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    There’s something about freedom that heightens life’s experiences. I’m sure ice cream in prison tastes sweet, but licking a double scoop of chocolate fudge swirl on a warm fall afternoon in the middle of the world’s most amazing park is a different kind of pleasure. 
 
    That’s what life feels like, I think, looking over at the naked man next to me. His back is broad and taut with carved muscles. His waist narrows and dips to the most perfectly curved ass I’ve ever had the opportunity to fondle. Sex with the Morrigan screaming in my head was good—epic; it thrived on a form of hunger and desire not known to most humans. A sort of insane, magical lust. 
 
    But it wasn’t me. Not exactly. 
 
    It was part of me. My body. My conflicted mind. My tortured soul. She tainted my heart and my spirit. She made me do things I’d never consider while making me regretfully reconsider many of the things I did. 
 
    But not anymore, I think, brushing a small piece of hair out of the face of the beautiful guardian sharing my bed. He stirs and reaches a sleepy, wandering hand over my bare hip. The Morrigan is gone. Morgan is fully in charge. 
 
    And I plan to enjoy life to the fullest. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    One Month After the Spell 
 
      
 
    The kitchen smells delicious, like cinnamon, and when I peek inside Sue is standing over a massive bowl of peeled apples. Thin dough is rolled out on the table and there are four pie pans floured and ready. Quietly, I slip into the room and dip my finger along the gooey edge of the bowl. I’ve just tasted the most heavenly, sugary-sweet concoction when she turns and catches me. 
 
    “Shoo! That’s for dessert!” 
 
    “It smells so good.” I reach out my finger and this time, she swats it.  
 
    “It’s hard enough keeping those men fed. I don’t need to have to monitor you, too.” 
 
    “It’s not our fault you’re an amazing cook.” 
 
    She wipes her hands on her apron and says, “You had a visitor while you were out.” 
 
    I frown. “Who?” 
 
    “Someone from your advisor’s office.” 
 
    I sigh and sit down at the table. “Again?” 
 
    Between Xavier’s death, Anita’s weird threats, and everything going on in the house I’d had a hard time focusing on writing my book. The book that got me acceptance into the NYU graduate writing program. When I’d arrived in the city that book was all I could think about. It haunted my dreams. I thought about it all day—every day. But then I learned about my fate—my destiny—and the book seemed less and less important.  
 
    And now?  
 
    I haven’t written a word in weeks. 
 
    What have I been doing? Honing my fighting skills, tracking down ingredients for a dark and powerful spell, choosing which of the Guardians would be my mate (spoiler alert: I didn’t choose. For now, it’s all five) and expelling the Morrigan from my soul. Things have been a little busy. 
 
    I thrum my fingers on the table.  
 
    “You better keep up with your work, Morgan, or they’ll kick you out.” 
 
    “I know, I know.” 
 
    “I’ve seen it happen before. All you students think you’re special, but trust me, there’s another to replace you in a heartbeat.” 
 
    Of course I am special. Aren’t I? I carry the Morrigan, The Goddess of War, in my heart and soul. Well I did, until recently. That’s just another one of the distractions lately, losing the familiar power I’d become accustomed to. I consider what Sue is saying. Maybe I’m not special anymore. Maybe I’m just a woman who needs to focus on keeping her scholarship.  
 
    “Did they say anything in particular?” 
 
    “Left a package. Davis took it up to your room.” 
 
     “Thank you. I’ll make sure to read it.” She gives me a stern look. I add, “Right away.”  
 
    Her eyes soften and she says, “I know things have been challenging for you lately. Just stay focused. Sometimes it seems like our journey has changed but really it’s just a different path. Stay the course, Morgan. Finish what you came here to accomplish.” 
 
    She walks over to the oven and opens the door. Using a thick pot holder pulls out a tiny, perfectly baked pie. She places it on a plate and brings it to me with a fork. 
 
    “Let it cool.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She grins. “Don’t let the boys see, okay? I already kicked them out once today.” 
 
    I return the smile and on my way out the door say, “I won’t. I promise.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    I never planned on hiding the pie. I go straight upstairs, past the second floor and my suite on the third, heading straight to the attic. I needed something to lure him out. Something irresistible. Something sweet.   
 
    Bunny’s been hiding from me.  
 
    I secure the plate behind my back and knock on the door. It takes him a few minutes but when the door swings open, Bunny stands there looking adorable with rumpled clothes, messed-up hair and askew glasses. 
 
    “Hey Bun, did you just wake up?” 
 
    “Uh, no.” He rubs his eyes. “I’ve been working on a painting all night.” 
 
    “You’ve been really busy lately. I’ve hardly seen you.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He sniffs. “I really should get back to it.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say, fully aware he’s been avoiding me for weeks. He’s been sweet of course. Gentle and kind, but unless he has to talk to me, he vanishes. I’m ready to find out why. “I thought maybe you’d like a sneak peek of dessert tonight.” 
 
    “Dessert?” Even if he’s able to resist me, he’s unable to fight his love of sweets.  
 
    I hold the pie up, right under his nose. The warm scent wafts between us. “Smells good, right?” 
 
    He nods. 
 
    I pick up the fork and press it to my bottom lip. “I thought maybe we could share.” 
 
    He swallows. “Now?” 
 
    “I know eating dessert so close to dinner is a little naughty, but why not?” 
 
    His eyes are all over. On the pie. On my mouth. Lingering over the tiny hint of cleavage showing under my neck. He licks his lips and I hold the pie higher, thinking I’ve finally got him. 
 
    Hook. Line. Sinker. 
 
    His eyes dart behind him and he clears his throat. “You know, I’m just really busy. Like totally in the middle of this piece. I can wait until after dinner.” He begins to shut the door but stops abruptly. “But thanks, though. That was sweet.” 
 
    The door shuts with a harsh click. 
 
    Okay then, it’s going to take more than pie to lure Bunny out of his funk. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Bunny 
 
      
 
    I shut the door and lock it—providing a safe barrier between us. Me and the pie. Me and Morgan.  
 
    I walk away, rubbing my hands through my hair. I’m exhausted and wound tight. My mind is a hamster wheel of creativity and motion. Painting after painting, an endless cycle. I wake up and paint. I eat, then paint. I try to sleep but the images won’t stop, so I paint. And paint. And paint. My brain is trying to tell me something. Something I’m not sure I want the answer to. 
 
    I stand before my latest and concede that the “what” of my paintings, I get. I know it’s a castle. I know it’s in the Otherside, but what confuses me is the way it changes shape, color, and style. Some days it’s dark and dangerous. Others, it’s light and full of wonder. The sky is often black with clouds—a never-ending darkness.  But then I’ll catch a few minutes of sleep and wake up to the most vivid imagery of blue, cloudless skies, and lush green grass. I paint them all, hoping that at some point it will make sense. 
 
    It has to—before I go mad. 
 
    With the Darkness gone and the tensions in the house abated, I thought my mania would curb. It’s been the opposite though. My desire for Morgan is tainted with guilt and shame. She doesn’t need me anymore, if she ever did. She tries to corner me. Talk to me. I know she feels pity for my disfigurement. I don’t want her to feel like she owes me something. A debt. An offering. 
 
    I stare at the painting, at the sharp spires that jut to the sky. At the heavy gate that divides it from the barren landscape. It doesn’t look right. It’s wrong. Clutching the paintbrush in my hand, I dab it in a mixture of black and gray oil paint before attempting to fix what’s wrong. I work quick—fast motions through the sky and along the tallest spire. The sound is what makes me stop. The jagged ripping sound. The ear-splitting tear. 
 
    I blink and realize it’s not a brush in my hand but a blade. The castle is ripped into shreds. I drop the knife on the floor with a loud clatter and stare at the destruction for a long moment. 
 
    Then I reach for a fresh canvas.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Morgan 
 
      
 
    Before I split from the Morrigan I’d declared I wanted all of the Guardians as my mates. That act of rebellion, of refusing to choose, helped me fight off the Darkness and regain complete control of my mind and body. After that I went through a small period of transition. I needed time to heal. To find some peace. I did ask the Guardians if the agreement to mate would end now that I didn’t need them. The response was a universal ‘no’. None of them are sure what will occur after the split, but they do know that the Morrigan isn’t dead. I know it, too. It’s not a fact as much as a feeling. No one killed her after the spell. Her spirit is alive—somewhere—and it’s unlikely she’s through with me, or them. 
 
    “Are you her guardians or mine?” I asked Dylan that day. He was pouring over history books like nothing had happened.  
 
    He didn’t reply for so long that I wondered if maybe he didn’t have an answer, but eventually he looked up from his book and said, “We’re bound to you, Morgan. You. This body. This soul. That was part of the need to declare who your mate,” he pauses, “mates, are. Once you made the announcement there was no going back.” 
 
    “So if I hadn’t picked you all then you would have been free to go with her.” 
 
    He touches his chin in thought. “Possibly. We’ll never know, because you did the right thing.” 
 
    Now I sit in the window seat of my writing office, the empty pie plate on the floor and my journals around me. The pages are blank—my creativity blocked since the night of the spell. Maybe even before.  It’s like when the Darkness left it took a small part of me with it. One I’ve continued to fill in one of two ways. 
 
    Both physical. Both I use to distract my thoughts and exhaust my body.  
 
    I peer out the window, down at the expansive park below. It took a few weeks but slowly I’ve begun training and having sex with my Guardians again. Clinton, Sam, and Damien are all ready and willing partners. Even with the short break, we never skipped a beat. We’re good together. We spar. We learn and we love with a renewed passion. Less anger. More fun. I like it. 
 
    But something’s off. 
 
    That rejection from Bunny isn’t the first one I’ve had. He’s withdrawn and nothing I do seems to lure him out. And Dylan? Fuck if I know what’s going on in that man’s head. He, too, has put up a wall. A physical barricade between us. They both claim to be my mates, that they’re here to fulfill their roles as my Guardians, but neither is attending to all of my needs. And they’re certainly not allowing me to attend to theirs. 
 
    My alarm chimes, giving me a warning that it’s time for our mandatory dinner, which I always enjoy, but tonight I’m more excited about what’s happening afterward. Sam is taking me out, like he’s promised. Where? That’s a surprise.  I leave the notebooks, the pie plate, and my aimless thoughts and head to my bedroom to change. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Dinner passes uneventfully with the highlight being Sam sending me teasing texts. 
 
    Ready for tonight? 
 
    Yes, I reply under the table. Where are we going? 
 
    You know I can’t tell. 
 
    Can’t or won’t. 
 
    His response is a shrugging emoji. I roll my eyes. 
 
    Give me a hint? 
 
    Wear something nice. 
 
    A dress? 
 
    Something that shows your legs. 
 
    The shorter the better. 
 
    And forget the panties. 
 
    I give him a hard look across the table and he winks. The other men are involved in a discussion about the fights later this week, oblivious to our flirting. 
 
    After a second piece of pie at dinner, it’s a good thing I’d planned on the dress because there’s no way I’m getting in a pair of skinny jeans. I check out the gray dress in the mirror, liking the way it clings in all the right places. If these men have done anything for me, it’s boost my self-confidence. They treat me and my body like it’s something to worship. They crave the parts I consider my biggest flaws.  At the last minute I do as Sam directed and slip out of my panties.  
 
    He’ll probably never know but if he does? That will make the evening even more fun. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Sam 
 
      
 
    I look twice when Morgan walks down the stairs in that slinky gray dress. The fabric hugs the rounded swell of her breasts and the curve of her hips.  
 
    “Damn. I should tell you to dress up more often.” I walk over to the steps to greet her, taking her hand and pulling her close. I breathe in her scent and consider that maybe we shouldn’t go out at all. 
 
    “You look pretty good too.” She straightens my tie. “I’ve never seen you so dressed up.”  
 
    We definitely shouldn’t go out. 
 
    “Any chance you’ll tell me where we’re going now?” Her eyes carry a spark of excitement—something that’s been sorely missing lately. I’m not going to let her down, even though we could have just as much fun at home. 
 
    “Nope, not yet. But we should go.” I offer her my hand and she links her fingers through mine. She heads toward the front door but I tug her in the direction of the garage. 
 
    “Oh, we’re driving?” Another flare of interest. She loves the cars in the garage.  
 
    “Yep.” We walk down the long flight of stairs and I flick on the lights. Each section brightens, revealing two rows of magnificent vehicles. I pull her in for a kiss. She’s hungry for it—like she’s been waiting for it all day. She tastes like the sugary sweet pie we had for dinner and her engine is revved high as one of the cars in front of us. I run my hands down her back and over the arc of her ass. 
 
    No panties. 
 
    This girl is gonna kill me tonight. 
 
    I step back and adjust my pants, trying to calm myself before I really do ruin the night. Morgan laughs at the tight grimace on my face. Her awareness of how she affects me—affects all of us—only makes her hotter. She doesn’t exploit us, nor us with her, but the mutual appreciation we have with one another makes nights like this similar to walking on the edge of a knife. 
 
    “You pick,” I tell her. 
 
    “Pick what?” she asks. 
 
    “The car. Which should we take?” 
 
    There’s zero hesitation as she walks between the rows, stopping in front of a shiny white Tesla. “I’ve always wanted to ride in one.” 
 
    I open a cabinet on the wall and pull out the key. I hold it up. “Want to drive?” 
 
    She laughs. “No way. Walking in the city still freaks me out.” 
 
    “Fair enough, but sooner or later you’ll have to learn to drive up here.” 
 
    She makes a face and I open the passenger side door for her. Her hand is warm on my shoulder as she holds on to me to get in the low car.  I kiss her again before shutting the door and quickly get behind the driver’s wheel. 
 
    Fall is coming and when we exit the garage, it’s already dark. Morgan covers my hand resting on the gearshift with hers. Her touch is like a spark of fire. I’m overwhelmed by her scent filling the small, enclosed space. Everything about her pulls me in and my reactions to her have only increased since she declared that I, along with the others, would be her mate.   
 
    “How’s your work coming?” she asks.  
 
    “Good,” I say. “Different.” 
 
    “Less apocalyptic?” she says with a small laugh, but I know she doesn’t really think it’s funny.  
 
    “Maybe? I’ve had some interesting images. I’ll show you soon.” I haven’t been sharing my work with her lately. The photos are off. I’m seeing things that shouldn’t be there—but they’re also not as disturbing as they were before we performed the spell. I can’t quite decipher it. I glance over. “What about you? How’s the book?” 
 
    “Slow,” she admits. “I’m having some writer’s block.” 
 
    I flip our hands and squeeze hers. “You’ll get past it. Things have been weird lately. Change is hard on creativity.” 
 
    “I just stare at the page and nothing comes out.” 
 
    “Then I’m glad we’re going out. Sitting around and dwelling on it only makes it worse. Trust me, I’ve been there.” 
 
    I speed through the city, taking shortcuts and trying to avoid traffic. The Tesla runs smooth and when I change gears Morgan moves her hand to the back of my neck and runs her nails up under the band holding up my hair. I lose concentration for a moment and turn left a road too soon.  
 
    “Shit,” I mutter when we’re trapped in a narrow, dark alley. “Wrong turn.” I turn to look out the back window and like a tragic destiny an 18-wheeler rolls to a stop, blocking the alley. “Dammit.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “We’re stuck. I guess I can go ask the truck driver to move.” I check my watch. It’s going to be tight. 
 
