave this safe haven and forge ahead. 
Hades had told Caius the Lost continued unabated. Although, thankfully, it sounded like the numbers hadn’t increased. It was still too many to contemplate without a feeling of horror. 
The memory of the Hades I met on the trail to the second clue made me shiver. He’d terrified me then. I hadn’t seen him since waking and wasn’t entirely sure I wanted to. I took a sip of my drink before finally broaching the subject of our stay in the Hells. “Why Hades?”
Caius answered, “He’s the only one I know that is not only powerful enough to remove that much poison and save your life, but also the only one I trusted enough to turn to.”
 “What did he do?” I still hadn’t managed to untangle the strange and confusing memories of what happened after Caius killed Elijah. “All I remember is the pain and him telling me to live.”
“He gave you a single drop of his blood to burn the poison from your body.” Caius’s face grew grim. “The pure blood of gods isn’t meant for those with even a small amount of mortal blood. It could have easily killed you then and there, but it was a last-ditch effort. You were dying anyway; there was nothing left to lose at that point. When he asked me for permission to attempt it, I agreed.” His gaze searched mine. “I did try to ask you first. Unfortunately, you were beyond understanding even where you were, much less the possible consequences. I had no choice other than make the decision for you.”
“I’m glad you did. Since I was trying not to die, I would have been upset if you hadn’t done everything possible.” I shuddered at the memory of burning. “If I never hear the name of that damn root again, it will be too soon.”
“I think if none of us hears it again, it will be too soon,” Bethany said.
James and Aaron nodded in agreement. Considering that it would kill them too, I would have been surprised if they hadn’t agreed. 
“I don’t know what it did to me, but I’ve never felt so horrible or so…off. Not even the silver did that to me.” My mind cringed away from the memory.
“In what way?” James asked. “We never saw you.”
“It can only be found in the Between,” Caius explained. “It makes angels drunk, and it affected your angel side in that way. Elijah didn’t take into account your Morrigan heritage. The experience would have been like being drunk and overdosing on the mortal’s crystal meth at the same time.”
“Meth?” As a reaper, I’d collected the souls of those who’d gone down that path. I knew exactly what that could do to a person. “Are you sure…?” I couldn’t finish the question.
Lilly seemed to understand what I’d left unasked. “Although the physical reaction was much the same, the drug was not. It would have killed you without Hades’s intervention, but his intervention did heal you. All of you, even the baby.”
“Alemona and Bes came as well,” Caius said. “They kept the treatment from disrupting the pregnancy.”
Great, first Hades, and now an Egyptian goddess and a Roman god. Frankly, the gods made me nervous. I glanced around the courtyard, a little worried Hades would show up. I mean, yeah, it was his house and all, but despite what he’d done for me, he still scared me. Maybe it was because he was more powerful than Nyx. Or because he had a way of seeing into my soul that I found disturbing. 
Malik gave me a reassuring grin. “Don’t worry, Hades isn’t here right now.”
I shrugged as if it didn’t matter to me either way even though I knew he would see through it. He was as observant as his older brother. 
Rowen cleared his throat. “Speaking of the baby.”
I groaned. I might as well have told Caius in front of everyone while we were still at the fairies home. “I thought keeping it secret for as long as possible was safest.”
“Jo,” Rowen paused as if considering his words. “We have all made it clear that we are with you no matter what. I can’t speak for the demonborn among us, but none of the reapers here would walk away from you, pregnant or not.”
Ryan nodded. “We didn’t traipse around the Between trying to find you just so we could walk away because things get hard.”
“If we were going to do that, we would have left after what happened in the canyon,” Chelsea said and took a long drink from her glass. “Besides, you are right. A lot of people are going to flip their lids when it becomes apparent you are carrying a child. That baby is going to need a whole lot of protection.”
Malik snorted. “That baby has a whole lot of protection. There isn’t a demonborn in this house that wouldn’t give their life to keep it safe.” He raised his glass. “To a healthy, well-protected, smaller version of Jo and Caius. May the gods have mercy on us all.”
Everyone laughed as they raised their glasses as well. I took another drink to cover the emotions that welled up in me. How silly it seemed that I had worried so much about the reapers and demonborn who stood with me. Then again, given what Elijah had tried to do, it wasn’t completely faulty thinking. 
The same odd sense I’d felt when Caius woke flowed around me. The air almost resonated with power. I realized that I hadn’t stopped feeling it in the first place, just grown used to it. This was many times that. Caius stood, “It appears Hades has returned.”
“Is that why things feel strange all of the sudden?” I asked as the hairs stood up on my arms.
Malik dropped a kiss on Bethany’s forehead then got to his feet. “In the Hells, our power tends to radiate out from us. A way of knowing another’s strength without having to test it.”
I swallowed as I watched them leave. How could they move with such confidence in the shadow of Hades’s power? And when had Malik and Bethany become physically affectionate? When we had a moment of privacy, I would have to ask her just how far things had gone between the two of them. 
In the meantime, I was still trying to piece together everything that had happened after Elijah drugged me. “Nyx is how he found me, right? I didn’t dream that?”
“You didn’t dream it,” Lilly said as she scooched around and stretched her legs over James’s lap and leaned against Aaron. The friendship between James and Lilly had only gotten closer over the weeks. When Aaron showed up, Lilly had formed the same bond with him. It was bizarre and amusing to see my reaper friends become so close to the demonborn. Aaron draped his arm around Lilly as she continued, “Nyx showed up just as Caius was about to leave the rest of us behind. He was a bit pissed.”
“A bit pissed?” Bethany shot Lilly an incredulous look. “That’s a bit of an understatement don’t you think?” Bethany turned back to me. “The two Fallen that remained behind are dead. Once we realized you were gone, we spent the rest of the night searching for you. By late morning, Caius started questioning everyone. The first Fallen refused to answer anything.” 
Lilly rolled her eyes. “Which was an idiot thing to do.” 
“Anyway, Caius killed him,” Bethany said. “The flock of ravens that showed up and started dive bombing him and shrieking sent him into overdrive.”
“Why?” I didn’t understand why a flock of ravens would change anything.
“The only reason the ravens act like that is when one of their own is in danger,” Rowen said.
 “That was when Caius went after the other Fallen,” Aaron took up the thread, looking like it made him nervous just remembering. “It took most of the day to get that one to confess Elijah had shackled you and taken you through the portal against your will.”
 “Caius killed her for not telling him sooner,” James said.
“Got what she deserved.” Lilly scowled.
 James played with a thread on the lower leg of Lilly’s pants. “I’ve never seen Caius like that. His rage was ice cold and absolutely terrifying. The only one who dared get within reach of him, or talk to him, was Malik, and even he couldn’t calm Caius. Then his knuckles started to bleed, a reflected injury. I was honestly scared to death of him.”
Lilly sat up so she could pat his shoulder. “Everyone was scared to death of him at that point.”
The thought sent a chill through me. Even with everything we’d been through, even with Bryson, I hadn’t seen Caius like that. I was rather glad I had missed it. Wanting to know it all, I asked, “Then what happened?”
Bethany sighed. “Caius headed straight for the portal.”
“We all knew it was doubtful it would put him through anywhere near wherever they had taken you, but no one dared to bring that up.” Lilly let her hand fall from James’s shoulder and leaned against Aaron again. “Surprisingly, it brought us fairly close to Nadia’s, although we didn’t know at the time that was where we were heading and it didn’t get us close enough. Once he was on the mortal side, he shifted and started following the bond. He got more reflected injuries and picked up speed.
“When one entire side of Caius’s tongue began to bleed, he started flying north so fast the rest of us had trouble keeping up with him. Even Malik was falling behind.” Bethany lifted her thick fall of red curls and fanned the back of her neck. “He was rather single-minded.”
“And then Nyx came,” I said, finally feeling connected to the story.
“Yeah, she appeared in the air right in front of Caius and forced him to land so she could talk with him. I think it’s the first time Nyx has been to the mortal world in thousands of years.” Bethany shook her head as if she couldn’t believe Nyx had gone there even though she’d seen it. “Anyway, the two of them disappeared in a cloud of black smoke. Later, the rest of us were brought here.”
The last moments in Nadia’s house were crystal clear to me. Elijah was dead and I hadn’t been the one to kill him. I mentioned that part and then added, “Honestly, I’m still not sure how I feel about that. I wanted to rip Elijah to shreds.”
“Caius couldn’t let you do that any more than he could let you stab yourself. Killing someone with nothing but hatred in your heart is as much murder as doing it because you’re a serial killer.” Rowen said. “Defense of yourself, or others, that’s one thing. There are even allowances for crimes of blind passion. But you weren’t blinded. From what Caius said, you were quite focused.”
“How is it any different for Caius? It was murder for him too.” I frowned.
Lilly gave me a crooked grin as she stood. “He’s half-Archdemon, Jo. Murder is kind of his thing. He’s also immune to the pits.” Flipping her long blonde hair over her shoulder, she motioned at us. “You might as well get up. If Hades is back, then it will be time to leave soon.”
***
“I couldn’t even begin to express how I felt about Jo carrying my child.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 38
 
A couple of hours later, Caius and I returned to the room we were staying in so could I put my armor on. As I reached for the first piece, I felt a small flutter inside me. My eyes grew wide as both hands went to my belly.
Caius pushed away from the wall he leaned against, worry flashing in his golden eyes. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing is wrong.” A smile broke across my face. “I felt the baby move.”
Marveling at the miracle I’d just experienced, I gazed down at my body. Caius was beside me in an instant, his hand resting over mine. “You are certain?”
Nodding, I looked up at him, tears pooling in my eyes. I hated being weepy, but feeling the baby move made it worth it. 
Caius brushed the tears away when they fell and kissed me so gently it almost seemed like he was worried I might break. When he finally stepped back, I reluctantly returned to donning my armor. As much as I would have loved to remain in that room waiting to see if I would feel it again and sharing it with Caius, it wasn’t possible. 
I slowly tugged on each piece, my entire concentration turned inward, hoping it would move again. Unfortunately, the baby seemed disinclined to grant me that. Disappointed, I pulled on the last piece and waited for it to adjust to me. 
Once I finished, Caius and I met everyone else in the center garden. Hades led the way through several halls and descended a long flight of wide, curving stairs. I lingered near the back of the group with Bethany and James. This close to Hades, the power emanating from him was almost overwhelming. He stood head and shoulders taller than Caius and Malik, his long black hair loose and falling to his waist. 
When we finally reached the bottom of the stairs, an immense room supported by unadorned pillars spread out before us. A massive doorway, outlined in an elaborately carved arch, took up the wall at the other end of the room. There was something in it. Almost like I was looking at the surface of utterly still water. 
Hades crossed to it. The demonborn followed while I and the rest of the reapers hesitated. A glance at my friends and Rowen showed them to be just as confused as I was. Hades arched a perfect brow and beckoned us forward. “This is my personal portal; I can open it to any location I wish. It has remained unused for many millennia. Once, it moved armies. Now, it will take you to the second key.”
He turned and touched his finger to the arch. Glowing blue light crawled up it, filling in the grooves of the runes carved into it. The center of the doorway rippled as if someone had dropped something in the very center of it. Hades stepped back and the first of the demonborn began to pass through it. 
As I edged closer to the portal, Hades drew me aside. The bottomless pools of his black eyes regarded me for a long moment. I shifted uncomfortably. I should say something. It was hard to think, I kept feeling like I was going to fall into his eyes. Gratitude, that should be expressed. And I was grateful. “Thank you, for healing me.”
“It inconvenienced me not at all, little one.” He frowned slightly. “In fact, I dare say it was far more rigorous an ordeal for you. As appreciative as I am for your gratitude, that is not why I wished to speak with you.”
I glanced nervously toward the doorway through which my friends continued to disappear. When my eyes came to rest on Caius standing by the edge of the door, waiting for me, I relaxed a little. Not that he could protect me from a god, but just knowing he was there helped. Returning my attention to Hades, I asked, “What do you need?” 
“Need?” He asked in an affronted tone. “I did not ask for payment to heal you.”
“And I wasn’t referring to payment.” Good, despite what Bryson had done, and the pregnancy hormones making a mess of things, I could still sound braver than I was. “I meant that you helped me, so if there is something you need help with, I will return the favor.”
Hades surprised me by laughing, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Oh my, I forgot just how fantastic you are, my dear. There is nothing I need help with at the moment, although it would be nice if you could keep yourself alive. That I would like very much.” His mirth died away. “However, where you travel next and the course you must take may test your ability to do that.”
Unsure of what he wanted from me, I smiled and said, “I promise to do my best to not die. It really isn’t on my ‘to-do’ list anyway.”
“You are a gem.” Hades chuckled again then grew serious. “What lies ahead will test you; it will force you to make a decision that will shape the future no matter which choice you make.” He took my chin in his hands and bent his face closer to me as he whispered. “Do not think you have been abandoned. I did not save your life so you could perish so soon.”
He straightened and stepped back, leaving me confused. What the heck was that supposed to mean? I wanted to ask him, but something in his demeanor told me the time for conversation was over. Caius took my hand and before I could truly absorb the meaning of Hades’s words, we were stepping through the portal. The still rippling, liquid-like material parted around us and a cool metallic feeling slid across my skin. 
Humidity swamped me like a wet blanket as I came through the other side. We stood on the flat top of a tall hill covered in bright green plants. Sunlight streamed through a giant hole lined in the earth above us. Tropical trees grew around the edge of the hole in the jungle above. The sound of moving water echoed off towering walls brightened by the natural skylight. Misty clouds drifted far below, obscuring the floor of what must be a cave. I had trouble comprehending the size it must be, its vastness lost to the darkness beyond the wide pool of light. 