    I glance over but stop cold when I see the wolfish grin on Morgan’s lips. Her fingers tighten around my neck. She pulls me closer.  
 
    I ask, “What?” 
 
    “I think your mistake just became the best decision you’ve made all day.” I raise my eyebrows in question but she unclips her seatbelt and leans over. “I don’t know if it’s how handsome you look in that suit or this sexy as hell car, but I’d think we’d be remiss to not make the most of this moment.” 
 
    She licks her lips and reaches for the ever-present hard-on in my pants. 
 
    “Here?”  
 
    “Do you have a problem with that?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. No, I really don’t.” 
 
    I adjust the seat to recline and Morgan leans over to kiss me. Her hand runs along the outside of my pants, taunting, teasing.  I touch her hair and neck. I kiss her mouth. Her hands and fingers explore and before long I’m straining against my pants. 
 
    “You know,” I tell her as she unbuckles my belt and frees my cock from the confines of my pants. Have mercy. “This wasn’t what I had in mind when I said no panties.” 
 
    She grins. It’s nice to see her carefree smile. “I like to switch things up. Plus you can repay the favor later.” 
 
    She kisses my lips once more and then bends over my hips, enveloping me in her hot, warm mouth. I clench a hand in her hair and stare at the ceiling of the car, murmuring a promise, “Don’t worry, I will.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Morgan 
 
      
 
    An hour later I can still taste Sam on my tongue as we arrive fashionably late for the reservations he made at a club uptown. The valet takes the car and Sam, red-cheeked and eyes slightly glazed, grabs my hand. He’s a contrast of sexy looks; a nice fitting suit and tie along with the for-once tidy bun at the back of his head.  
 
    I hear the music before we enter and stop short. “You brought me to see Clinton?” 
 
    “Yeah, I thought you’d like to see him play again.” He didn’t add under better circumstances, but it’s implied. 
 
    “Are you sure this is a good idea? Because last time…”  
 
    “Last time you had the Darkness fucking with you.” He pulls me close. “You don’t need to be afraid. You’re tough as nails and different now.” 
 
    I can’t help but think this is just another test. A way to see how I’ll react under pressure. My guardians are smart, even if they are huge pains in the ass sometimes.  
 
    “Does he know we’re coming? Because he may be mad we’re late because, you know.” I’d sucked him off in the car. That’s also left unsaid.  
 
    “We’re late because we got stuck in an alley. What we did to bide our time is no one’s business.” He flashes me a grin as we follow the attendant across the crowded club. Patrons ignore us though, eyes transfixed on the performance. We slide into the circular booth tucked in the corner of the club. “Even though I’m pretty sure Clinton would understand.” 
 
    Unlike last time, Clinton isn’t alone on the stage.  A full section of strings accompanies him and the magical sound of their music reverberates through the building. I’m so used to the strains of his music filtering up the stairs that it’s almost like a pulse—a heartbeat. I focus on the concert, not the complicated feelings being here brings up. 
 
    Sam orders drinks and I’m relieved when he wraps his arm around my shoulder and pulls me close. My heart races as the melody intensifies. I think about the last concert I attended with Xavier and Anita. Clinton’s music ignited something in me—it brought out the Darkness and allowed the Morrigan to cross from her world to mine. 
 
    “She’s gone,” I whisper to myself. Remind myself. 
 
    “Did you say something?” Sam says, leaning close. 
 
    I shake my head and he squeezes my shoulder, his fingertips warm on my skin.  
 
    The waiter brings our drinks and I quickly take a sip. The liquid burns but it also fills my nervous belly. Sam moves my hair and speaks into my ear, “I know this is hard for you, but you’re safe. The Morrigan is gone. You can relax.” 
 
    Clinton’s eyes connect with mine from the stage. Without breaking contact, I nod in reply to Sam. “I’ll try, I think I just have PTSD or something.” 
 
    I don’t know exactly why but Clinton’s music tugs at the threads of my soul. Even though the Morrigan is gone, I slip into the same heated trance as the last time. I watch his movements, the way his biceps flex while he handles the long bow. My eyes skim his legs and the way he straddles the cello. It makes me think of being in a similar position.  
 
    Suddenly the room feels too warm and I shift in my seat. 
 
    “Hey,” Sam says. “Are you okay?”  
 
    “I, uh,” I blink, trying to focus on him. The room is foggy. “I feel a little strange, that’s all.” 
 
    “Talk to me, Morgan. Do we need to leave?” 
 
    I shake my head and look back at Clinton. He’s still playing but watching us like a hawk. “No. I feel like last time. Which is impossible, isn’t it? What if I hurt someone?” 
 
    Sam pulls me into his chest and I feel the heat of his mouth on my ear. “You’re tied to each of us in a unique way. Clinton’s music must trigger something powerful inside. I know you have an effect on my photography. Before, those binds connected to the Darkness. What do you think it connects to now?” 
 
    I hadn’t thought of it that way, that maybe there’s more inside of me than just a normal woman left with a hole from the removal of magnificent darkness and destruction. He’s right, I feel an itch deep down—something that needs to be scratched. I turn to face Sam and the same compulsion that took over when I was in the alley with Xavier grips me. 
 
    I want to kiss him but I don’t. I’m scared. Heart-pounding fear. Maybe Clinton’s music is evil. Maybe I’m evil. Maybe the Morrigan isn’t truly gone. Sam holds my face with his hands. “What’s going on in there, babe? You look terrified.” 
 
    “Help me not be afraid.” 
 
    He nods and gives me my drink. I swallow the rest in a gulp. “Focus on Clinton,” he says, slipping his arm around my waist. “Think about the joy his music gives you. The life. Think about how no matter what happens out there, we’ve got each other.” 
 
    With my eyes locked on Clinton’s, I feel Sam’s hands on my sides, rubbing little circles to keep me calm. He moves lower, stroking my arms underneath the table, playing with the hem of my dress. 
 
    My breathing calms. My heartbeat shifts. It doesn’t slow, not exactly. The fear subsides but Sam’s touch has me on edge. I’m about to turn and tell him to take me out of here when he runs his knuckles down my inner thigh, urging me to spread my legs. 
 
    I do. 
 
    We’re out of view of the rest of the crowd; everyone’s eyes are focused on Clinton and the other musicians. His attention hasn’t left me for a second. I lick my lips in anticipation of Sam teasing, what he’s threatening to do and where his fingers are traveling. I have zero doubt Clinton is aware of everything happening in our little corner booth. 
 
    “Is he watching us?” I ask, feeling a little thrill. 
 
    “Who do you think told me to remind you not to wear panties tonight?” 
 
    The admission turns the heat between my legs moist. Sam laughs quietly in my ear while rubbing his thumb over my most sensitive parts. I rest my hands on the table, palms flat to keep myself centered—at least where people can see. Clinton’s eyebrow arches just as Sam spreads my center wide and pushes a finger in. My breath catches. 
 
    “Breath, babe.” 
 
    I nod and exhale. 
 
    “He likes to watch you come, you know, just as much as I want to feel it on my fingers, or Damien on his cock,” Sam murmurs in my ears. My cheeks heat at the confession.  
 
    “What about the others?” I ask in what probably sounded like a breathy whisper. Sam spreads my moisture around and inserts another finger. My legs widen beneath the table. My skirt strains against my thighs. “I can’t get the other two to seal the deal.” 
 
    “All the Guardians have their hang-ups, Morgan. We’re far from perfect, but I have no doubt they’ll cross that line with you soon.” 
 
    I grip the table as he moves in and out, his thumb swiping over the bundle of nerves at the top.  I know my cheeks are red. I know I’m not nearly as quiet as I should be. The orchestra (under Clinton’s urging) changes direction, beginning a melody with an ever-increasing pace.  
 
    Oh, boy, he knows what he’s doing. No doubt about that. 
 
    “They’ll come around,” Sam says, but his words sound muffled and far away. As do the voices of the other patrons and the clinking of glasses or the music up on the stage. “Until then the three of us will take care of your needs, whenever you need it. However you want.” 
 
    The orchestra reaches a fevered pitch in time with the movement of Sam’s hand. Faster, faster, faster. My knees wobble and I lose control of the muscles in my legs. Tighter, tighter, tighter. The coil springs at the crescendo, sending shock waves through every inch of my body. Sam wraps his arm around my neck. I bite down on his forearm, stifling the orgasmic groan just as Clinton hits his final note. He winks at me from the stage. 
 
    The crowd jumps to a standing ovation while I use the reprieve to catch my breath. I turn to face the man behind me and say, “You planned that didn’t you? All of it. The date, the outfit, the music.”  
 
    “To be fair, I didn’t plan the blow job in the alley. That was all you.” 
 
    We stare at one another for a moment and I wonder how in the world I came to this place of sex and lust and absolute, uninhibited courage.  
 
    “My life is really weird.” 
 
    “Maybe.” He wraps his arm around my shoulder. “But do you feel better?” 
 
    It’s with slow realization that I know that I do. I fought through the moment, the fear, and the trauma. I’m going to be okay. I’m sure of it now. I give him a quick kiss and say, “Yeah, I think I do.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
    Our mood is light after the show. Clinton takes us to a late night diner he and the other musicians frequent after concerts. He’s in a surprisingly good mood, being that his go-to demeanor is cranky, and I watch with fascination as both men consume large amounts of bacon and eggs before digging into massive stacks of pancakes. 
 
    “Where do you put it all?” I ask, knowing both men hardly carry an ounce of fat on their ridiculously fit bodies. “If I ate all of that, I’d be big as a house.” 
 
    “Doubtful,” Sam says through a mouthful of pancake. A drip of syrup runs down his chin and I swipe at it with my finger. “All that energy pulsing through you—it burns off everything but muscle.” 
 
    I study my reflection in the diner window, noting the lean, developed curve of my arm and the thinning around my jaw. It’s true that ever since I arrived in New York, at The Nead, I’ve become stronger. The result is a faster, leaner body and a ravenous appetite myself. I think of the two helpings of apple pie earlier in the day. “Do you think I still have it? The energy?” 
 
    It’s something I think about all the time. Are my moods my own? Is something propelling it for me? Something stirred in me earlier tonight. Something greater than lust answered Clinton’s call. 
 
    The men look at one another, Clinton chewing and Sam wiping his mouth. He pauses like he’s ready to answer my question when all three of our phones vibrate and chime at the same time. 
 
    I reach for mine first and look at the name and message. The knot of worry I’d spent all night removing returns, tighter than ever. 
 
    “It’s Dylan. He needs us at home.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The windows are ablaze with light when Sam parks the car in front of the house. Davis, who should be in bed at this late, late hour, opens the door before we reach the top step. “He’s waiting in the library. For Ms. Morgan.” He holds my eye. “He’d like to speak to her alone.” 
 
    There’s a noticeable shift between the men and it’s clear they weren’t expecting that news.  I look at them both and give them a tight smile. “It’s fine.” 
 
    “Are you sure? He’s not actually the boss, you know.” 
 
    I laugh—this time genuinely. “Oh, trust me. I know.” 
 
    My attitude lightens the mood and Clinton gives me a kiss on the cheek before heading up to his room. Sam hands Davis the car keys. The older man nods, closes the door and heads out to the car, likely to put it back in the garage. 
 
    Sam squeezes my hand and we part, him going upstairs and me down the hall to the library. A feeling of déjà vu rolls over me. No good conversation has come from being asked to speak to someone alone. It’s how I learned my parents were dead. I hesitate outside the door and take a deep breath. 
 
    The door opens before I gather my nerves and Dylan stands in the opening. He’s imposing—devastatingly handsome and undeniably strong. His shoulders are broad and although his body is lean, there’s no doubt about him being a physical threat.  
 
    “Thank you for coming,” he says, stepping aside so I can enter. There’s a fire burning in the fireplace, giving the room a feeling of warmth. 
 
    “Sure. Is everything okay?” 
 
    Something in his eyes falter. “Yes, well, I’m not exactly sure.” That’s better than someone is dead—or at least I think it is. He gestures for me to take a seat and continues speaking. “I apologize for interrupting your evening out. I hope you had a good time.” 
 
    “I—we—did. It was a lot of fun. You should come next time.” 
 
    He sits across from me and I tug the hem of my dress slightly lower over my knees, suddenly acutely aware I’m bare underneath.  “That’s kind of what I wanted to talk to you about. You and me. Our relationship.” 
 
    “Okay.” Now?  
 
    “I’ve known my whole existence that I’m here to perform a job. A duty. I’m here to protect this world from the Morrigan and her Darkness. We’ve failed before but not this time. You held firm and fought unlike any other vessel before. I’m very proud of you.” 
 
    I literally have no idea what Dylan is going on about but the fact he’s called me here and is talking instead of brooding up in his rooms must mean it’s important. I wait to hear more. 
 
    “I do think that choosing us all as your mates was key in the destruction of the Morrigan. She thrives on lust and the wicked side of men and women. You turned that on her by refusing to cooperate. You fulfilled your destiny and then some.” His eyes falter. “I cannot say I’ve done the same.” 
 
     “Dylan, what are you talking about? 
 
    He stands and walks over to the fire, resting one hand on the thick mantle. “I’ve failed in my position with you. I’ve been jealous and covetous. I’ve been arrogant and dismissive. I’ve allowed you to service my needs while failing to reciprocate.” 
 
    A heavy pause lingers between us and I finally ask, “Wait, are you talking about sex? Or power or magic? I’m confused.” 
 
    He turns to face me and there isn’t the slightest hint of irony on his face. “Sex. Obviously.” 
 
    I’m completely confused and have no idea where to even begin but I take a stab at it anyway. “You haven’t failed me. Not at all. You’ve been with me every step of the way. Steadfast and true. You’ve protected me and trained me for the biggest moment of my life.” 
 
    I walk across the room and take his hand. The fire has made his skin hot. I force him to look at me with those intense blue eyes. “I’m a solider, Morgan. A warrior. Not a lover. Do you know why I’m the only one that hasn’t stopped shifting?” No, but I’ve been wondering. I just haven’t had the nerve to ask. I shake my head. “Because the gods needed a link between worlds. I’ve always been bound to many things—people—and souls.” 
 
    I touch his chin. “Because you’re the best, the bravest. They chose wisely.” 
 
    “Those days are over. When you split from the Morrigan, I was cut off. That is how I am here to protect you and only you. But even so, I’m not sure you need my protection. And without that, what am I?”  
 
    I frown. “You can’t shift anymore?” 
 
    He shakes his head and a deep sense of sadness fills his eyes. I wrap my arms around his waist and pull him close. He buries his face in my neck and for a moment we cling to one another. 
 
    I consider the past few weeks. The change in Bunny. The distance from Dylan. Their life changed as much as mine. The others threw themselves into their art—into pleasing me—but these two…Sam was right. They all carry their own weight. It’s my responsibility to help them the way they’ve helped me. 
 
    I lean back and tilt his head toward mine. “What you’re forgetting is that I do need you, and in more ways than as my Guardian.  When I declared you as one of my mates we moved to a different sort of relationship—one that you may not be used to—hell, I’m not used to it either, but together we’ll work through this.” 
 
    A small smile tugs at the corner of his mouth. “I should have known you’d have the answer.” 
 
    “I may not be the Goddess of War anymore, Guardian, but I’m still the Queen around here.” 
 
    His hand clenches around my neck and in a quiet whisper just above my lips he replies, “Yes, my Queen,” and I know that even though Dylan may have centuries of conditioning to undo, it’s going to be fun being the one to unravel him. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Morgan 
 
      
 
    With the idea of starting fresh and facing reality, I wake determined to deal with my writing. There’s one thing that has always helped me get my creative juices flowing, so I lace up my sneakers and head out to the park for a run. 
 
    I cross the busy street outside the house and continue on the nearest path. It’s early, but the weather has cooled enough that it feels nice outside. I plug my earbuds in, hit my playlist and pick up my pace. 
 
    The world slips away as I try to focus on my story. What started off as a story about a girl and her ravens ended up as so much more—something that mirrored reality in disturbingly sharp clarity. Maverick’s ravens are lost when she opens the gate to the other world. One is injured, the others vanish. She kills the prince and the cat disappears. I know now that the story was really my history—or parts of it. The ravens are my guardians. Xavier, the prince. And Anita, a girl I considered a friend, was the cat that lured me that fateful day. 
 
    But what happens next? 
 
    I know what happened in my life. Nothing good. Nothing interesting, either. My parents died. I moved into a group home for my senior year and then on to college. After that I moved here and my entire life changed. 
 
    But none of that—at least prior to moving here--is book-worthy. Maybe I’m really not supposed to finish. I run over a bridge and past a playground with children zipping down a slide. The more I think on it, the more I consider that maybe I shouldn’t be in the graduate program anymore. It was all a ruse to get me up here anyway, wasn’t it? I know Dr. Christensen will be upset—he seems to be the only one not part of a larger plan, even if he is nosy as hell. But, I think, running around a fountain, if my story is finished, it’s finished. 
 
    I get to a more populated area of the park and I spot what I think is a familiar, long braid of hair. In a pair of nearly non-existent running shorts and a tank top that accentuates her well-defined physique, Hildi stretches her calves against a bench. 
 
    Our last fight ended so oddly, with me winning a second time and her handing it well, I decide I’ve got nothing to lose by approaching the Valkyrie. I slow my jog and stop at the bench, taking a minute to catch my breath. 
 
    “Hi,” I say to the woman as she glances up. The lack of surprise means she’d probably already spotted me. 
 
    “Morgan, how are you?” She straightens her laces and then stands. She’s about three feet taller than me. 
 
    “Okay. I’m just trying to clear my head, you know? Make some life decisions on a run.” I laugh, hoping she’ll think it’s a joke and not a pathetic revelation about my life, but again her steel blue eyes give me the impression she knows more about me than I’d like to admit. 
 
    “Exercise is good for the mind and body.” She looks me up and down. “Are you ready for another round in the ring?” 
 
    “Not yet.” I try my best to keep my face straight. So she doesn’t know I’ve been split from the Morrigan. I’m sure I’ve retained my basic fighting skills, but the magic needed in the ring? I suspect those left with the Darkness. I’m definitely not willing to try it in an environment that may get me killed—or reveal to the entire supernatural world that I’m nothing but a mortal. 
 
    “But you’ll be there tonight, right?” 
 
    “Tonight?” Fuck. If Clinton signed me up again I’m going to kick his ass. 
 
    She smiles, finally realizing I’m clueless. “The Raven Guard is the main event, did they not tell you?”  
 
    “No, no they did not.” 
 
    “They’re keeping secrets. One of their gifts, I think.” She sighs and shakes her head as though this isn’t a big surprise. I wonder again how well she knows my Guardians.  
 
    “I’m sure they forgot. Things have been a little hectic around the house lately.” 
 
    “The Raven Guard are the fight’s biggest draw. Watching them is a testimony to the ancient ways of war.” Her whole expression lights up as she speaks. “You should definitely come and witness the spectacle. The whole arena has a different vibe. The pure energy is raw and everyone ascends to a higher level.” 
 
    Ah, that could be the issue. Me versus the raw energy of my guardians? None of us knows what I am anymore—or what I can do. I’m a liability in a magical environment like that. They’d never risk it. Hildi studies me intently.  
 
    “What?” I ask, uncomfortable under her gaze.  
 
    “Come with me tonight. Be my guest. I think you’ll be interested to see this side of the Guard.” I’m tempted, because I would like to see them in action. But what if I lose control?  Hildi nudges me further. “We’ll go in the back door. They’ll never know you’re there.” 
 
    A flock of birds flies over head, alighting from a massive tree. They’re smaller than ravens, but still dark-feathered. I watch them take off against the bright blue sky, their wings flapping fast and hard. 
 
    I’m quitting school. Dropping my book. Helping Dylan conquer his fears. It’s a day for change and being afraid of myself or anyone else is stupid. A total waste. I smile at Hildi and say, “I’ll meet you at nine.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Damien 
 
      
 
    Through the window of my studio I spot my girl walking in the back gate. Her hair is damp with sweat and her cheeks are flushed pink. A wet spot spreads across her chest from sweat. I’m in the middle of a project but I’m drawn to her anyway. I put down my tools, grab a water from the refrigerator, and head out into the sun. 
 
    Her eyes light up when she sees me and a thrill runs through me.  
 
    “Good morning,” she says, shading her eyes from the sun. 
 
    “Hey, babe.” I go in for a quick kiss before I give her the water. I want to taste the salt on her lips.   
 
    “Ugh, I stink,” she says, shying away. I grab her anyway and wait until she finishes a gulp of water. 
 
    “I don’t mind.” She shakes her head but there’s a look of interest in her eyes. An idea springs to mind. “If it would make you feel better you could take a shower—there’s one in the back of the studio.” I run a hand down her sticky back. “I could join you if you want?” 
 
    She presses her forehead into my chest and groans. “I’d love to. I would. But I promised myself that I’d go into my advisor’s office today. I’ve been avoiding him for weeks.” 
 
    “What’s another day?” I skim a finger down her neck and between her breasts, tugging at the edge of her top. I raise my eyebrows, looking for permission, but her jaw is set with determination. I give it one last shot. “I’m not really sure why we can’t do both? Shower then meeting?” 
 
    She laughs. “Nice try, but I know you. We’d get in there and you’d get all soapy and I’d get all soapy and I think we’ve learned that you like to take your time.” 
 
    Damn, this woman knows me well, and the idea of her being soaped up isn’t helping her argument. I sigh and rub my head. “All right, go shower and I’ll give you a ride to your advisor’s office, okay?”  
 
    “Thank you,” she replies, pushing up on her toes to kiss me again. I clench my hands around her waist and fight the urge to toss her in the shower anyway. “I’ll be back down in an hour.” 
 
    “I’ll be ready.” 
 
    She pulls away slowly, her fingers lingering in mine. With a tilt of her head she says, “And that shower idea? I’ll keep that in mind, okay?” 
 
    She walks off and I head back into the shop to take a cold shower of my own. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Morgan 
 
      
 
    I don’t release my grip around Damien’s waist until the motorcycle comes to a complete stop. Even then I’m reluctant to let go, as I like the way his body feels against mine and to be honest, I’m not looking forward to speaking to Christensen. I have a feeling he’s not going to take my announcement well. 
 
    Damien squeezes my hand and then lifts off his helmet and then mine. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m just dreading this meeting.” 
 
    He frowns. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I’m quitting the program.” 
 
    Okay, what I saw before on his face wasn’t a frown. The expression on his face is an actual frown. “You’re what?” he asks as though he didn’t hear me. He totally heard me. 
 
    “I’m quitting the program. I never should have been in it in the first place. That story wasn’t my creative mind, it was a memory—sort of--and a painful one at that. Now that we’re caught up to the present I’ve got nothing left to tell. My writer’s block is not going away and I realized today that it’s not a block. It’s that the story is finished.” 
 
     Damien is my wild Guardian. Free-spirited and independent. He doesn’t care about rules or feel bound by the same internal struggle as the others. But he touches my chin and holds my eyes with his strange, intense, violet ones and says, “That story is far from complete, Morgan. The day your parents died and we changed to human form is another chapter entirely. The things we did. What we saw. It’s a story for Dylan’s history books.” 
 
    “But it’s not my story. It’s yours. It’s not Maverick’s, my main character. None of this makes sense.” 
 
    “Give it time and I think it will become clearer. You’ve been through a lot. Think about when you first got here and how the gates of your memory opened. You received a wealth of detail.” 
 
    The simple fact Damien knows all of this and cares enough to say it rattles me. “I’ll consider it, but even so, I have to go in and talk to him.” 
 
    He nods. “I’ll wait here.” 
 
    I slide off the bike and he grabs me by the jacket, giving me a powerful kiss. The Morrigan may be gone but I still feel a burst of hunger from his touch. Even a mortal can’t help but get a boost from Damien’s raw sexual energy.  
 
    I take a deep breath and walk away, hoping I can figure out my next move. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
    The professor makes me wait.  
 
    I suppose I deserve it after forcing him to follow up on me for a month. I sit for twenty minutes in the lobby before the receptionist escorts me back to his office. Even then, he’s not there. I’m instructed to wait a little longer. 
 
    Alone, I glance around the room, realizing I’ve never been alone in here before. The wall behind the desk is covered in certificates and three large, framed diplomas. A bookshelf flanks one wall and photos line the other. Curiosity grabs me and I stand, looking over the pictures. Professor Christensen seems to be quite the world traveler. There are images of him all over the world, mostly at ancient ruins. Egypt, Rome, Greece, among many others. My eyes skim over his desk and land on a file with the name Anita Cross on the edge. 
 
    Anita. 
 
    I’d assumed she’d also left the program after her brother’s death and the bizarre announcement that she’d been part of the plan for the Morrigan all along. Xavier was nothing but a sacrifice to the Goddess of War. But again, all of that was shut down when I split from the Darkness. What would Anita do now?  
 
    As much as I wanted to hate the girl, I still felt guilt for taking her brother’s life—planned or not. I’d let the Darkness win and it will go down as my weakest moment. 
 
    I slip a finger under the edge of the file, desperately wanting to know what’s inside, but I hear voices down the hall, followed by quick footsteps. I step back and move to my seat. My heart races even though I’ve done nothing wrong. 
 
    “Morgan, what a surprise.” Dr. Christensen walks into the room behind me and circles the desk. He lays a stack of papers on top of the file folder and pushes back his chair to sit across from me. “I’m glad you came in.” 
 
    “I apologize for my behavior lately. It’s been incredibly unprofessional.” 
 
    He looks back at me with kind eyes. “I know Xavier’s death hit you hard.” 
 
    “It was a shock, yes.” 
 
    “And then Anita disappearing. I never expected that but you just don’t know what people will do in a period of grief.” 
 
    I sit up in my seat. “Anita did what?”  
 
    “You didn’t know? I thought she must have contacted you. It’s one of the reasons I needed to speak to you so desperately.” 
 
    “No, she didn’t. Why would she?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Professional courtesy? Friendship?” 
 
    “I don’t think we really had much of either of those, sir.” 
 
    I’d like to say he looks surprised at my comment but he doesn’t—more resigned. He shuffles the papers on his desk and I see my incomplete manuscript on the top. I feel a pang of sadness and confusion. Do I quit or is Damien right? Is there more to the story? 
 
    “I regret that this has been an odd start to your program, Morgan. There are always little bumps in the road but this is extreme. I’ve spoken to the board of directors, they’re willing to overlook the critique portion of your assignment for the rest of this semester as long as you continue working in good faith.”  
 
    “No more partners?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “To be honest, Dr. Christensen, I was planning on coming here today to leave the program. I’ve been struggling with my writing.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised. The chaotic events of late are not conducive to creativity. But I would be against you quitting entirely.” He picks up my book. “This is stellar work. You have me hooked. This isn’t a book that will go on a shelf for three weeks in a bookstore and then disappear. This is a book that will become a classic and reside on important desks for future generations.” 
 
    “Seriously?”  
 
    “Absolutely. Take your time. Rest your mind and when you’re ready the words will come back.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?”  
 
    “Positive,” he says without missing a beat. “I have faith in you, Morgan, and you have work to complete. Some events in life are not an option. They’re an obligation. Remember that.” 
 
     The comment is strange but coming off the heels of Damien’s thoughts I feel a little more confident that I can get my writing mojo back. “I’ll do my best,” I say, standing up. “So you haven’t heard from Anita at all?” 
 
    “No. Not since the visitation.” 
 
    Shortly before we performed the separation spell. Maybe she felt it and left. Or maybe her role in all of this is over. Either way, I’m not sad she’s gone. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Morgan 
 
      
 
    After an uneventful dinner, I patiently wait for the men to leave The Nead. They don’t make a fuss about it and if I hadn’t been warned I never would have noticed them slipping down to the garage.  
 
    Davis doesn’t question when I ask him to call me a taxi, but the glint in his eye tells me he’s no fool and already knows where I’m headed. Maybe it’s my casual outfit. Not quite workout clothes, but jeans and a t-shirt.  
 
    “Stay safe, Ms. Morgan.” 
 
    “I will, Davis. Have a good night.” 
 
    Hildi sent me the address and I ask the driver to take me around back. The alley is dark but there are people milling around. I hop out of the car and am happy to find the Valkyrie waiting for me. She’s also dressed in normal clothing—she’s not fighting, either. 
 
    “You made it,” she says, giving me a smile. Somehow we’ve become friends, I think.  
 
    “I snuck out after the guys left.” 
 
    She raises a perfectly sculpted blonde eyebrow. “You’re not allowed to leave?” 
 
    “Oh, no. I can, but they like to keep track of me. You know, guardian stuff, but they still never told me they were coming tonight. I decided I’d surprise them.” 
 
    Her grin widens. “I like it. Sneaky. And they deserve it.” 
 
    The bouncer watching the back door lets us in and we’re immediately engulfed by the massive crowd. It’s way more crowded than the last time I was here. And just like Hildi said at the park, the Raven Guard is definitely a draw. A huge banner hangs over the ring with an image of a black crow, talons extended.  
 
    I can’t stop staring at the banner and Hildi tugs on my arm. “What?” 
 
    “I guess I didn’t realize they were that well known.” 
 
    “The Raven Guard?” she laughs. “They’re legendary. Literally. Legends are written about them.” She winks. “You, too.”  
 
    Of course I know this, I’ve read the lore—the myths—there are books about it back at The Nead, but it’s weird to know that others know about it, too. I squeeze down a row of spectators and sit next to Hildi. When we’re settled I ask, “So tell me what you know about them? What makes them so special?” 
 
    “Their sheer power for one thing,” she declares. “You’ll see that tonight. The fights will be epic, I assure you. But beyond that it’s the mystery, I think. It’s well known they were created by the hands of gods, molded to protect the earth from the Darkness that lurks beneath the surface.” 
 
    “You know about the Darkness?” I ask, feeling a little exposed. 
 
    “Everyone in here knows about the Darkness, sweetheart. We know who you are. What those boys are doing for you.” She nods toward a door on the far side of the room. I see a glimpse of Clinton. “You realize every woman and a few men in here have tried to lure them into bed?” 
 
    “I gathered as much last time I was here. Before our fight.” 
 