“What is this?” Lilly asked, frowning at the scenery in general.
“A cave. I would think that by the time you passed one hundred years of age you would be familiar with such a thing,” Hades said as he stepped through the portal. “Honestly, Caius, what are you teaching this young one?”
Lilly scowled and turned away. Hades chuckled. “You are too easily offended, young one. From what I understand, after investigating a few things with Caius, this is in what the mortals now call Vietnam.”
“Is this the one that is supposed to be the biggest cave in the mortal world?” I turned in a slow circle, taking in everything.
“No.” Hades pointed at one side of the cave. “That one is off that way. This has yet to be discovered by mortals. Likely a good thing. The mortals have already started traipsing all over the other one and the last thing you need is a bunch of them in the middle of what you are trying to accomplish.”
“Are you coming with us?” I asked. Is that why he said not to feel abandoned? Not that I did either way, but in the back of my mind, I was still trying to put together the puzzle he’d given me.
“No, my dear. This I am not allowed to interfere with.” He turned and pointed to a rune on the archway. “When you have completed the task, return to this place and touch this symbol. It will take you anywhere you desire. Be clear on your destination. The trouble with portals like these, they do not handle confusion well. If you are unable to decide and inadvertently think of two different places, the portal will do as you wish and quite literally rip you in half.”
I shuddered and instinctively stepped farther from the portal. “Well, that’s a pleasant thought.”
“It can be.” Hades looked directly at me. “Remember, whoever touches the rune will control the destination of the entire group. If you concentrate hard enough, you can send different people in your group to different destinations. A useful tool when sending armies to more than one front as long as one remembers that in order to end up in the same destination with one of the armies, they have to go behind that group and before the next. Once you step through, the second destination lines up. But that is neither here nor there.”
There was a subtext under his words that I almost understood. Somehow, Hades knew what was coming and despite his professed inability to interfere, he was going to anyway. But only if I could figure it out. He was saying one thing while telling me something else entirely. 
While my brain worked to untangle the mystery, Hades turned back to the doorway. “Until I see you again. The doorway is set to activate but one time and only by members of this group. If you are not prepared to move everyone through it, do not activate it. It will disappear from this world once that single use is over.” He glanced at me. “It will stay open until the person that touches the rune on this side touches the same rune on the other.”
***
“I don’t know what Hades said to Jo before we stepped through the portal. His demeanor made it clear the conversation was for her alone.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 39
 
I watched him depart through the portal, still mystified by his words. Gods were truly confusing creatures. Caius pulled me from my thoughts by asking if I was ready. Which of course I wasn’t, not really. I mean, after the ominous things Hades had said, who would be? Not that I could shirk this either. 
Why did I have to be all honorable or whatever it was that made you walk into danger in order to help? I could have been a selfish, evil person, but oh no, I was going to traipse my rear down this hill and wander through a cave of epic proportions because dead people needed me to.
With a sigh, I motioned toward the steep slope full of rocks and ledges. “No point standing around here. I doubt the key is going to deliver itself to us.” 
“You’re probably right on that account,” Caius said as demonborn and reapers began shifting into ravens and eagles that were too big to exist in the mortal world. 
Closing my eyes, I sought the raven. It came easily to my mind, but went no further. No matter how hard I tried for the one thing that had always been easy for me, I couldn’t bring the change on. Caius, still in his human form, was watching me when I opened my eyes. 
“I could have told you that wouldn’t work. A raven’s body isn’t equipped to carry a baby any more than yours is to lay eggs.” He gave me a small smile and indicated those who had shifted. “Most of them will fly to the bottom. The rest of us will do this the hard way.” 
As the majority of demonborn and reapers flew into the air, Malik was in a quiet argument with Bethany, the gist of which seemed to be his desire for her to fly down and her stubborn refusal. Dominic and his siblings remained as well. They had integrated into my band of merry men so well it was often hard to remember they had joined us after our visit to Nyx. 
Caius turned to Lilly and frowned. “Why haven’t you shifted?”
“I’m not flying down.” 
“Yes, you are. This isn’t going to be easy and I don’t need another person to worry about.” Caius glared at her.
She crossed her arms and raised her eyebrows. “I can climb down as easy as you. If Aaron and James aren’t flying down, then neither am I.”
He turned and pinned the two men with the same glare he’d given Lilly. James shrugged. “We stay with Jo.”
“Talk some sense into them Rowen,” Caius growled. 
Rowen gave him a flat look. “Have you not seen these young people together as a group? You aren’t going to separate them.”
“Fine.” Caius stalked toward the decline.
Just from the look on Lilly’s face and the set of her shoulders when she refused to obey, I could have told Caius the only way he was going to make her fly was if he threw her off the side of the hill, but I didn’t. Mostly because watching him lose an argument with his little sister was amusing. So was watching Malik lose to Bethany.
Caius grumbled under his breath about people not listening as he led the way, picking out a path for us to follow. 
It wasn’t as easy as it looked from the top. The ground was uneven, the rocks slippery, and the way often extremely steep. Our slow descent was punctuated with curses as people lost purchase, slid, and were grabbed by nearby companions. At one point, the path down was so steep, I wasn’t sure how we would all make it down without someone breaking their neck. 
A pile of rope appeared in Caius’s hands. When he shook it out, I realized it was a ladder. He fixed it to the rock in the same way he tied off a fire. Although I knew it was more than secure, it didn’t look that way. Caius went first, climbing quickly down it until he reached the next, somewhat level-ish spot thirty or so feet below. Rowen stayed at the top, offering a hand to those getting onto the ladder that dangled along the path.
“Path” was a loose term. Nothing had walked here to create anything even resembling a path. It was more of a narrow, not-as-sheer-or-covered-in-plants affair that should probably be named Broken Bone Trail or something whenever the mortals found it. 
I watched James make his way down the ladder, more than a little nervous for my friend and well aware the only reason we were making such a torturous trek was because I couldn’t shift. Not that anyone complained. In fact, they all seemed as happy about the pregnancy as I was. The demonborn because the baby was Caius’s, the reapers because children were treasured among them. 
Aaron and Bethany were the next two down. I motioned Lilly toward the ladder, “Age before beauty?”
Lilly snorted and rolled her eyes. “Sorry, reapers first.”
I stuck my tongue out. She returned the gesture. Caius’s voice echoed up the almost-a-cliff-face, “What’s the holdup?”
“Nothing,” I yelled back. “I’m getting to it.”
I approached the edge where it went from being moderately steep to ridiculous. Stepping gingerly, I held onto Rowen with one hand and the rock with the other as I put my foot on the first rung of the ladder. It wasn’t the sturdiest feeling thing. Acutely aware of the barely perceptible change in my waistline and the flutter I’d felt earlier, I focused on the rungs and moved carefully while trying not to think about falling. Which of course meant all I could think about was falling. 