    There’s a moment of silence and I sense that Hildi has something else to say. Finally she blurts, “Is it true? That you’ve taken them all for mates? Not just one as intended?” 
 
    “How do you know this?” 
 
    She laughs. “There’s more gossip in the supernatural world than in the human world. News travels fast. Especially when it has to do with the fates.” I must look confused (as well as a little horrified) to learn that everyone in here knows about me and the Guardians so she says, “There are decisions in our world that can affect everyone. When the Morrigan chooses five mates instead of one, people notice.” 
 
    “I’m not the Morrigan anymore, everyone knows that too, right?” 
 
    She watches me closely but says nothing. The lights flicker overhead and the loud buzzer sounds, signaling the beginning of the events. Hildi leans in close and says, “Another time you’ll tell me how they are in bed. I assume they’re legendary in that respect as well.” 
 
    “Uh, okay,” I say, wondering what she would think about me not having sex with two of the Guardians yet. I suspect that news would travel faster than a bolt of lightning.  
 
    The shaman/referee strides across the ring carrying a microphone. His voice is deep with a slight accent when he begins to speak. “Welcome to our main event! The night you’ve all been waiting for! The return of the Raven Guard!” 
 
    The crowd jumps to their feet, cheering and shouting for my Guardians. A light flashes over the audience and that’s when I see many are holding up signs—each declaring support for one of the men. 
 
    I lean into Hildi, “So when you said this was a big deal, you meant it was a big deal.” 
 
    “Oh yeah. These guys are so quiet and elusive that when they finally come out of that hidey-hole you’ve got, the community loses their minds.” 
 
    A woman two down from me starts chanting Bunny’s name. I glance down and realize that she’s wearing a headband with bunny ears. I see what Hildi means by lost minds. 
 
    “This is surreal,” I say, more to myself than to Hildi. My eyes are trained on the ring where the shaman is announcing each of the men. Clinton, Bunny, Sam, Damien, and Dylan all step forward when their names are called. They look oddly blasé, as though this is a normal day for them. Who knows, it probably is.  
 
    “For those of you that are new to the fights tonight, I’ll explain the process,” the shaman says, his voice echoing through the crowd. “Each Guardian will fight a beast from another realm. They do not know what or who they will encounter. Each fight is to the death. The survivor wins.” 
 
    “Magical death, right?” I clarify. I’d killed Hildi in our own battle in that ring. As long as you’re in the ropes the death is only temporary and symbolic. 
 
    “Yes, but I don’t think you have anything to worry about.” 
 
    I know what she means. It’s impossible to think of them as losers in any fight, but I also know that they would not step into a ring without a worthy competitor. Whatever happens below will be brutal and the feeling in my stomach urges me to leave before it even begins. The thought is fleeting. They’ve each watched me fight my own battles and it’s time for me to do the same. 
 
     There are no further announcements but the men do shake hands. Clinton steps forward and the spectators scream and shout their support. A figure steps into the ring across from him. In the light he looks completely normal—not like a beast at all—and definitely physically comparable to Clinton. 
 
    “He’s fighting that guy?” 
 
    “He’s just a vessel—once the fight begins, the beast will emerge. It keeps the guards on their toes. They have no idea what sort of opponent will appear, but I did hear a rumor that they’ll be fighting their biggest fears.” 
 
    “Their fears?”  
 
    “The shaman does a spell and he’s able to figure out what the Guardians fear the most. That concept is incorporated in their opponent.”  
 
    Clinton, who is wearing nothing but long, black pants, clenches his fists as he waits for the signal to begin. His upper body is bare and even from up in the stands I can see the rippled muscles that cover every inch of his arms, chest, and back. He’s shoeless and from the glint in his eye I know he’s dying to get started. 
 
    It only takes a moment for him to get his wish. The buzzer sounds and his opponent steps to the middle of the ring. He’s a scrawny man, with pale skin and an excessive amount of hair on his chest and back. They circle one another and Clinton bides his time. I’ve fought him enough times to know he’ll never make the first move. 
 
    Turns out he doesn’t need to, as the man flinches and cries as though he’s already been hit. His back arches. His teeth clamp shut. He falls, knees buckling as Clinton, ever alert, stands by and watches it happen. 
 
    “What is this?” I ask, totally confused. 
 
    “He’s transforming,” Hildi replies. I can nearly feel the energy vibrating off her. She obviously loves this. She points to the ring. “Keep watching.” 
 
    The man rolls around the floor, painfully crying as his body spasms and jerks. There’s a final crack, like the sound of his back breaking, and I think maybe he died on the stage. That the fight was a bust, but no, something happens, a transformation like Hildi said. His hair lengthens, darkens, growing thick across his entire body. His face alters, turning into a longer, hair-covered snout. Rows of sharp, jagged teeth are revealed when he opens his mouth. It only takes a minute but the man is gone and an animal—or beast—takes his place. He growls and the sound reverberates through the building, echoing off the high, metal ceiling. 
 
    Clinton grins when the beast notices him waiting and I swear his body has grown in the last minute. Clinton’s biceps and calves are cut and massive. He appears taller—broader. The snaggle-toothed animal pushes back on his hind legs and pounces. Clinton meets him in the air. 
 
    Their bodies crash together and as much as I want to look away from the sharp teeth and tearing flesh, I can’t.  Clinton is poetry in motion—pure athleticism. It feels like we’re watching them fight for hours but when I hear the final snap of the beast’s neck and the buzzer chimes, the clock says two minutes. Two was all it took. 
 
    Clinton raises both arms over his head, his chest coated in a slick spray of blood, and is declared the winner. His smile is proud. His fans ecstatic.  
 
    “So?” Hildi says, jabbing me with an elbow. “What did you think?” 
 
     I watch as the carcass of the beast is removed from the ring. 
 
    “We have four more to go?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “I think I’m going to need a drink.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
    I have three. Drinks, that is, as I watch the Guardians battle beasts I now know are from the Otherside. They’re disgusting. First, there was the wolf-monster that Clinton demolished.  
 
    Then Damien clashed with a lizard-skinned beast with a tongue that acts like a whip. That fight goes on forever—twenty minutes—until Damien is covered in forked lashes all over his tattooed skin. Venom coats the amphibian’s saliva, making welts rise, but the Guardian cuts the tongue off at the throat and then ties it around the lizard’s neck, choking him. 
 
    Yeah, that’s when I order drink number four. 
 
    I’m less sure when Sam swaggers into the ring, his pants slung low around his hips. His muscles are lean beneath his black t-shirt, the color matching the short fur of the six-eyed, eight-legged, spider-thing that spews a greenish-yellow slime when he guts him with a blade that appears in his belt mid-fight. He tears off his shirt after the spider is dead, wiping the blade on the cotton. The women in the crowd swoon at the sight of his body and even I smile when he flexes and makes a show. I can’t deny that I’m impressed by his skill and speed. It’s a side of him I’m unaccustomed to. 
 
    Hildi leans into me and whispers, “Is he this arrogant in bed?” 
 
    I smile. “No, quite the opposite.” 
 
    She shakes her head in amusement.  
 
    Although I’ve never seen Sam fight, I’m not surprised he does well. Sam is the kind of man that lives life with easy success. His stunning good looks are an easy cover for him being a brilliant solider. But when Bunny steps into the ring with his limp, useless arm, I grab onto Hildi out of fear. Bunny, my sweet, gentle artist. Surely, he’s adept. But he’s also suffered greatly. I am both filled with dread and eager anticipation to see what he can do.  
 
    “Tell me he’ll survive,” I plea. 
 
    “You don’t have faith in your own Guardian?” Hildi’s incredulous expression says it all.  
 
    “I do, I just…” I swallow. “He got that injury protecting me while I was being a fool. If he fails out there it’s my fault.” 
 
    Her blue eyes are hard. “If you learn one thing tonight, Morgan, it’s that you should never underestimate these men. Never. Not for a second. They’re smart, savvy, and made from a sense of commitment and passion that no injury or mere disfigurement could destroy.” She grips my hand. “But I will tell you one weakness they may have.” 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “You.” 
 
    A roar ripples through the crowd and my attention is dragged back down to the ring.  Bunny no longer has a limp arm. Instead a sharp, pike-like weapon is attached to the end. He slashes it at the the man across from him that has transformed into a rabid, drooling zombie. 
 
    Just like in my battle with Hildi, the ring provides fighters with weapons and attributes they’d have in an alternate universe. But also like my fight, Bunny doesn’t need the weapon. I see the blood thirst in his copper eyes as he fights off his attacker. Or rather, attackers. The one man that entered the ring splits into six zombies that may be brain-dead but they’re fast with dirty claws and sharp teeth. Hildi tells me they roam the barren lands of the Otherside looking for flesh to eat. Bunny moves with a speed I never could have imagined. Leaping, kicking, and easily taking down the shuffling horde. A chill inches up my spine as one gets too close to Bunny’s bare shoulder, his teeth perilously close. Again, it’s a foolish moment because it’s the final gain the zombie has in the fight. Bunny knocks him to the ground and stabs him in the temple with the end of the pike. I watch in fascination as my delicate artist-turned-savage-warrior rips the head off the body and holds it in the air on the tip of the steel pike. 
 
    Hildi gives me a knowing look and I say, “Point taken.” 
 
    “You must have confidence in them,” she tells me as the attendants at the ring clean the mat. “It’s paramount.” 
 
    “I do,” I say, annoyed that she keeps bringing it up. “They’re my mates, Hildi. I chose them based on their merits—without even seeing this side of them. These men are complex, complicated creatures. You tell me not to underestimate them—you shouldn’t underestimate me, either.” 
 
        A moment of tension sits between us but the final buzzer rings. Hildi can’t hide the look of excitement. I know that Dylan is her preferred Guardian and if he showed a sliver of weakness she’d consume him greedily. This shouldn’t be much of a surprise. He’s dark and broody, incredibly elusive, and even I haven’t managed to get him into bed. 
 
    Yet. 
 
    The other Guardians stand by the edge of the ring, each in various states of disarray. Their injuries healed the instant they stepped out of the ring but they’re filthy, covered in slime, dirt, and blood. Damien and Sam both drink from bottles of liquor. Women push through the crowd to get to them but security keeps them back. I hear their names shouted through the arena. As a group, they too only have eyes for their Sentinel. Who will he battle?  
 
    “I’ve heard the game masters have something special set up for Dylan this time,” Hildi says over the increasingly energetic crowd.  
 
    “Something special? Worse than the spider or lizard thing?” I don’t even fight the shudder inching down my spine. 
 
    The lights flicker and the buzzer sounds. Dylan makes his way across the ring.  He’s wearing tight, black pants and thick-soled boots. He pushes his hair back, revealing the taut arm muscles under his gray T-shirt. The difference between Dylan and the others is that all of his emotions are kept low under the surface. Only a few times have I witnessed them bubbling to the forefront. From what I’ve seen so far, I suspect the game masters know this, too, and will do whatever they can to push him to his limits. 
 
     The crowd has started something different, a rhythmic stomping of their feet against the metal bleachers. After a moment the sound overtakes everything else. The entire arena is a wave of unified sound. I can’t keep my eyes off the man in the ring. He rolls his shoulders and faces the opposite side of the ring. 
 
    The overhead lights flash across the ring and land on a very small person. A gasp ripples through the crowd and the stomping slows. I frown and ask Hildi, “Is that a child?” 
 
    The Valkyrie tenses. “The game masters aren’t just toying with him physically but mentally as well.” 
 
    “What?” I ask, but Dylan is walking toward the child—it’s a she—a girl, with dark hair and a flared skirt. A barrette glints in her hair. An unsettling feeling unfurls in my chest. “What is he going to do?” 
 
     “What do you think?” 
 
    The girl turns her head and my blood runs cold. I look over to the Guardians and see their faces drain, their complexions paling. I push past Hildi, past the others in my row and race down the stairs.  
 
    There’s no doubt in my mind who that girl is. 
 
    She’s me. 
 
    Even while running, I can tell that he recognizes her—me. There’s a falter in his step as he flicks his wrists blades, shooting from the back of his hands like feathers on a wing. I reach the sidelines and the security guard holds me back.  
 
    “Damien!” I shout, as he’s the closest. “Damien!” 
 
    He turns, a deep line across his forehead, clearly confused about me being here. But he waves for security to let me pass and gives me a hand up to the edge of the ring.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asks, looping an arm around my waist. He squeezes me in next to Sam, who also does a double-take when he realizes I’m here. On the other side of the rails I spot Dylan circling my tiny doppelganger.  
 
    “Hildi invited me.” I point over his shoulder. “What the hell is that all about?” 
 
    Before anyone can answer, the mini-me, wearing a dress I distinctly remember, opens her mouth wide and unhinges her jaw like a snake. Her teeth jut forward, dripping with venom, and any hesitation Dylan has vanishes. He slashes across her body with the blades and I yelp, covering my eyes. Damien squeezes my side and I look up to see black smoke in the place of the girl. I stand straight and watch in horror as the form sweeps into a swirling tornado, spiraling up in the air. The whole arena is frozen in fascination as the mist takes shape. I notice the hair first. Then the lips. Damien inhales next to me and Sam’s hand slips into mine. 
 
    The Morrigan, looking very much like me. 
 
    Dylan retracts the blades and the sound echoes through the silent room. He reaches into his back pocket and pulls out a small, oblong object. With a sharp twist it unfurls into a coil of leather. It’s a whip. 
 
    “What’s happening here? Why is he fighting me?” 
 
    The crack of the whip cuts off my questioning. Dylan circles the mocking form. She licks her lips and rests a hand on her breast. She speaks in quiet voice that I suspect only he can hear. Whatever she says hits him like a ton of bricks. 
 
    He stares at her for the longest time and I think for a moment that he won’t kill her. His eyes grow cold, dark blue sapphires. She smiles mockingly and steps forward. “She can’t hurt him can she?” I ask.  
 
    “She’ll do damage,” Damien says. He taps the side of his head before leaning over the barrier. “Destroy her, Dylan!” 
 
    I can’t take my eyes off of the figment. She looks so like me. Her eyes, her face and hair. She’s a perfect replica. I spot the slightest wavering in his eye, a confusion. What is it about the Morrigan that has him so tied up in knots?  
 
    “Dylan?” I shout. He looks over, blinking once. “Slay that bitch!” 
 
    He jumps out of his calm and lunges for her. She punches back, many of her moves reminiscent of my own. I can predict each swing, each step. I know before she does when she’ll kick or duck. She and Dylan fight hand to hand, her dark eyes lit with fire following each hit. He clips her chin and her head snaps back. To my surprise, blood drips from her lip. She licks it and grins.  
 
    He moves quickly, swiping her feet from under her legs. Bending down, he reaches for her throat and holds her in the air. The crowd jumps to their feet and the chorus of feet stomping begins again. The figure shifts again, right between his fingers, turning to smoke. Again it whirls through the air but this time over his head. Out of the mist, feathers stretch, creating a wide span of wings, followed by a beak and beady, dark eyes. The crowd gasps, crying out at the figure—we all know what it means. When the Morrigan sends her Raven, her enemy is dead.  
 
    Dylan stands beneath the Raven, its shadow covering his face. Massive wings flap and I think he’s about to drop—surrender to the power of the Darkness. The bird coasts through the air, wings spread in victory, and I feel Sam’s fingers tighten in mine. Dylan moves just an inch—barely that—clenching his fist. The coil of his forgotten whip slithers across the canvas mat.  He spins on his heel, the black tail flying overhead, ensnaring the Raven by the feet. He yanks hard, muscles bulging, pulling the bird back to the ground. It lands with a thud, no longer bird. No longer a body. Just the fading mist of magic that has just been defeated. 
 
    The buzzer rings over the cheering crowd and the lights flash, signaling the end of the fight. 
 
    Damien pulls me into a hug, clearly relieved the event is over. I release him quickly, pushing past to get to Dylan who shoves through the barrier to get off the ring. He doesn’t look at me or the others. His eyes are hard and tortured—focused on getting out of the arena.  
 
    “Let him go,” Clinton says, holding me back. “Just give him a minute.” 
 
    Any other night I would, but not tonight. Not this time.  
 
    I ignore him and slip away, following Dylan’s wake. 
 
     
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Dylan 
 
      
 
    The crowd parts, fully aware they need to stay out of my way. I keep my eyes focused on the door against the far wall. If I can just get there, I can lose it in private. 
 
    Even though they give me space, the spectators scream my name with such ferocity I feel it in my bones. I’m propositioned. I’m revered. There is no higher ranking in this arena than Guardian and after that spectacle they all want a piece of me or my brothers.  
 
    A dark shadow flits across the corner of my eye and I clench my fist, looking for the handle of the whip, but of course it’s gone. So is the shadow. 
 
    I’m losing my mind.  
 
    The door is five feet away and I ignore every voice calling my name. Four feet. Three. Two… 
 
    I slam my palms against the metal door and step into a blast of cool air from the prep room. I tear off my shirt and throw it on the floor. 
 
    The door opens right behind me and I spin. The shaman stands between me and the door. 
 
    “Get out of here,” I tell him.  
 
    “Dylan, I did that for your own good.” 
 
    I reach for a towel and wipe my face. “Are you fucking kidding me? I know I signed up for it, but that was brutal. You didn’t do that to the others.” 
 
    “Yes, I did. I didn’t do anything to you. I perform the spell—you’re the one that willingly revealed to the world what your biggest fear is, and it turns out that it’s a little girl.” 
 
    Something in my brain snaps and I charge toward the shaman. He holds up his hand, palm out, and an invisible barrier appears between the two of us. I slam into it full force and bounce back, crashing into the wall.   
 
    “Get your shit together, Dylan. This war isn’t over.” 
 
    He opens the door and leaves, engulfed in the sound of the crowd. I stagger to my feet and pick up the nearest object, a long metal bench. I throw it down the hallway where it slides until it crashes into the far wall. I punch the locker, slamming my fist into the metal, over and over and over, until the skin breaks and blood drips down my hand.  The fight flashes before me. Morgan as a little girl, The Morrigan as an evil temptress, the symbolic raven. 
 
    The shaman is right. The war isn’t over no matter how much I want it to be. 
 
    I kick over a trashcan and face the wall as the door opens once again. 
 
    “Get out. I don’t want to talk to anyone.” 
 
    After a moment the door closes and I exhale, trying to clear my mind. I’m just so fucking angry and so unbelievably scared. Not just for me but for the other Guardians and for Morgan the most.  
 
    I hear a footstep and spin, fists clenched and ready. The real Morgan stands before me, hands up in peace, looking just as beautiful in tight jeans and a hoodie as she does in a fancy dress. I take a step back. 
 
    Her eyes dart to the destruction I’ve caused in the room and down to my bleeding hand. “You’re hurt,” she says, closing the distance between us. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” I grunt, wiping my knuckles on my pants. “You should leave.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving, Dylan.” She reaches for me and I flinch. Adrenaline still runs through my veins and one false move and I may snap her like a twig.  
 
    Again, my fears are festering and open tonight. I look away from her face but can smell her hair and feel her heat.  
 
    “If you won’t leave, then I will.” I start to move around her but her hand clamps on my arm.  
 
    “You’re not going anywhere and neither am I.” I glance at her hand and think of how easily I could get away, but then my eyes skim up her body to her face and I know that’s nothing but a damned lie. “Tonight is the night you stop running from me. You stop being afraid of me.” 
 
    I laugh. “And how do you propose doing that?” 
 
    She pushes up on her toes but I’m already leaning down, drawn to her like a magnet. “You’re my mate, Dylan, no more running. No more excuses. It’s time to get that bitch out of your head and your hands on my body.” 
 
    The internal fight is strong. So strong, and I’ve resisted for so long, but the image of that Raven overhead broke something in me. If the sign is true then I don’t have long to wait.  
 
    I place my hands on her hips and give in. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Morgan 
 
      
 
    Dylan’s lips are hot and his chest is sweaty, fresh wounds marking his skin. He kisses me eagerly and I want it this way, raw and unrelenting. He’s worked so hard to bring himself to my level that I now realize that will never happen. Dylan is a warrior. A fighter. He carries the burdens of the past and future on his shoulders. 
 
    He guides me to the wall, my back pressing against the hard surface. With one hand against the wall and the other skimming my side, I tug at the waistband of his pants. I’m relieved there’s no hesitation—no fighting back. He keeps kissing me while he slips off his pants, then the skintight boxers he wears underneath. There’s no denying his arousal. Standing back, his eyes follow my hand as I unzip the hoodie and he brushes it off my shoulders. He dips his head, first kissing between my breasts, then sinking his teeth into the soft flesh in the crook of my neck. My nipples harden and I release a hiss of pleasure. 
 
    “Don’t stop,” I tell him, even though nothing implies that he will. Every inch of my skin tingles in anticipation. 
 
    “I’ve waited an eternity to prove my worth as your mate,” he declares. “I couldn’t stop now if the gods themselves ripped me from this realm.” 
 
     My stomach tightens when his cock brushes against me. The spot between my legs dampens as he twists his fingers under my panties, the fabric ripping in a hard yank. Our bodies bump and again he claws to get the bra off my back, impatient with any barrier between us. The elastic snaps under the pressure and the scrap of lace falls to the floor with the rest of our clothing. When we’re both bare and his mouth has found mine again, he lifts me under the legs, pushing me against the wall. 
 
    His cock slides between my legs—not in me—not yet. I’m thankful for his strength, the way he can hold me up, the way I can feel his body. I like the way it feels to press against his lower belly. The way his skin rubs against mine. I like the sticky tip of his cock against my backside. I press against him. My breasts, my clit, my ass. 
 
    I’m assured by the low groan in his throat that he likes it too. 
 
     Biting his bottom lip, he growls in return, but I only want proof this is real—not another dream or slip from reality. No magic. Just us. The pain does nothing but spur him on. The noise is deep and trembles in his chest. With strong hands he positions me the way he wants me, the way that it feels so, so good.  
 
    I’m slippery wet. He’s hard with want. Just before he enters me, he pulls back and stares at me with eyes that cut to my soul. I toy with his hard, brown nipple and he swallows hard. 
 
    “Take me,” I whisper against his lips. “Fuck me.” 
 
    His eyes are pinned to mine and he licks his lips. In a reverent tone he says, “As you wish, Your Majesty.” 
 
    I throw my arms over his neck as he enters. I feel him in every inch of my body. I feel his passion. His loyalty. Digging my nails into his back, I hold on for dear life when he begins to move. Dylan isn’t just mating with me. He’s exorcising demons. 
 
        He isn’t gentle. He isn’t slow. There’s no patience or courtesy like with the others. No, Dylan fucks me righteously, hips thrusting so hard my breath comes in shallow gasps. I weave a hand into his hair and force his mouth against mine. His jaw tenses and I feel rather than hear the words coming off his lips. 
 
    “Oh god,” I cry.  
 
     His moves grow frantic, the coil in my lower belly tightens and twists, bringing me to a shuddering, panting halt. Me, not him, because as my walls quiver and I groan my ecstasy, he pounds into me with unrelenting need. 
 
    My knees bend and I’m almost curved against the wall, when he comes to a fast and sudden halt, dropping his forehead to mine and spilling everything he has into me in several exaggerated thrusts. 
 
    I brush the hair off his forehead and he looks at me with dazed eyes. “Better?” I ask. He’s still in me. Warm. Bonded. 
 
    He blinks and a slow, relieved grin graces his beautiful face. “Yeah. Yeah, that’s better.” 
 
    As much as I hate it, I separate from him, enough to get down on wobbly legs. He’s barely moved, keeping close, and I touch him on the stomach. “I need you to tell me what that was all about.” 
 
    “I know. I will.” 
 
    “You can’t protect me forever.” I look up at his face. 
 
    “I can,” he says. “And I will, but you’re right, we need to talk. All of us.” 
 
    He wraps me in his arms, the anger and angst he’s been carrying a fraction of what it’s been over the past few weeks. I know we need to leave the room and find the other Guardians, but right now I want to just have a final moment of peace. From the weight of Dylan’s arms around me, I know he feels it too. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
    We take the long way back to The Nead, walking hand in hand down the long, busy streets of New York and then cutting through the park. The rage that consumed him back at the fight seems to have dissipated, although it’s replaced with something different.   
 
    It’s nearly dawn and the house is quiet when we walk up the front steps. I’m not ready for whatever it is that Dylan has to say to me and the other Guardians. When we reach the landing between the floors of my suite and his, I lift my chin and say, “Come to my room.” 
 
    I’m surprised when he says yes with a kiss and allows me to lead him to my bedroom by hand. 
 
    This time we take it slower. We’re both clean from the showers at the gym. The blood has washed away and Dylan smells fresh, like soap. His blue eyes pulse with energy as he takes his time unzipping my hoodie, brushing his fingers over the swell of my breasts. He kisses down my body and I lean back on the soft cushion of my bed, lifting my hips so he can remove my jeans. From there I watch him lift his shirt over his head, revealing the impressive stack of muscles that line his stomach. When he lowers his pants I don’t hesitate to reach for him, taking the hard but soft rod of velvet in my hand. 
 
    His stomach caves at my touch and he climbs over my body. Warm to warm. Wet to wet. His tongue tastes minty and the pads of his skilled fingers feel rough. When he rolls on his back and adjusts me over his hips my whole body goes on alert. I ride him slowly, rolling my hips at my own pace. I plan to make it last as long as I can because when we get out of the bed, I have a feeling our lives will no longer be the same. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      He’s gone when I wake. His side of the bed cool is to the touch, but there’s a note that simply says to meet downstairs at nine. 
 
    I check the clock. It says 8:54. 
 
    Scrambling, I race to the bathroom to wash my face and brush my teeth. I’m dressed in the clothing from last night when I walk into the library. Everyone is waiting, except… 
 
    “Where’s Bunny?” I ask. 
 
    “I tried his room. It was locked,” Sam says, making space for me on the couch.  I walk past Dylan and catch his scent. My knees weaken and I think about his face, hours ago, lost in ecstasy. When our eyes meet I have no doubt he’s thinking of the same thing. I realize that I’ve had sex with every man in this room. I should be scandalized by this. I’m not. 
 
    “Can we meet without him?” I direct this question to Dylan. 
 
    “We’ll have to,” he replies, shutting the door and walking to a leather armchair. I’m surprised when he sits down. Dylan rarely sits at these meetings. “We’re running out of time.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Clinton asks from his spot across from me. Damien sits in the chair next to him.  
 
    “You all witnessed my fight last night. The shaman plucked a fear out of my head I hadn’t been able to recognize on my own.” He glances at me. “Well, not all of it. I’ve conquered a few demons since then.” 
 
    “This is about the Morrigan, isn’t it? She said something to you,” Damien says. He leans forward in his seat. “What was it?” 
 
    “Wait,” I say before anyone goes further. “The fights aren’t ’real’, how could she say something to you?” 
 
    “It’s real enough,” Sam says from beside me. “It’s a magic that channels energy from an alternate universe. Like how your weapon showed up in the fight against Hildi. It’s real, but not real.” 
 
    A rock forms in my stomach. “So you’re saying that was the real Morrigan?” 
 
    Dylan swallows and nods. “Some part of her, yes.” 
 
    “So she isn’t dead.”  
 
    “No.” 
 
    I start to stand but Sam tugs me back. I yank my arm away, glaring down at him. “You said she was gone?” 
 
    “We said she split from you. There was no evidence she’d been eliminated entirely.” 
 
    I shake my head, refusing to believe what they’re saying. “That’s rubbish. I’m evidence. I’m not hearing her voice anymore, or having mood swings or you know, off on a horny bender of sexual energy swapping like before.” 
 
    “To be fair,” Clinton says, “I think your sexual appetite is being satisfied on a more consistent basis now that you’ve declared your mates.” 
 
    “What about the voices? They’re gone. In fact, I’m creatively dry. Whatever the Morrigan was feeding me for my book has stopped completely.” 
 
    “I don’t think you understand,” Dylan says. “The Morrigan was split from you. In the myths there are often three incarnations. You may just be one.” 
 
     “Why would you say that?” 
 
    I don’t like the set of his jaw when he replies, “Because she told me the Darkness was still in this world. People are going to die—if they haven’t already.” 
 
    “I haven’t hurt anyone.” 
 
    “That you know of,” Damien points out.  
 
    “Are you saying you suck so much as Guardians you’ve let me wander around the city infecting people? Because that sounds like more your problem than mine.” 
 
    “We may have been a little lax,” Dylan admits. “But not anymore. Not until we figure this out.” 
 
    “What you’re saying is that you don’t trust me.” 
 
    “No. That’s not what I’m saying. I’m saying we don’t exactly know what is going on. I did warn you it was possible to have fallout from using dark magic,” he says, holding my angry stare. 
 
    “So you don’t trust me and it’s my fault.” I’m being irrational. I know this, but that’s the thing about irrationality. It doesn’t make sense. I move to leave the room and feel Dylan’s large hand wraps around my arm. “What?” 
 
    “We don’t blame you. But it’s our job to stay on top of this. We’ve all been a little distracted.” 
 
    I jerk away and head to the door. “Don’t worry,” I say over my shoulder. “I’m just going to my room. I can’t kill anyone up there.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Clinton 
 
      
 
    “Let her go,” I say to the other three. “Give her a minute to calm down.” 
 
    Dylan rubs his face and sits in the chair. “I knew she wouldn’t take it well, but I didn’t think she’d flip out like this.” 
 
    “Really?” Sam says. “You didn’t think she’d be upset to learn that more people are going to die and that the big spell we performed was a dud?” 
 
    “It wasn’t a dud,” I chime in. “We accomplished what we wanted—to get the Darkness out of Morgan so she wasn’t killing people anymore. She’s not.” 
 
    Damien raises an eyebrow. “You sure about that?” 
 
    “Pretty fucking sure.” 
 
    “Then who is the Morrigan talking about?” 
 
    “We need to check the hospitals,” Sam says.  
 
    “Or the morgue,” Damien adds. “If we find the victims we can find who’s doing it.” 
 
    Dylan stretches his legs. “At least we know that the Morrigan herself is in the Otherside—she revealed that in the ring. And if we assume it isn’t Morgan…” 
 
    “Then there’s a third,” I say. “We’ll have to find her. Shouldn’t be too hard in a city the size of New York.” 
 
    Sam hops up and walks around the room. “So what do we do about Morgan? How do we find out where she stands in all this?” 
 