After what seemed like forever, I finally reached the bottom. Bethany, James, and Aaron already waited lower on the path. I joined them, thankful that although the air was humid, it was at least cool. When Lilly and the rest made it down, Caius took the lead again and we continued. After a while, the clouds enveloped us making it both difficult to see and the rocks more slippery than they were. A steady stream of eagles and ravens flew past as they kept track of our progress.
The light coming through the natural skylight faded quickly and we were left with demonborn fire to show us the way. Thankfully, it didn’t take much light to allow us to see in such darkness. I let flames crawl around my hands, glad they wouldn’t burn anything unless I wanted them to. The last thing we needed was an inferno in there while we were essentially trapped in it. It took us a couple of hours to reach the cave floor.
A stream cut through the middle of an area large enough across to park an airliner. The water wasn’t fast here and a wide expanse of sand on either side allowed for a good place to rest. Those of us who had made the descent flopped down while Ryan handed out the traveling food. As I nibbled mine, I decided caves were stupid. Especially caves like this one. 
After checking on his siblings, Caius came and sat next to me. “Are you doing okay?”
“Yeah.” I shrugged. “Other than hating this cave, I’m good.”
“According to what Hades and I could work out, the spot we are looking for is a little farther down this tunnel. It shouldn’t take long to reach it.” Caius finished his square. “We’ll get started as soon as you’ve rested enough.”
Startled, I swallowed my last bite and said, “You’re all waiting for me?”
“They just don’t want to push you too hard.” Caius indicated the group of reapers and demonborn spread out across the sand. 
“They, huh?” I narrowed my eyes at him, pretty certain who the vague “they” was. I got to my feet and brushed the sand from the back of my pants. “Well, I’m good to go.”
Caius appraised me, but said nothing as he stood and called for everyone to continue. 
***
“Whether she liked it or not, I wasn’t going to let her push herself like she had before.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 40
 
After slogging through both sand and water, climbing a small rockfall, and winding through massive stalagmites, we found what we were looking for. To a mortal, it would have looked like any other rock in this blasted cave. To the rest of us, it was easy to pick out. Something about it felt different. Caius walked over and pressed his hand against it.
Muted rumbling reverberated around the cave as part of the wall opened, revealing a dark hall paved in square white stones that were probably eight feet across. I sighed. Great, more Indiana Jones crap. Before we stepped into that hall, I gave Bethany and James a hug. The gods only knew what awaited us inside. 
Bethany returned my hug with one that was almost too tight and James said, “Come back safe.”
“That’s the plan.” I pulled away and turned to face whatever lay ahead.
The darkness within the wide hall quickly swallowed us as it made a wide downward curve. Caius held out his hand, letting a flame dance on his palm. A sense of déjà vu washed over me. I just hoped I didn’t get poisoned with anything this time. I’d had more than enough of that.
As if echoing my thoughts, Caius said, “Seems like we’ve done this before. Let’s just hope nothing traps you and tries to dump you in a hole.”
I chuckled. The two of us had come a long way since then. If someone had told me as we entered the place of the first key that I would be in love with Caius and carrying his baby in a not-too-distant future, I would have told them they were crazy. Our journey hadn’t been easy, but if I could go back and tell Alaric to stuff it when he suggested all of this in the beginning, I wouldn’t do it.
The hall ended in a massive room that looked eerily similar to the first one. I groaned as Caius began to light the torches around the room. On a pedestal in the middle of the room rested a chest inside a cage. The same handle resided within a circle of iron. 
Caius studied it for a moment after he finished with the torches. “I guess I’m supposed to turn it this time.”
“I did it last time,” I said quickly. “Your turn.”
Although my tone was joking, I couldn’t help the concern I felt as he stepped in front of the pedestal, reached in the cage, and twisted the handle. Runes glowed to life all over the walls. I spun around as a slab of stone slid down, blocking the hall and cutting off our only exit. I turned back to Caius. 
He pulled his hand away from the handle and the cage without issue. “I guess it’s sure we share at least a partial bond.”
“Now what?” I looked over the runes on the walls. 
Caius joined me. After a full circle of the room, he said, “It will take both of us. I move a rune then you move a rune until the pattern is complete, and both of us to open the door when it’s done. We came in together, we have to leave together.”
“At least this time, I’m not trapped by that stupid cage.” It was nice to actually be useful.
I waited for him to find the first rune that needed to be moved and swap it out. I took that one and studied the walls until I found where it went. We repeated it over and over as we moved around the room, taking turns and slowly revealing a pattern. 
After the last two runes were swapped out and slid into place, two quiet clicks were like an explosion. They were the first sounds the chamber had made. We froze. When nothing bad happened, we backed up until we stood in the middle of the room. Most of the pattern was artful scrollwork. It was the image of the open chest, with the key inside, that held our attention. 
“You really think it’s in the chest this time?” I asked.
“Only one way to find out.” Caius turned to the cage. The top of it was slightly ajar. He lifted it slowly. 
I held my breath, waiting for whatever trap it had in store. When it opened all the way up with only a minor protest from the hinges, another click sounded. A panel of wall dropped and a sharpened spike of silver about three feet long shot across the chamber at Caius. He dodged and it embedded itself in the wall. Startled, I jumped a little, my hands slapping over my mouth so I wouldn’t do something ridiculous like scream. 
Caius inspected the spike. “Pure silver, not something that can be acquired in the mortal world.”
When I moved closer, he pointed to the runes worked along the shaft of the spike. “Pure silver is too soft to do much with, but this has been augmented with magic. Meant to keep it strong enough and sharp enough to impale someone, even punch through our armor, without interfering with the actual softness of the metal.”
“What does it mean?” The spike made me nervous. Silver and I didn’t have a good relationship.
“It means if it came into contact with either of us, it would melt into our bodies at a rapid pace, flooding us with it in a short amount of time. If removed quickly enough, I could probably overcome it.” He glanced at me. “You, on the other hand, would be even sicker than you were after the first key.” 
He turned and eyed the open lock on the chest. “Can you please do me a favor and stay down? If there are any that will be triggered by the chest opening, I get the feeling they are going to come at a height to strike whoever is standing at the pedestal.”
Grumbling slightly, I sat on the floor as he walked to the chest. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” 
“We don’t have much choice.” He gestured at the closed entrance to the hall. “When we are able to leave, the two tiles on either side of the doorway should light up. It’s not going to let us out until we see it through.”
I glanced at the door. The way the tiles were positioned, it would take two people to open it. The width of the door was too wide for one person to reach both tiles. I sighed. “Fine.”
With extreme care, he gingerly lifted the lid to the chest. It swung up and open on silent hinges. Caius was ready when it triggered a panel in another wall. Two spikes rocketed across the room. He dodged both of them, not even bothering to watch them bury their points in the far wall. 
Of course. I got trapped by the stupid chamber the first time, before I knew enough about anything to be prepared for it, and he gets spikes he can easily dodge because of his age and mix. 