    “We test her,” Dylan says. “Like before. If she’s carrying part of the Darkness inside of her or some sort of mystical power, we’ll know.” 
 
    I can’t help but ask, “Will we?”  
 
    No one answers that question. After a moment I add, “So really, where’s Bunny? It’s not like him to miss a meeting.” 
 
    Damien chimes in. “I haven’t seen him since the fight. He disappeared after Dylan’s round.” 
 
    “Like I said, I checked his room. He didn’t answer and the door was locked,” Sam says. “But if his paintings look anything like my photos he probably already knew this was coming.” 
 
    “You knew?” Dylan asks.  
 
    “Not specifically, but yeah, I knew something was off. I guess I just hoped I was wrong.” 
 
    Damien rubs his chin. “Well, find him and we need to get a look at his most recent work.” He looks at Sam. “Yours, too.” 
 
    Sam nods. “Sounds good.” 
 
    I look around the room. “And Morgan?” 
 
    Dylan grimaces. “We’ll give her until tomorrow to rest. After that we’ve got to know what she can do.” 
 
    “And what if she can’t do anything? What if she’s just a mortal?” Damien asks. 
 
    I glance at Dylan, who looks as concerned as I feel. “Then we’re probably fucked.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Morgan 
 
      
 
    Where there was warmth is a snap of cold, sharp and freezing across her brow. Maverick takes in her surroundings. Stone walls and floors. A torch-lit hallway. A moment ago she was in the forest behind her family home, fighting the gray cat and killing the prince. Now she’s somewhere far away and unfamiliar. 
 
    She looks at her hands. Blood has stained her palms. The dagger from before is gone but a longer, more deadly blade hangs from her hip. 
 
    “Where the hell am I?” she says aloud. 
 
    No voice replies but she feels something—the deep thrum of magic. 
 
    Maverick notices her clothing has changed. She’s no longer in the school outfit she’d worn into the woods. Her pants are a form-fitting black leather. Sturdy boots cover her feet. Her top is dark and made of thick hide. She realizes quickly that she must have been injured. Maybe killed, and this is nothing but a hallucination. 
 
    She takes a shaky step down the hall, figuring the only way out is to either wake up or figure out where she is. In the distance a loud explosion rocks the foundation. Cannon fire? Maverick isn’t in the suburbs of Georgia anymore. She continues walking. 
 
    Footsteps echo in the distance and she presses herself in a shadow against the cold wall. At the nearest intersection a group of soldiers runs past, dressed in the darkest of blacks. A blood red patch rests on their breast. She’s too far to make out the design. 
 
    Once she’s sure they’re gone she turns the way they’ve come from and works her way through the twists and turns of the hallways. She has no idea where she’s going but a tug in the pit of her stomach guides her. Left, then right, then right again. There’s no hesitation at the turns. Instinct leads her.  
 
    That is until she gets to a split in the hallway. Three different directions off the main hall. Her brain tells her to move forward but her heart tugs her to the left. Another sound bounces off the stone walls and she chooses the path ahead before she’s noticed. 
 
    The corridor grows larger, taller and wider with each step. The décor is grand. Tapestries line the walls, each depicting a different bloody battle. Maverick pauses in front of one. In a rich black thread a raven flies across the sky. 
 
    There’s little doubt what and who lies at the end of the hall. She takes a deep, nerve-settling breath. 
 
    The grand, arched doors are wide open. They’re made of a thick, impenetrable iron. The activities in the room keep eyes directed away from her and she slowly inches her way into the crowded chamber. 
 
    Spectators press their backs against the edges of the room. The ceiling is high and vaulted. The center focus of the room is a throne and the undeniable queen perched in its seat. Two enormous banners hang from the rafters—ravens, naturally. Both carry skulls in their talons. 
 
    The queen has her own unit of guards but their faces are unfamiliar. One guard with wavy blond hair and a beard to match steps forward. 
 
    “Quiet!” 
 
    The entire hall falls into silence. Maverick inches her way behind a stone pillar.  
 
    “You’re all here to learn of the fate of our mission,” the Queen says, her voice strong and confident. “A sacrifice was made. The entry breached. They lost a man.” 
 
    “But,” a man across the room says. “What about the cannons?” 
 
    “Step forward,” the Queen demands, but it’s pointless because the guards, including the one that had spoken before, have dragged him from his spot in the crowd. In an even tone she asks, “Did you wish to speak?” 
 
    “The cannons,” he says again. Fear shadows his expression. “There is fighting on the battlefield, correct?” 
 
    As if on cue another explosion rattles the lead-glass windowpanes.  
 
    “As this man has pointed out, a battle rages in the south side of the country. During the attack on the entry gate complications arose.” Murmurs roll through the crowd. The Queen holds up her hand, asking for silence. Maverick hasn’t moved an inch. “The Guardians are in our realm. They think they can keep us back, but we’ll kill them, leaving the gate unprotected. It’s only a matter of time before we obliterate it entirely.” 
 
    She waves her hand and the bearded guard pushes the questioning man to his knees. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he apologizes but everything moves too quick. Maverick watches as a blade slices through the air and with a quick stab, releases the life from the man’s body. He falls face first, cheek landing on the stone floor.  It’s only then that she notices the flash of gray rubbing against the queen’s feet. 
 
    The cat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I blink and stare at the words on the page, or rather, pages. I flip through the notebook, stunned at the volume. I haven’t written a sentence in the past month and then, wham! All that tumbles out without a second thought. 
 
    A strange sensation overcomes me. A little out-of-body and a whole lot déjà vu. Just like with the first part of my book, the story feels close. Too close. But how? I know I wasn’t ever in the Otherside. I was here, dealing with the loss of my parents and surviving. I think back to what Dylan has told me about the past five years. That after the skirmish in the forest they transformed into men and went to fight a deadly battle against the Morrigan—keeping her out of this realm. Maybe that’s it? Maybe I’m seeing their time in the Otherside. 
 
    A knock on my door makes me jump and I close my notebook, although not before I see the final line about the gray cat.  
 
    Anita. 
 
    I’d definitely like to have a conversation with her—if only I could find out where she’s hiding.   
 
    From the fading light outside my window I see that hours have passed. Just how long have I been up here? Whoever is outside the door bangs again and I hop up, and shout, “I’m coming.” 
 
    I don’t run, I’m still annoyed from the meeting earlier. I feel like there’s a tug of war on my body—my mind. Is the Darkness gone? The Morrigan? When they suggested I may have a little of her power left I can’t deny I was excited. In a strange way I missed her. But I know she’s an evil bitch and the last thing I want is her to control me. 
 
    I have a moment of clarity as I reach for the door. That’s the thing. The Morrigan didn’t really have control of me. When we were one I could control her. I turn the knob and Clinton stands on the other side, knuckles raised. 
 
    “Were you going to bust down the door?” 
 
    “If you didn’t open it, I would’ve,” he replies. He studies me. “You okay?” 
 
    “Just tired.” 
 
    He frowns. “Well I hate to tell you, but we’ve got to go out.” 
 
    “And do what?” 
 
    “We tracked down a few people with symptoms. I figured you’d want to go with me to check them out—see if they’re infected.” 
 
    Hell yes I want to go. 
 
    “Let me get my jacket.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” I say, looking at the man in quarantine. I’ve never seen him before. Never heard or seen his name. Clinton said something to the guard and got us five minutes of access. His gray pallor and glassy eyes look exactly like Xavier’s before he died. “Who is he?” 
 
    Clinton shrugs but he takes a quick photo of the medical forms hanging on a clipboard. We move to the next room and there are two more victims. One female and another male. 
 
    “Shit, shit, shit,” I mutter again. “What do we do? How do we stop this?” 
 
    “Find out where they got it—how or who is spreading it.” 
 
    “And if we don’t?”  
 
    For a moment I’m filled with relief that there’s no way it could have been me. Quickly, though, the annoyance that with the Morrigan on the loose I have zero control over her. I rest a hand on Clinton’s arm. 
 
    “I think I know who to look for.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Anita Cross.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Clinton 
 
      
 
    I’m not surprised to hear Morgan suggest we look for Anita, although I am pretty curious that it took her this long to make the connection. Anita and Xavier are both players in the Morrigan’s game. I’m just not sure to what extent. 
 
    “Any idea where she may be?” I ask on the way down the elevator. 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “She’s wealthy, gorgeous, and lived in an amazing penthouse,” she says. “Her brother was a banker or something. Other than our writing program, we had very little in common.” The bell chimes, notifying us that we’re on our floor. The doors open and I step out. Morgan hasn’t moved an inch—her eyes narrowed in concentration. 
 
    “Morgan? You okay?” 
 
    “I think I know where we can get more information on Anita.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    She steps forward and slips her hand in mine. “We need to pay a visit to my advisor.” 
 
    “The professor?”  
 
    “Yeah, he said he didn’t know where she went but he’s a nosy bastard. I suspect he’ll have an idea.” 
 
    Every soldier has a crossroads, where they have to make a decision in a blink. Sitting behind the wheel of my truck with Morgan in the passenger seat, I have to make a choice. Risk more lives or reveal a secret that may send shockwaves through my home and life. 
 
    “Are you sure this is what you want to do?” I ask, giving us both one last out. “He may have questions.” 
 
    “I think Anita is an important factor in all of this.” 
 
    I nod and roll the truck into the street. At the first intersection I have the option to turn right or left. The university is to the right but I head left. Morgan isn’t familiar enough with the city to realize we’re going in the wrong direction until a few blocks later when the scenery changes. The streets become cleaner. The houses nicer. We’re in a residential area. 
 
    I notice her fingers shift on the seat. She leans forward and asks, “Where are we?” 
 
    “Sutton Place.” 
 
     “This isn’t near the school.” 
 
    “No,” I agree, spotting the house ahead. It takes up half a block. Red brick and three stories high. “You said you wanted to talk to Professor Christensen. This is where he is.” 
 
    She faces me. “What’s going on, Clinton?”  
 
    I open the truck door. “You’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Morgan 
 
      
 
    I’m filled with a mixture of confusion and dread as we walk up the steps to the grand house. Clinton refuses to tell me what we’re doing here, and his jaw is so tight I think it may crack. The door is opened by a servant who doesn’t seem surprised to see Clinton, but his eyes do hesitate on me for a brief moment. 
 
    “Seriously,” I say to my Guardian as we stand in a small but ornate foyer, “you’ve got to tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    He opens his mouth, no doubt to tell me nothing important, but the servant returns. “Dr. Christensen will see you now. Follow me.” 
 
    He leads us down a narrow hallway. The walls are covered in a thick, aging paper. I catch snippets of the images as we pass. They appear to be battle scenes from history. Some are quite gruesome. 
 
    I don’t know what to expect, obviously, but I’m surprised when we’re escorted to a large, modern kitchen. Everything in it shines. The appliances, the counter top. The pots hanging over the wide stove. The strangest part is Professor Christensen standing over the range in a black and white striped apron.  Something sizzles on the flat surface and he flips it with a spatula. He glances up as we walk into the room and smiles. 
 
    “Now this is a surprise,” he says, removing the food and placing it in a bowl. He turns off the range and wipes his hands before walking toward us. He offers his hand forward. “Clinton, it’s always a pleasure to see you. How’s the music?” 
 
    “Good, sir.” 
 
    Sir? 
 
    “And Morgan. I knew this day would come.” His eyes flash between us. “I’d hoped it would be under better circumstances.” 
 
    The confusion I’m feeling merges with anger. I’m totally in the dark and I don’t like it one bit. Unable to hold my tongue I blurt, “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    Christensen looks at Clinton. “You haven’t told her?” 
 
    “Not a word. I felt like it may be better coming from you.” 
 
    I grab Clinton by the shirt. It’s a pointless move. He’d squash me in a second, but my mind is reeling from this moment and I look into his gray eyes and say something I know is true, “Start talking now. Or I walk out of here and none of you will see me again.” 
 
    Christensen’s eyebrows lift and in a controlled voice says, “Sit down, Morgan.” 
 
    He gestures to a high stool across the counter. Clinton takes one and after a steadying breath I take the other. Christensen pulls another up to the end.  
 
    Clinton takes my hand and as much as I want to push him away I feel a comfort in his touch. He says, “Christensen is one of us. Part of the network created to keep the Darkness and Morrigan out of this world.” 
 
    Christensen nods. 
 
    “We’re part of a team that includes the Guardians, The Nead, Sue and Davis, and the Professor,” Clinton asks. 
 
    “Anyone else?” I ask. 
 
    “Not specifically. There are those in the community that are aware of who we are and what we do. The shaman at the fights. Tran down at the magic shop.” 
 
    “Hildi?  
 
    “The Valkyrie?” Christensen asks. 
 
    Clinton shrugs. “I think she has a feeling. She’s very astute and is from the gods herself.” 
 
    “We each have a role,” Christensen says. “The men are the soldiers.” 
 
    “And you?” I ask. 
 
    “I’m what mortals would call a General.” 
 
    “You’re calling the shots?” A feeling of dread bubbles in the pit of my stomach. “I don’t understand? Are you not a real professor? Is my work pointless?” 
 
    “Oh no, Morgan. I’m historian and my job is to manage the writings and writers during the times of Darkness. Your work is priceless. Each incarnation of the Darkness must have a historian. Someone on the front lines to tell the myths and mythologies—the intricate side that human history will miss. They’ll see the sickness, the disease, or wars. They won’t see the game play from one realm to the other.” 
 
    “Do you really see it like that?” I ask them both. “A game?” 
 
    “A deadly and precise one. To think of it as anything else is foolish. The Morrigan relishes war and destruction. You know that. We must always be one step ahead.” 
 
    I think about what he’s saying. It’s a game. We’re all just pieces or even pawns for the Morrigan’s playing board. What confuses me most is who am I? What is my job in all of this since the split? 
 
    Clinton rests his hand on my shoulder. “We didn’t end the battle when we split you and the Morrigan apart. We always knew it was a possibility that we would create another piece. It seems we created two.” 
 
    “Two?” I ask.    
 
    “You know the myths often include three sides to the Raven Queen, each with specific qualities.” 
 
    “I remember. Each goddess prevails over a different concept. Land, fertility, or war. Dylan thought they were exaggerated stories to make the Morrigan more intimidating. You think the spell actually brought on that manifestation?”  
 
    “Not at first. You seemed different. More at peace. I thought maybe we banished her but now that people are dying…” Clinton trails off and looks at Christensen. 
 
    “So you think I still carry part of the Goddess inside of me.” 
 
    Christensen nods. “Yes.” 
 
    “Which part?”  
 
    “Either war or land. Because fertility is already showing her hand.” 
 
    I wish they’d stop talking in riddles but the intensity of their expression stops me from lashing out. “You’re considering the spread of the virus as fertility—that’s what’s being created.” They both nod. My mind races, thinking to the reason we came here in the first place. “Anita is the third piece. Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    Christensen leans over the counter. “She stole the kiss from you, Morgan. Took the Darkness right out of your body and has spread it across the city. The plague is here and I’m not sure how to stop it.” 
 
    “Do you know where to find her?”  
 
    He shakes his head. “I don’t, but Anita has always been bold, it shouldn’t be long before she makes her move. The Morrigan is restless.” 
 