“Can I get up now?” I felt like an idiot just sitting on the floor watching him be super demon.
When Caius nodded, I stood and approached the box. The key rested in the bottom with a little tube next to it. I was really getting sick of those damn tubes that sent us all over creation so the next place could try to kill us. Caius lifted the tube out and tucked it in his pocket. We both stared at the key for a long moment. Maybe this one hadn’t been as hard to get because we’d already been through so much. 
Caius finally reached in and picked up the key. This time the click came at the same time three spikes launched. They came so close to my head on the way by, the wind from their passing pulled a lock of my hair into my face. They missed Caius by inches. 
A dangerous glint entered Caius’s eyes. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah.” I pushed my hair back. “That was a little too close.”
“Just a little.” He glanced around the chamber. “Thankfully, that seems to be it.”
I turned toward the door. The tiles on either side were lit up. Thank the gods; I was so ready to be out of there.
We walked to either side of the doorway. His hand pressed against the tile on his side as I was still reaching for mine. Another soft click. Everything slowed down as several things happened at almost the same time. Caius moved so fast he blurred, his arm grabbing me around the waist. Ten spikes launched from another hidden cubby. I tumbled across the floor as Caius threw me out of the way a split second before six of the spikes struck him with such force they knocked him against the wall and pinned him to it.
His eyes flared bright gold and he hissed through his teeth, the muscles of his jaw tight as the silver sizzled and smoked against his skin.
Pain ripped through me from the reflected injuries. I barely had time to assess them before they flashed white-hot, burning with the same pain I’d felt during Hades’s healing. My knees buckled and dropped me to the stone. I gasped air through my teeth and prayed it didn’t hurt the baby as darkness rolled over me. 
I blinked at the ceiling as I came back to the surface. How long had I been out? My heart jumped as I rolled to my hands and knees and looked for Caius. He was still pinned to the wall, face ashen and slicked in sweat. Smoke from his skin burning filled the air as the silver melted into his system. 
“Caius?” His head lolled and fell forward. Scrambling to my feet, I ran to him, lifting his head in my hands. Although covered in cold sweat, his face felt feverish. “Caius! Oh gods, no.”
Blood completely soaked the entire front of him and angry, blistered skin surrounded the points where the spikes had driven through. One in each shoulder, one straight through his upper abdomen, another through the lower, one through his thigh. The last had driven through his chest far too close to his heart. 
Sobs escaped me as I yanked at the spikes. So much of the silver had already melted into his system they pulled away easily. When I pulled the last from his shoulder, he fell to the floor, a dead weight. 
“Caius!” Throwing the spike across the room, I knelt beside him and rolled him to his back. “You can’t die on me!”
Blood coated my hands as I tried to hold them over the wounds, burning my own skin on the silver. His chest barely moved. This was so much worse than I’d seen him in that snow-covered clearing in the mortal world. There was too much blood, too much silver.
Desperate, I leaped to my feet and ran to the stone that blocked the doorway. I tried pushing, tried hooking the tips of my fingers under the edge of the heavy stone and lifting. A wasted effort. It wasn’t going to let me out. I couldn’t run to Malik, Lilly or anyone else for help. It was just me and a fast fading Caius. 
Terror gripped me as I started to shake from too much adrenaline. I pushed the panic down, trying to think clearly and logically. Time was running out, fast. He hadn’t even brought any of the replenisher with him and I had no way to get any. No way to get any blood…
The thought stilled me. I could give my blood. It would complete the bond. The very thing everyone worried about, even feared. It could also kill us both. My hand fluttered over my stomach. What if the only one killed was the baby? Would he forgive me? Would I forgive me? On the other hand, this place obviously wasn’t letting just one of us out. We came in together, we had to work together to complete the pattern, and we had to leave together. If Caius died, I would die alone of starvation and thirst in this chamber and the baby would die with me.
I looked quickly around for something to open a cut. I didn’t have fangs to open my wrist with or time to debate any more of the pros and cons of my actions. Despite what Caius said, sometimes acting before thinking too much was exactly what was needed. 
My eyes lit on a corner of the cage that came to a rather sharp-looking point. It would do. I rushed over and jammed my forearm down on it. The sharp metal pierced my skin easily. I yanked my arm back, creating a tear then ran back to Caius and dropped on my knees next to him. My hands shook as I crushed my bleeding arm against his mouth. He was so far gone, I wasn’t sure he would even be able to swallow the blood running into his mouth. I could feel the heat building inside me again. Whatever healed me before was preparing to do so again. “Caius, please drink. Please don’t die. Please don’t leave our baby without a father.” 
I closed my eyes and wept quietly as the burning built and moved toward my arm. It was slower, more sluggish this time. Maybe it was wearing off or responded differently to smaller wounds. If it healed my arm, I would just go rip it open again. I didn’t know what else to do. 
Suction pulled at my arm. I opened my eyes, hope suddenly raging inside me. Caius’s teeth grew and tore through my skin as he hungrily pulled more blood. I gritted my teeth against the pain. His hand came up, holding my arm weakly to his mouth though his eyes remained closed. I remembered Caius telling me the person being fed on could either feel nothing or everything. He wasn’t conscious enough to know what he was doing, never mind making it so I didn’t feel anything at all. 
It was nothing short of agony and I didn’t care. With each pull he took, the gruesome wounds closed more and his color looked better. I let him continue until I felt woozy. I was trying to figure out the best to way to get him to quit drinking when his eyes snapped open. 
They blazed molten gold as he yanked my arm away from his mouth. “What did you do?”
“What I had to do.” I held my hand tight over my arm to stop the bleeding. Without the constant re-injury of it from the drinking, heat rose inside me. The burning flashed through me again, searing its way down my arm. I held it tight against my body. 
“Jo?” Caius reached for me. 
I shook my head and panted through gritted teeth, “Over…in…a…sec.”
Caius managed to push to a sitting position in front of me. The pain retreated and I held my arm out in front of me. It was healed. Caius took it in his hand, his grasp feeling stronger with every passing second. His golden eyes met mine. “How?”
“I don’t know. It happened after the spikes hit you, only it moved faster and hurt more then.” The words Hades spoke to me just before going through the portal played through my mind. “I think—” I lost the thread of the thought as the sensation of falling swept through me. The world wobbled then spun. “Caius?”
He looked as unsteady as me. Caius’s eyes rolled back just before darkness fell over me. Oh gods, I had killed us trying to save us. A black hole opened up and pulled me in. An icy chill settled over me as I tumbled through a deeper black than I’d ever known. The speed of my fall increased, hurtling me toward an unknown destination. 
A distant, pinprick of light intruded, coinciding with a tiny spot of warmth within me. My speed quickened again. The point of light grew as I plunged toward it. As the light grew so did the warmth inside me until it felt like I’d swallowed the sun. It should have hurt. It didn’t. Although it burned and filled me to almost bursting, it was a pleasant sensation. And then I was flung straight into the light. 