    “Even if we do find her,” I ask them, “how do we stop her for good?” 
 
    There’s not an ounce of empathy behind Clinton’s gray eyes when he replies, “We’ll have to kill her.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Morgan 
 
      
 
    I’m not angry after leaving Christensen’s home, but I am tired. Exhausted really, and I know it’s more mental than anything else. Between the writing binge, the confirmation that I’m still tied up with the Morrigan, and everything else Christensen revealed, I’m spent.  
 
    Clinton is smart enough to give me some space, and the spidey-senses of the other Guardians must be on high alert because the house is quiet when I get home.  
 
    I don’t go to my room, instead I head straight to the pantry. We missed dinner and I’m starving. I don’t want food and hope Sue has a stash of sweets in the cabinets. I cackle in delight as I find the motherload: boxes of cookies and candy. I reach for a huge container of fudge and shove a piece in my mouth. 
 
    “Drowning your emotions with sugar?”  
 
    Bunny stands in the door, looking just as tired as I feel. I hold out the container and he takes three pieces of fudge, popping them into his mouth one after the other. 
 
    “I saw you fight last night. It’s the first time I’ve seen you like that.” 
 
    He holds up his limp arm. “Magic helps.” 
 
    “No. There was intuition and grace. The same skills you use on your paintings came out in your fighting.” 
 
    His copper hair has flopped in his eyes and I reach out and push it aside so I can see his face. “You disappeared after—where did you go?” 
 
    “Nowhere,” he says. “Here. I just didn’t want to be there anymore. Too many people, you know? It’s not my scene.” 
 
    I nod and pick up another piece of fudge. I take a bite and then offer him the other half. He reaches for it but I pull it back, gesturing that I’d like to give it to him myself. He opens his mouth and I pop the treat in, rubbing my finger along his bottom lip. 
 
    Bunny chews the sticky fudge and swallows. He stares at me so hard that I squirm. To my surprise he asks, “Can I kiss you?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    I’ve been waiting weeks for him to do it again. A burst of fire ignites between us and I lick the sweet chocolate off his tongue. 
 
    “I’ve missed you,” I tell him, linking my arms around his neck. “Why have you been hiding from me?” 
 
    His hand squeezes my hip. “I’ve just been in a weird place.” 
 
    “You know I’m always here if you need something, right?”  
 
    “Yeah.” His eyes move from my mouth back up to my gaze. “Right now I really need some more of that fudge.” 
 
    I grab the box and then two more filled with other treats. “Come on. Let’s drown our worries together.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
    With the remains of our gluttony surrounding us, Bunny and I snuggle on the couch. He reluctantly agreed to watch a cheesy movie with me and I’m full-out pretending the world isn’t falling apart around us right now. Total denial about the sickness, Anita, and my role in the preservation of this world. I have a strong suspicion Bunny is hiding from something too, and for once I just let it go. 
 
    It’s a quiet moment of peace for both of us. No expectations. No dramatic build up. I feel safe with him. Close. When I reach for him and press my lips against his pale throat, he doesn’t resist. 
 
    His fingers push into my hair and I move to my knees so I can kiss him better. A box of cookie crumbs falls to the floor and I laugh. He smiles and his copper-brown eyes hold mine. “Don’t you wish it was always this easy?” 
 
     “What? Life? Sex? Love?” 
 
    His head tilts at the word ‘love’ and his mouth crashes into mine. My stomach flip-flops at the soft strokes of his tongue. I reach for his pants, eager to touch him. 
 
     “Can I?” I ask, in the same way he asked me. It’s a weird moment—after months of feeling like the less experienced one—the virgin—with Bunny, I feel like I’m the one leading him. He’d told me before that he didn’t have confidence in this area—and then proceeded prove himself wrong in the most delicious way. I want to do the same for him.  
 
    He nods his approval, Adam’s apple bobbing in this throat. I slide between his legs and unbutton his pants, shifting them over his hips and to the floor. His erection is hard beneath the cotton of his shorts and all it takes is a slight touch to get it to rise in response. I smile at his reaction and his cheeks turn red. I rest my hand on his length. 
 
    “I never meant for you to be last, you know that, right? It just happened that way. Fate, I think. Like everything else in this house. In the beginning I thought you would be first. You’re so sweet and gentle, but we’re in a war and I needed toughening up.” He watches me carefully as I tug off my sweater and slip out of my jeans. I don’t remove my bra and panties, though. Not yet. “I think this is better. I need you today. Someone safe. Someone solid. You don’t play mind games with me, Bunny, and I appreciate that.” 
 
    He responds again with his mouth and grazes my side with his hand. I continue to kiss him while pulling down his shorts. When I finally get a look at his cock, I stop and blink.  
 
    “What?” he asks in a soft voice. 
 
    “Uh, I don’t have a lot of experience in all this, but your dick is huge.” 
 
    We both look down at the swollen rod between his legs. I reach for the soft velvet of his skin and run my hands down his length. He shudders from my touch, shoulders slumping when I fondle his balls. 
 
    Kneeling between his thighs, I do what I can to make this day a little bit better. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Bunny 
 
      
 
    The girl between my legs isn’t the same as the one I’d painted on weeks ago. There’s no shyness. No timidity. She’s capable and strong. Confident and secure. Even though it’s clear she had a hard day and is looking to hide from the world, there’s no hesitation as she licks the length of my shaft. 
 
    I work my hand into her hair and cup the back of her head. My brain tells me to make her stop. My natural male instincts don’t agree. Her lips are puffy and her tongue warm. Even though I’ll regret it, I lean back in the seat and for once try to relax in the moment and not overthink. 
 
    Turns out, thinking is pretty impossible when her fingertips skim my balls and I feel the tightening of pleasure. I inhale sharply, fighting the urge to thrust my hips. Then she takes me completely, her head bobbing up and down. I curve my fingers in her curls.  
 
    The ecstasy of the moment rolls over me, making me forget the paintings and the dreams about the dark castle and what waits on the Otherside. I push aside the visions and the blackouts, because this is what I’ve wanted. What I’ve craved. Morgan wasn’t rejecting me. I knew that. I wasn’t last, no matter what the voices in my head said. She swirls her tongue and then her finger around the tip. I swallow back a ferocious groan. 
 
    “Does that feel good?” she asks.  
 
    I nod vigorously. “Please. Please keep going.” 
 
    She smiles, her pretty red lips widening around the girth of my cock. I can’t help but move my hips now, wanting to feel the friction, the warmth along the length of my shaft.  My hand leaves her hair and reaches for the satin of her bra. I feel the hard point of her nipple and brush my fingers over the raised tips before tugging down the fabric to feel the round firmness of her breast in my hand. 
 
    This time Morgan shudders, exhaling warmth around my cock. Up and down, up and down she bobs and I’m no longer able to hold back. She must feel my intensity because she increases her pace, sucking so hard that I’m sure she’ll gag.  
 
    She doesn’t. Not even a flinch, and she pushes one hand up my belly and another beneath my balls. I ram into her mouth, hitting her throat until the tight coil of ecstasy unfurls. I feel a click in my brain, a tug, and without warning I pull from her mouth, moving her hand to the base of my cock.  
 
    She frowns in confusion, her lips wet and red, but quickly changes course, sliding her hand up my shaft. I’m already on the edge and hot, gooey, pent-up cum streams across her chest. Her eyes are wide as the jism slides between her breasts. I fall back against the cushion, exhausted and a little lost. 
 
    “So that was—” she starts, but I cut her off. She’s sticky with my cum when I reach for her and pull her mouth to mine.  
 
    “I’ve never done that before,” she confesses, and an odd swelling of pride fills my chest. A tide has turned, something shifted. I feel it in my bones. 
 
    “There’s a first time for everything.”  It’s my duty to make her content so I pull Morgan on my lap even though we’re both sticky with sex and sweat. I may not be able to cross that final line with her, I understand that now, but I slip my fingers between her legs and lead her down the pathway to oblivious bliss.    
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Morgan 
 
      
 
    I’m standing outside Dylan’s door but I haven’t knocked. Bunny left my room a short while before and although our time together was amazing, something feels different. 
 
    I’m really not sure why Bunny and I didn’t have sex. I wanted to and I thought easing him into it would help. He was nervous, but I also knew it was time. Each barrier broken between us brings us closer and tonight was no different. But it also revealed something—something I’d been fighting inside myself.  With each of my Guardians, I’ve seen them at their most vulnerable. I can’t get the image of Bunny’s red cheeks and glazed-over eyes just before his orgasm. I’d had every intention of having him come in my mouth—I’d done it with the others—but at the last minute he’d pulled away. Why? What was he afraid of? 
 
    I don’t want to see it as a rejection. But over the last few days something has awoken and it’s telling me to be wary. This part of me resides deep inside, past the place where my soul ends and the goddess begins. 
 
    The Goddess. That’s what I’m calling it. Not the Darkness or the Morrigan, they’ve both been banished with the spell. The anger and fear from before is gone, along with the frantic need to consume. I’m left with something different—something I haven’t tapped into. Honestly, I’m hoping I don’t have to. 
 
    My mates still have an important role in all of this, maybe more than I realized. My encounter with Dylan proved that to me. I need these men as much as I always have. 
 
    The Morrigan feels it. I have no doubt of that. 
 
    Which is why I’ve come to Dylan’s room and why I have to tell him what transpired between Bunny and I, or rather, what didn’t. I finally realized we’re a circle. A group. There’s no beginning and no end, except we’re not whole. Not yet, and something—or someone--is keeping my final mate from fully bonding with me, keeping me from full strength. 
 
    I bang my fist on the solid wood door.  
 
    I just hope I’m not too late. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Dylan 
 
      
 
    “Is something wrong?” I ask straight off. She glances over her shoulder, in the direction of Bunny’s studio. The door is closed, I’d heard him go in not long before. “What?” 
 
    She pushes me into the room, hands flat against my stomach. Her touch sends flares through my body, but the wild look in her eye tells me she’s not here for sex. If I had to guess from the sheen of sweat on her forehead and the scent coming off her skin, she’d recently done that anyway. 
 
    “Morgan.” She shuts the door and I ask again, “What’s going on?” 
 
    I’ve lit a fire in the massive, stone fireplace across the room, warming the drafty attic. Her eyes flick to the small tabletop covered in bottles. The first words out of her mouth are, “Can I have a drink? I could really use a drink.” 
 
    Silently I walk to the makeshift bar and pour her a glass of amber liquid. I hand it to her and lean against the back of the sofa and watch her carefully. She swallows the whole thing in one gulp. 
 
    “It’s Bunny,” she finally says. 
 
     “What about him?” 
 
    She holds out her glass again and I grab the bottle by the neck, refilling it generously. “I need you to hear me out, just let me get this out, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    “For the longest time I didn’t exactly understand our mating. Not really.” She holds the empty glass in her hands. “I just knew I didn’t want to choose and that being with each of you felt right.” 
 
    “Choosing one mate was locked in stone. There was never any altering that, but choosing all of us? That was totally you—and it was the right thing to do. It’s how we fought off the Morrigan.” 
 
    “Right. I know that now, but I also know something else. When you and I finally, you know…” I’m not sure why she stumbles over these words at times. She’s not inhibited in bed. Or against a wall. But speaking freely about sex and lust is a stumbling block. I blame her Southern upbringing. 
 
    I help her along. “Yes, I know.” 
 
    “I had another awakening after we were together. My words came back—they flowed. Then I learned the truth about Christensen, who he is and what he means to all of us.” Her cheeks are red from the alcohol. “I didn’t need to be told the goddess still resides in me. Even when I pushed it away, I felt her power. But she too is bound to my choice in mates and how you can help me fight the infecting Darkness.” 
 
    “How?” I ask, but I already know the answer. She just needed to find it herself.  
 
    “We’re a circle that will be forged in fire of our lust and combined energies.” She walks over to the fireplace and stares down into the flames. “It didn’t connect until he rejected me.” 
 
    I frown. This I don’t know. “Who?” 
 
     “Bunny. I was just with him and well, things were progressing, but at the last minute…” 
 
    “Bunny can be shy, you know that. He lacks confidence since the injury.”  
 
    “No. I felt it. I felt the moment it shifted. The Goddess knew. I knew.” 
 
    “He chose not to seal our relationship. On purpose, to keep me from fighting at full strength.” 
 
    “That’s a bold accusation.” I’m standing behind her. “It amounts to treason. Bunny is sworn to your service, to your protection.” 
 
    She spins, hair flaring over her shoulders. Her eyes narrow. She’s beyond beautiful. “You don’t believe me?” 
 
    “You’re in charge here, Morgan. I’m your Sentinel. If you think one of the guards has gone off course, I will follow up.” 
 
    “I know he has.” She swallows. “I feel it in my gut. And with the Darkness spreading we can’t have anyone going rogue.” 
 
    “I’ll check on him now and report back.” 
 
    She grabs my arm before I walk off. “I won’t allow any more infection or death under my watch, do you understand that?” 
 
    I nod in understanding and ask her to stay in the studio. She sits in my chair looking less shaken than when she came in. I walk down the hallway and consider that if what she’s saying is true, we not only have a problem but a catastrophic event. Morgan’s perception of the six of us is probably accurate—she needs all of us to solidify the power of the Goddess inside of her. If Bunny has stepped out of line, we’re screwed. 
 
    I hear footsteps coming up the stairs and pause, bracing myself to face him. Instead I see Damien’s shaved head and the glint of his earrings in the dim hallway light. 
 
    Our eyes meet. I ask, “Looking for me?”  
 
    He shakes his head and steps on the landing. “Nah, I’ve been asking Bunny for some indigo for a few weeks. I need it for a project. Figured I’d just come up and get it.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t give it to you?” 
 
    “Kept brushing me off. The one other time I came up, he was gone.” 
 
    “When was that?” 
 
    “A few nights ago.” Outside Bunny’s door, Damien rests his hands on his hips. “His door was locked.” 
 
    Bunny is notorious for keeping late working hours and sleeping most of the day. It’s just about time for him to get up and it dawns on me that he’d been in Morgan’s room when he’d normally be asleep. 
 
    I rub the back of my neck and Damien catches the grimace on my face. “What?” 
 
    I sigh. “We may have a problem.” 
 
    “What kind of problem?” His entire demeanor shifts. 
 
    I raise my eyebrows. “Let’s find out.” 
 
    Damien raps on the studio door. After a moment’s wait there’s no answer, no sound from within. Damien jerks his chin up and before I nod my approval he’s pulled a tool from his pocket and has inserted it in the lock. He fiddles for a moment but the spring triggers and the lock unlatches.  
 
    Before opening it Damien stops me and says, “Are you sure about this?” 
 
    “Morgan sent me. I’m just doing my job.” 
 
    “Fuck,” he mutters under his breath. He glances down at the tool and keeps it in his hand. The door opens with a soft creak, like all the old hinges in this house. I walk past him, getting the first look of his studio in a while. He’d been quiet lately. I didn’t think much of it with things having calmed down with Morgan and, frankly, being involved in my own personal concerns. What I’d been was distracted and when Damien calls me over to look at the first of a dozen canvases, I realize what a tactical error that had been. 
 