I was in another time, another place, seeing through another pair of eyes and feeling emotions that weren’t mine. Confusion reigned as I tried to figure out what happened. Someone was talking. I recognized that voice, Eisheth. Fury. It was directed at Caius’s mother, but it wasn’t my emotion. Another voice, this one much deeper and masculine. A man with gray wings confronted Eisheth. She stood tall before him, but I didn’t miss the nervous lick of her lips. The eyes I saw through watched the exchange with determination. And then it clicked. I was a rider in someone else’s head, feeling what they felt. 
The man turned toward us and beckoned. With a sense of triumph, I…we followed him. When we passed a mirror, I saw a boy in his early teens with pitch black hair and golden eyes.
I watched and felt as the boy grew into a man, witnessed his triumphs and failures. Was there as he learned to use and control the significant demon power at his beck and call. When he first embraced the Archangel side of him, watched the female archangel help him bring it back under control in a way that would have made me blush. It was also confusing as hell since I didn’t lean that way at all, but still felt every physical and emotional pleasure of his time with her. 
When the bloodlust hit, I rode the waves of it with him. Watched as he mastered control and became the battle-hardened warrior I recognized as Caius. I stood with him against Eisheth in the first of many conflicts with her. This one was over a boy no more than two years old with a mop of black hair. I knew without a doubt the child was Malik. Eisheth raged and, in the end, lost as Caius picked the boy up and walked away with him. 
I was there as Caius raised Malik as both a father figure and an older brother. There when he forged friendships with Hades, Nyx, and a few other gods I didn’t recognize. There when Caius led armies, bloodied battlefields, and bedded women. Shared every life he drained of blood in the mortal world, every soul he consumed. He’d told me nothing but the truth when he said there was no reason to take an innocent soul with so many twisted ones around. And he’d told me the truth when he said he never took a soul or life that wasn’t deserving of it.
Enjoyed the bond that developed with his siblings as they left Eisheth to join him and felt the weight of responsibility that came with leading them. I’d once thought the arrangement of him being their leader sounded cold and distant. That description couldn’t be further from the truth. What he felt for them, and they in return, went far deeper and was more connected than that. 
When he met Rowen, I felt the wariness as Caius realized Rowen had seen his wings. Watched the mutual respect slowly evolve into friendship. I was with him when he heard the Children were falling and waded into the war in Midtween, when he fought beside Rowen, and shared Caius’s grief when even his powerful blood wasn’t enough to save Rowen’s mate.
Felt the unexpected pull of love with Nadia. With him while he explored it. And felt the deep sense of betrayal when she ended the pregnancy. The crushing grief buried under the rage was mine as well and I wept tearless sobs for him. I was with him as Malik, Zane, and the rest tried to offer comfort and cheer him up. With him as he slowly climbed out of the depth of that pain. 
I watched as the news of another full sibling reached him. Was there when Caius went up against Eisheth and her armies. Experienced the unanticipated tenderness that filled him as he took the blonde baby girl into his arms. 
Observed as Caius, Malik, and the rest trained her, guarded her through bloodlust, and kept her safe even from her own, sometimes reckless, self. Witnessed the disbelief when Rowen asked him to watch over some young woman in the mortal world. Felt the flash of surprise when she glared defiantly back in a cemetery. 
Experienced the unexpected interest when she held her ground in a hospital, and the just as surprising desire to watch out for her. Lurked with him on her routes, taking down eaters she never even realized were coming for her. Felt the sting of her extreme dislike and the flash of possessiveness when Sinmar asked Caius to suggest someone to create a partial blood bond with her. Understood the desperation that had driven him to dump demon blood into her when she lay dying in a cold cave. Felt the intense and tender pleasure that had consumed him at realizing Hades had managed to save both his mate and his child.
The amount of fear, concern, and love he’d felt over the course of our journey together shocked me. I knew he loved me, but he wasn’t verbally expressive. I’d gotten a taste of his true feelings the first time inside my bubble with him and thought I knew, but that was only a sample. The profound depths rocked me to the core. His loyalty and love weren’t given easily; that he’d granted me both humbled me. 
The warmth returned, filling me again. This time I knew what it was, could feel it my bones. It was Caius. The energy that was him, all fire and air, soaked into each of my cells with an exquisite burn as I was again sucked into the black hole. Once again, I hurdled toward a pinpoint of light, this time traveling even faster. When I was thrown into the light this time, I saw myself lying next to Caius a split second before I tumbled back into my own body.
The energy inside swelled until the sweetness of it was painful. For a moment, I could hear both our hearts, beating in perfect unison. It was the flap of a butterfly’s wings and I could sense the ripples spreading out from us, reverberating through the immortal world in the same way Hades’s power had radiated out from him in the Hells. Everyone would feel it, all would know. A voice that came from everywhere and nowhere whispered, “Consort.”  The sound and sensation faded, leaving me staring at the stone of the ceiling. 
I turned my head, a wave of emotion breaking over me as I looked into Caius’s golden eyes. Without a word, he slid his hand behind my neck and pulled me to him. His lips crushed down on my mine, kissing me deeply, fiercely, possessively. I returned it, using the action to express everything I felt for him, everything I understood about him now. And I realized that just as I had traveled his life, mine had also been laid bare before him. Everything I’d ever experienced or felt was his now. It left me feeling exposed and vulnerable even as his kisses and touches made me feel protected and cherished.
He rolled on top of me. I eagerly wrapped my legs around him as he rocked his hips against me. His passion and love flowed into me and mine into him in a feedback loop that only made us wilder. Caius recognized the way our emotions were feeding on each other first and broke away, his breath ragged as he rested his forehead against mine. “That’s going to be a problem.”
Still panting like I’d sprinted five miles, I chuckled. “I’ll say.”
“Probably not the best time or place for it though.” He gave me a rueful grin. 
I realized then that we lay in, and were smeared with, his congealed blood. I wrinkled my nose. “Ew.”
Caius laughed and pushed to his feet. I took his offered hand and let him peel me off the floor. So gross. We took our places in front of the tiles on either side of the door again, careful to make sure we both pressed our hands against them at the exact same time. The slab of rock shuddered and slowly lifted back into the ceiling. I breathed a sigh of relief. I’d had enough of these places and their weirdness. I grimaced at the murder scene look I was wearing. I felt Caius’s amusement and gave him a questioning look. 
“Your disgust is quite strong,” he said with a smile.
I narrowed my eyes. “Get out of my head.”
“I’m not in your head. Just picking up on what you are feeling.” The grin remained in place as he shrugged.
His amusement got stronger when I said, “Well then get out of my emotions. It’s not funny.”
“Get out of my emotions.” He raised an eyebrow.
“I can’t.” I scowled as I realized there was no way to shut it off. With some work, I might be able to suppress it a bit so it didn’t get overwhelming. 
“It would seem we both have the same problem.” He motioned toward the hall. “Shall we?”
Hesitating, I wiped my dirty hands on my equally dirty armor. “Everyone is going to know aren’t they?”
“Yes, they will know.” Caius sighed. “The way it sent waves through all of the powers, there is no way to hide it.”
“Everyone is going to want us dead even more.” Protecting my child had just gotten a whole lot more complicated.
“Yes. Especially because it was like a crier confirming in even undecided minds that the prophecy pertains to you. The whisper of ‘consort’ went out on the same ripples of power.” At my questioning look, he said, “The fourth part of the prophecy. Cast the Child, Upon the wind, With darkness her consort, She returns again.”
“So you are the darkness?” It was a fitting description, but not entirely accurate from my point of view. Then again, having watched him in full battle mode against the Sentinels and in the canyon, and after riding along through the past wars and conflicts he’d been in, I could see where the opposing side might see him as darkness.
“Apparently.” He gestured at the mess that was me. “Perhaps we should clean up before heading back.”
I glanced down at my blood streaked armor. “You know, if we could hit a horror convention, we would rock the cosplay competition.”
“I don’t think even a convention dedicated to it could handle this much.” He grinned.
I chuckled as I pulled off my armor and began the process of freeing myself from the ick that covered me from head to foot then created new clothes. Blinking against the dizziness of so much blood loss, I was careful to hide my tired muscles. Whatever had healed me hadn’t fixed that. I wanted out of the chamber and out of the cave. I scrubbed my armor in the same way as I did my body and hair. Only the fact it was bound to me allowed me to do that, which in my mind made magic armor pretty cool. 
Caius finished before I did and held my now-clean armor while I reassembled myself. After I was finally ready, we started back up the hall. When the torches in the chamber all went out at once and plunged us into inky blackness, we both held up a hand and let a flame dance on our palms. 
***
“I had held out hope the prophecy didn’t truly pertain to Jo. Now that it was certain it did, if it was darkness they wanted, I would give it to them.” ~Caius
 





Chapter 41
 
When we exited the hall, everyone was waiting for us. I had only to look at Rowen to realize we’d been right about everyone knowing. There wasn’t a trace of anger in my guide’s face, only resignation and worry. 
“Please don’t lecture me,” I said, feeling weary. The bonding had used up a lot of energy and I lost a lot of my blood to save Caius. The bonding had come on so quick and then with the initial after-effect that drove us into wild kissing, I don’t think Caius realized just how much I had given.
“I have no intention of it.” Rowen smiled. “I had a feeling this is how it would play out eventually.”
“So you think the prophecy really applies to me?” When he nodded, I couldn’t help asking again, “And you are okay with that?”
“I think the fairies had a good way of looking at it. The Morrigan saw you coming well enough to make a prophecy about it and yet didn’t try to do anything to stop it herself. Perhaps they are right, and everything that happens is supposed to happen the way she wanted.” Rowen put an arm around me. “Either way, I will be here for you.”
“Thanks, Rowen.” It felt good to have him on my side.      
We only rested for a short time before starting back through the cave. As we made our way back to the portal, Caius filled everyone in on what happened in the chamber. I remained silent, concentrating on keeping forward movement while I listened to him tell it all, though he left out the exact details of the bond for which I was grateful. I didn’t regret it and if anything, loved Caius even more. At the same time, he’d seen everything, felt everything, known my every thought during the bond. I’d never felt so exposed. 
The only saving grace is that it was Caius I was bonded to. He would never bring up what he saw and felt, would never try to make me talk about any of it. It would simply be something he knew and understood about me. In the same way, I would never bring up what I’d seen. I’m glad I was able to participate in something so intimate, but in the end, the past was the past.
When we stopped to rest part way back, James came over to sit next to me. He handed me water and a traveling square. While I chugged water, he said, “I decided I was wrong about you finding trouble.”
“Oh?” I raised an eyebrow and took a bite. 
“Finding implies you just kind of stumble over it. It’s more like you seek it out, jump in with both feet, and bathe in it.” He grinned.
“And you don’t seek it out?” I tipped the canteen back and gulped down more water. 
“Definitely not.”      
I laughed, “Then what are you doing here with me?”
James glanced around the cave. “Well, life is more interesting around you. Scarier, but interesting.”
I snorted and finished my food, wishing I could ask for another square. The food and water had restored me some, but I wasn’t sure it was enough. After another drink, I handed the canteen back to James and stood. It looked like most everyone had finished and I was ready to get out of the cave. The heavy humidity glued my clothes and armor to my skin. If it got any higher, I was going to need to evolve into a fish in order to breathe. 
The climb back up the hill was just as treacherous and irritating as the descent. I found myself grumbling profanities under my breath at the ravens and eagles that monitored our progress. Even if it wasn’t their fault they could fly while I scrambled up the side of the stupid hill. The rope ladder still hung at what would always be Broken Bone Trail to me. Caius and Rowen were the first up, then Bethany. When she was about halfway up, I started my ascent. Making sure I had a good hold on the ladder. 
Climbing was a struggle made worse by the exhaustion creeping in. The food and water may have helped, but it wasn’t enough to support this level of activity. I paused a couple of rungs from the top and clung to the damp rope, panting. A thread of fear wormed its way through me as I became less sure how well I could hold on even if I didn’t move another inch.
“Everything okay?” Caius asked from somewhere above on the trail above.
I looked up. It was only two rungs to the top of the ladder where Broken Bone Trail leveled off a bit. A couple feet had never felt so far. Without answering, I focused my attention back on the ladder and keeping hold of it. The baby fluttered in my belly, but I was too shaky to appreciate it. Caius’s worry and concern threaded through me and although I didn’t look up again, I could sense exactly where he was as he descended the path to me and when he stopped.
“Take my hand, Jo.”
I let my eyes travel up until I saw Caius crouched above me, one hand braced against the stone, the other extended toward me. Mine shook as I placed it in his. Gripping my hand tight enough it was uncomfortable, he hauled me up and pulled me into his arms. “What’s wrong?”
My muscles felt watery and I had to focus to make my legs hold. “I think I let you have a little too much blood in the chamber.”
With a muttered oath, Caius turned and started pulling me up the path, keeping one arm around me. I breathed a sigh of relief when the path started leveling out. It meant we were nearing the top. Only a couple hundred feet left. The rest who had been climbing with me flew past in their bird forms. Caius picked me up and carried me the rest of the way, sitting me down near the portal and opening his wrist. I didn’t hesitate to take the offered blood. My tissues soaked it up like sponges.
I already felt better when he pulled his wrist away. “You lost so much in the chamber, how can you have enough to give me?”
“While you were talking to James, Malik and Zane both donated,” he answered. “I could feel you getting weaker, but didn’t know why. You should have said something.”
“I didn’t realize you had received more and didn’t want you giving me any if you needed it.” I shrugged. “I thought I could make it after drinking lots of water and eating. I guess it didn’t hold me as well as I’d hoped.”
“Next—” He jerked his head up as ravens started calling a warning. 
Both reapers and demonborn dived for the top of the hill, many shifting just before they touched the ground. Caius stood and took a few steps to where Rowen glided in, changing to his human form and hitting the ground at a walk. Caius swept his gaze over the hilltop as if ensuring everyone had reached it. “What’s happening?”
Rowen folded his arms, his dark eyes uneasy. “A large number of demonborn and Skraelix.”
Oh, yay, the crazy mix of insect, human, and animal. “I hate those things.”
“You aren’t alone in that,” Caius said and turned to Rowen. “How many?”
“They outnumber us by far,” Malik said as he approached. “We can win, but only if you are ready for everyone in our group to know everything about the heritage we share. And you are ready for any who might escape to spread the tale.”
I got to my feet while they were weighing the pros and cons. Without hesitation, I touched the rune Hades had indicated, my mind focused on where I wanted the people in my group to go, and where I wanted our enemies to go. I knew now what Hades had been trying to tell me. Either Caius wasn’t shown that bit of conversation during the bonding, or he wasn’t as obsessed as I had been in trying to figure it out. Hades’s words hadn’t stopped rolling around in the back of my mind since he left.
Caius turned, his golden eyes molten as the material within the portal began to ripple. “Why did you activate the portal?”
“I think it’s time we left.” I smiled. “Don’t you?”
“Jo, whoever activates it has to be the last through it. Even I will have to pass through it before you.” Anger flashed through him, all tangled up with threads of apprehension. 
“I know.” I locked my gaze with his. “Trust me. In this, I know what to do.” When he didn’t answer, I said, “Please, trust me. I’ve trusted you countless times.”
He took two steps and crushed me to him. “It’s not like you’ve given me a choice.”
“If we are making our exit, we should do it quickly,” Rowen said. “They are moving fast.”
Caius called out to everyone and started ushering them through the portal. The sound of large insect legs echoed around the cave. Our enemies were closer than I’d thought. Good, it would go quicker this way. 
When my band of merry men was all the way through and it was just Caius and I standing on the hill, he reached out a hand and cupped the side of my face. “I will see you on the other side.”
“I’ll be right behind you.” I watched him step into the portal, the bond sharing with me just how difficult it was for Caius to leave me behind.
I turned to face the first demonborn to make it to the hilltop and the ghastly horde with them. There was so much flora in that part of the cave, I easily began building a barrier. Not that it would stop them, but it didn’t need to, just slow them down so the majority were on the hilltop before I acted.
Patience wasn’t usually a big virtue of mine, but I found I didn’t need much of it. My enemies piled up behind my barrier in short order and listening to them trying to blast their way through it was amusing. When I was certain the bulk of their numbers were there, I stood right in front of the portal, where they wouldn’t miss seeing me, and dropped the barrier.
They spotted me instantly and surged forward. Feeling surprisingly calm, I turned and stepped through the portal with my destination firmly in my mind, and theirs as well. When I came through, I was surprised to see the pink beach of Nyx’s home. Although, to be honest, I knew more who I was going to, not where. 
I barely had time to register Caius’s relief at seeing me before echoed screams emanated from the portal, making me cringe a little. Turning to watch the rippling surface, I couldn’t tell if the feeling of relief was just Caius’s or if mine at seeing him and the rest of my merry band safe was looping with his. I didn’t move until the distant screams in the portal died away. Reaching out, I touched the rune again and watched the portal dissolve into nothing.
When I turned to my friends on the beach Caius asked, “What happened?”
“I waited until as many as possible were on the hilltop and frothing to get at me in order to make sure a good number would charge the portal.” I smiled, though I couldn’t ignore the touch of sadness I felt over the lives of the demonborn I’d taken. “Remember when Hades said he could send different people to different areas even when they were all passing through the portal at the same time?” 
When Caius nodded I continued, “Well, I made sure to send me here. And I sent each of them,” I pointed to where the portal had stood, “To two different destinations. The portal did exactly as asked and tore each one in half and sent them.”
“What were the two places?” Rowen asked, looking at me like I’d grown a third eye. 
I guess what I’d done was a bit extreme, but I couldn’t hide from the fact that it was them or us. And I had a little life growing inside me that needed to be protected and it was best they learned now that my child was not an easy target, even if their deaths weighed heavy on my soul. “I sent one part of each of them to the carnivorous trees. The trees get free dinner tonight in return for trying to help against the Sentinels. And I sent the other half to the smilodons in the fairy forest. Maybe the pretty deer will have a peaceful night if the giant kitties are stuffing themselves on delivery.”
Caius laughed, amusement and pride in his golden eyes. Rowen shook his head. Malik cleared his throat and said, “Not that I’m opposed to our destination, but I’m surprised you chose Nyx’s.”
I frowned as I watched Nyx herself stride across the sand toward us and said, “I didn’t. I thought first of a place we could maybe rest for a day or two while we figure out the clue that will take us to the dagger. But I wasn’t sure where that would be. The only other thing I wanted when I touched that portal was Amisi. So I decided we would go wherever she was and figure it out from there.”
“That would explain why you ended up here then,” Nyx said as she reached us. “Amisi showed up here several days ago, hissing mad and demanding food.”
“How did she get all the way back here in just a few days?” Bethany said as she tried to control her wild curls in the wind coming off the sea. 
Nyx snorted probably the most graceful snort that could be accomplished and said, “She is a Bastet cat, my dear. She can teleport across the Between as she wishes.”
Suddenly, Amisi’s disappearances made so much more sense. “I wonder why she came back here though.”
“She’s a cat, she likes fish.” Nyx motioned toward the opening of her house. “If you need rest, my house is always open to you.” She ran her gaze over the collection of reapers and demonborn. “It would appear more armor is needed anyway.”
Caius tucked me close to him as we followed her. Perhaps this visit would prove more restful than the last. And I could use some rest from the constant hiking, even if just for a few days. Once we left here, the immortal world would be doing their best to track us down. The path to the dagger was guaranteed to be full of enemies. We were fully bonded, and whatever I would be in the future, it seemed Caius was my consort. 
As we walked the tunnel to the main room of Nyx’s small palace-like house, she turned and said. “You aren’t my only visitors. Hopefully, everyone gets along this time.”
“Who?” Caius gave her a guarded look. 
Nyx scowled. “None are Succubi or Incubi. I have serious doubts about ever letting another of those in my house again.”
“Good. So who is already here?” Impatience threaded through from Caius.
We topped the steps and I gasped. The tall man with black hair I recognized from Caius’s memories. But it was the golden-haired beauty standing at his side that made tears sting my eyes as I ran across the room and threw myself into her arms. “Victoria!”
***
“Wherever this path led, I would be willing to walk it with her. Honestly, how could I not love a woman who stood calmly in the face of our enemies while at the same time sending everyone to her cat?” ~Caius
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