    “What the hell?” Damien says, but I’m stunned speechless. The paintings tell a story. The Morrigan’s story from the Otherside. Her dark castle looms in each one, sitting on a foundation of bone and ash. I’m struck by how real it looks. How I can feel the cold air. Smell the charred flesh. So many lives have been lost at the hand of this vindictive bitch. 
 
    Nearby are another series of paintings. Recognizable locations around New York. He’s captured the same realism. They’re an odd contrast of both worlds. 
 
    A sound captures my attention and I turn and find Damien at Bunny’s work table. He’s picking through the tools and paints. He holds one up and shakes it. A powdery substance moves inside. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “You’re right. We have a problem,” he says, grimacing. “These aren’t normal paintings. Bunny’s been playing with magic.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    Alchemy is not my area of expertise. I’m the historian. “It’s just a guess but this is elder root. When mixed correctly with compounds from this realm and the Otherside, it can be very powerful.” 
 
    “How so?” I take the container from him and open it, taking a sniff. It has a dusty, woody smell.  
 
    “When he mixes it with his paints it fuses with the painting, connecting the two worlds.” He walks over to a painting of the Otherside, a massive depiction of the decaying woods outside the castle grounds. Then he points to one of the modern, local paintings. A train station downtown. There’s nothing notable about it other than Bunny’s skill. “See these lines, the way they arch the same way?”  
 
    I do, now that he’s pointed it out. “Yeah, I guess.” 
 
    “If you enter here,” he points to the station sign. “You’ll exit in there.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “With a spell, yes, I think so.” 
 
    I look around the room at all the paintings. There’s an equal number of both. “He’s created gates.” 
 
    Damien nods. “All over the fucking city.” 
 
    “Why?” The realization is almost too big to comprehend. “Why would he do that?” 
 
    “Because,” a voice surprises us in the doorway. “The Morrigan can’t do it without me. Not anymore. So she found someone new.” 
 
    “Bunny?” I’m still shocked. He’s always been the most steadfast. The most loyal. 
 
    “I suspect he had a little help.” 
 
    “From who?” Damien asks, but the pieces are clicking into place.  
 
    “Anita helped him. She’s the one spreading the virus.” 
 
    Morgan nods. “The virus I spread to her. We need to find them and cut off the Morrigan’s reach before it goes too far.” 
 
    Damien and I share a look. We’ve never had to go after one of our own before and Morgan isn’t at full force. I don’t tell her this. He doesn’t either. Our job is to protect her and keep the Darkness away.  
 
    “I’ll get the others.” 
 
    Morgan nods. “I’ll meet you in the training room.” 
 
    “Why there?” Damien asks. 
 
    “Because we’re going to need weapons to kill them,” she replies and walks out of the room. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    Morgan 
 
      
 
    All four of my remaining Guardians meet me in the training room. I’m dressed for battle: stretchy black pants, shin-breaking boots and a leather jacket Damien gave me to wear on his bike. The men watch me as I enter, four sets of eyes skimming down my body. I walk past them and go directly to the weapons case, pulling out my blade. 
 
    “You’re taking that?” Damien asks.  
 
    “Yes.” I slide it into the harness on my back, another gift, from Clinton.  
 
    Sam steps in front of me. “You do understand you can’t kill anyone, right?” 
 
    “I understand I’ll do what I have to.” I tug the edge of my gloves higher. “Since we’ve been unable to find Anita, I called in a favor.” I walk across the room and open the door. Hildi stands on the other side, dressed to fight. Her blonde hair is woven in a tight braid.  
 
    “Hello Morgan.” She nods at the Guardians. “Boys.” 
 
    Dylan stares at me so hard I think his brain may crack. Finally he clears his throat. “Can we speak for a moment? Alone?”  
 
    “Sure,” I reply, following him into the hallway. He didn’t dress for a fight but his shirt is tight enough to show the curved muscles over his shoulders.  Intimidating to anyone that crosses his path. “Problem?” 
 
    “It’s unorthodox to bring in an outsider for a situation like this.” 
 
    “A situation where I’ve been betrayed by one of my own?” 
 
    He crosses his arms. “Yes. The outside world cannot know we’re having this problem. It’s a sign of weakness.” 
 
    “Hildi is an ally. And is very knowledgeable about the activities of the community.” 
 
    “She’s a gossip.” 
 
    “And my friend,” I say with a touch of warning. “We need her help.” 
 
    “At the risk of sounding disrespectful, Morgan, there are times you should defer to those with the knowledge and experience for handling the situation at hand.” 
 
    “This is common? Traitors? Betrayal?” 
 
    He smiles and it’s so glorious my knees wobble. “Have you learned nothing of the myths surrounding the Morrigan? Betrayal is her forte. Bunny learned from the best.” 
 
    “Fine, but the Valkyrie comes.” 
 
    He starts to argue again but Hildi interjects from the doorway, where she’s clearly been listening. “I’m sent by the Goddess Freyja to choose the dead. I’m aware of your sickness and the looming battles. I can help you find the woman you’re looking for. And the Guardian. Their stench is all over the city.” 
 
    “You can sense them?” Clinton asks. 
 
    “The dead and dying? Yes. Normally mortals are not my concern but the Darkness and Morrigan are. I can guide you.” 
 
    Dylan reluctantly agrees but corners both of us before we leave. “No one dies, do you understand? Not Bunny or the mortal, Anita.” 
 
    “Why should we spare them?” I ask, the betrayal burns deep, more than I ever expected. 
 
    “We never abandon one of our own. That is the lesson the Morrigan’s paranoia taught us. Bunny may be out of control but he’s still one of the gods chosen.” 
 
    “And Anita?” 
 
    “There’s a chance we can perform the splitting spell on her and save her too.” 
 
    I hold Dylan’s eye and nod, but as I straighten my jacket over my sword I can’t shake the tug of vengeance clawing at my soul. Even though I’ve showered and changed I can still feel the sticky heat of Bunny’s cum on my chest. He used me. He betrayed me and now I must deliver justice. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Morgan 
 
      
 
    In the garage, Hildi gives us two places to start. Dylan splits us into groups: me, him, and Hildi together. Sam, Clinton, and Damien pile into Clinton’s truck and leave the garage first.  
 
    “Which one of these fine vehicles should we take?” 
 
    Dylan fidgets with his belt.  
 
    “He doesn’t drive.” 
 
    Her eyebrow rises curiously. “No?” 
 
    “No,” he replies. 
 
    “Interesting.” She strolls down the row of cars and stops before a shiny, silver-gray Mercedes. “I like this one. Keys?” 
 
    Dylan seems totally unsure what to do about a woman like Hildi. I pass him on the way to the key box. “She makes me seem like a piece of cake, don’t you think?” 
 
    He grunts and follows us to the car. I concede and give him the passenger seat, due to his long legs. Hildi ducks in the driver’s side and I grab him by the shirt. “It’s a good idea.” 
 
    He leans forward and kisses me, darting his tongue in my mouth. Hildi slams on the horn and the sound echoes through the garage, blasting our ears. “You owe me, got it?” 
 
    I nod, thinking about all the ways I’ll repay him, before slipping in my seat. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “Stop,” Dylan says and Hildi slams on the brakes. We fly forward, my hands holding on to the seat in front of me.  
 
    “Holy shit, Hildi. Give us a little notice.” 
 
    Hildi’s driving skills were questionable. The scowl hadn’t left Dylan’s face the whole ride. To be honest, I’d checked my seat belt at least three times as she careened through the busy streets of New York.  
 
    We were following the scent of infection and decay—that’s what she told us, at least. I trusted her senses but I’m surprised when Dylan tells her to stop the car. 
 
    “Over there.” He’s already out of his seat. I’m not sure what he’s looking for but he hops out of the vehicle and dodges a series of cars to get to the other side of the busy road.  
 
    “Park the car,” I tell her, following Dylan. I find him walking back and forth at a train station. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I saw this in one of the paintings. There’s a gate around here.” He touches the signs, the bench, the curve of the guardrail.   
 
    “I could see the gate in the park that day. The air around it wasn’t right. I don’t see anything like that here.” 
 
    Hildi races up, breathing heavily. She takes a deep breath. “Someone with the infection has been here.” 
 
    “Anita?”  
 
    She shrugs. “Maybe.” 
 
    Dylan continues his search but Hildi sniffs the air. She scans the people walking around us. Our whole group gets a few looks. Hildi looks like some kind of Nordic model and Dylan has a face that is almost too beautiful to be real. I try my best to seem normal, average, but my partners and their erratic behavior isn’t making it easy. 
 
    “I smell something,” Hildi says, taking off in the direction of a small wooded park.  
 
    “Come on,” I tell Dylan. “We can come back.” 
 
    Again we cross the busy roads, Hildi unconcerned about traffic or cars. Dylan grabs my hand and leads me to the safety of the park. I feel a gust of familiar cool air roll in our direction. 
 
    “Do you feel that?” 
 
    “No, but I smell it,” Hildi says. “God, it’s awful.”  She retches, covering her mouth with her hand. Deep lines crease Dylan’s forehead.  
 
    “There’s a gate around here—you were right,” I tell him, walking toward the grove of trees. A spot a wave of air and a discoloration. Hildi walks off, face scrunched.   
 
    I walk toward the gate and the familiar cold air burns my cheeks. I feel the draw, the lure, just like last time. Whatever exists on the Otherside beckons me, and I’m inches away when I’m jerked back. 
 
    “What?” I shout, coming toe to toe with Dylan. 
 
    “Last time they barely got you out of there. I can’t let you get too close.” 
 
    There’s a crackle in the air and the coolness vanishes. I look over my shoulder and all signs of the gate have disappeared.  
 
    “It’s gone,” I say, pulling out of his arms. I search for Hildi. She’s staring through the trees. “The gate closed, is the smell gone too?”  
 
    “No.” Her eyes are locked on something across the park. I move next to her and grip her elbow when I get a better view. “It reeks.” 
 
    The woman’s blonde, wavy hair catches my eye. She’s headed straight for us, or more likely, the closed portal. “That’s her. That’s who we’re looking for.” 
 
    I don’t know what to expect but it’s not for Hildi to charge toward her. 
 
    “Morgan, step back,” Dylan says, balling his fists and stepping between me and the women.  
 
    I push him aside. “This is my wrong to right.” 
 
    “I can’t let you go over there. It’s my duty to protect you.” His hand wraps around my arm, squeezing tight. I jerk back and reach for my sword with my free hand. It glints in the sunlight.  
 
    “No, Dylan. It’s your duty to serve and I started this with Anita. I let her get too close.” Voices rise from in the trees. “Stay here. Watch the gate. Bunny may try to get through.” 
 
    There’s a look of cold rage on his face as he accepts my command. There’s no way I’m letting him do this for me. I’ve trained. I’ve fought. I’ve studied for this moment. Anita may have a sliver of the Darkness in her, but I will banish her and the vessel she resides in to hell. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Sam 
 
      
 
      
 
    Click, click, click. 
 
    My camera snaps photos of the area. The pictures have a greenish-gray tint to them, but nothing unusual. Certainly nothing that looks like a gate from this world to the next. 
 
    “Come on, Bun, show yourself,” I mutter. Damien is in the magic shop talking with Tran, hoping he’s seen or heard something. Clinton walks up and down the street, scaring the locals with the scowl on his face.  
 
    Click, click, click 
 
    I sit on a cement wall outside the bodega and flip back through the photos. Bunny’s paintings implied there would be a portal here, but I’m coming up empty. Damien exits the magic shop, his frown telling me what I need to know. He walks over and says, “He came in for some of the ingredients needed to make the portals. But he must have gotten the reactive stuff from the Otherside. Tran says if Bunny is using the area as a hotspot, he hasn’t seen or felt it.” 
 
    “Would he? I know the guy is like an elder of magic or whatever but the Morrigan? That’s ancient level.” 
 
    “Got anything?” he asks me. 
 
    “Not much.” 
 
    Damien grimaces and scans the street. I point my camera in Clinton’s direction. 
 
    Click, click, click 
 
    “So look, I think this may be a dead end,” Damien says, scratching his chin. I look back down at the display screen. “There doesn’t seem—” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Fuck. Fuck. Shit.” 
 
    “What the hell, Sam?” he grabs the camera and looks at the screen. His eyes dart up at Clinton. “Is that real?” 
 
    I glance at the photo I’d just taken. It’s Clinton, but he’s not in this world. At least, I don’t think so. His hands are chained. He’s shirtless with deep wounds across his back and chest. Dirt smears across his face and his knuckles are raw and bloody. I flip to the next photo, Clinton isn’t in it but I do see something that wasn’t there before.  Black smoke rolls low on the street, like a tentacle. 
 
    “That’s like the smoke in the ring the other night,” Damien says. “When Dylan fought the Morrigan.” 
 
    “We need to get out of here.” I look up at Clinton, who makes eye contact with me. I jerk my head for him to walk over. “Now.” 
 
    A blast of cool air rushes down the narrow street. It’s then that I notice we’re the only ones still out here. The sidewalk is empty. The stores quiet. I glance over at Damien but he’s gone. “Dude,” I say, “Damien?” 
 
    Another blast of cold rolls over me, this time like a freight train. I spin, feeling a presence at my back. There’s nothing and no one there. I look back up for Clinton. Gone. 
 
    “Clint! Damien!”  
 
    With fumbling hands, I turn the camera around, the lens pointing at my face.  
 
    Click, click, click 
 
    The camera is still shooting when thick arms twist and coil around my legs. The last thing I hear, as I’m swept off my feet, is the crack of my camera as it hits the ground. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Morgan 
 
      
 
    The glint of my sword announces me when I approach Anita and Hildi.  We’re deep enough in the grove of trees that people on the street can’t see us. They haven’t come to blows but Hildi has her in a tight grip.  I notice an odd coloring on the Valkyrie’s face and wonder if it’s a reaction to the sickness. 
 
    Anita isn’t a fighter and there’s a contrast between the warrior stance of Hildi and the white, crisp jeans on the woman before me.  
 
    “You finally figured it out?” she says.  
 
    “I figured out you’re a tool,” I reply.  
 
    She laughs. “And you’re not?” 
 
    I step closer and hold my sword at her midsection. “What did you do to Bunny?” 
 
    “Xavier taught me a little something about team management, from his work down on Wall Street. Never ignore the little person. Cultivate them the most. When a weakness shows they’ll be the first to betray you.” 
 
    “No one ignored Bunny.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but with that disfigurement he’s a liability. Or at least that’s what I told him.” I lunge for her with my hand, wrapping my fingers around her throat. Her bright blue eyes light up in fascination—not fear. “You gonna kiss me again?”  
 
    I release her and haul back and slap her across the face. “Fuck you.” 
 
    She laughs again. I want to kill her. Plunge this blade into her belly and watch her bleed. I brace myself. I’m not a murderer. Dylan told me to let her live—we’ll need her. I swallow back rage. 
 
    “So what’s your grand plan? You infect the whole city? Start another plague? To what? Build up the Morrigan’s strength so she can take over?” I ask. 
 
    “Well, yeah.” Her eyes narrow. “And don’t act like you don’t want it—at least a little. I’ve read your book. Bunny even showed me your latest writings.” She smiles at my reaction to that revelation. “You’re curious about the Otherside. The power it holds. You should be.” 
 
    Hildi tightens her grip and Anita winces before licking her lips.  
 
    “I’m a historian, Anita. Those writings are based on truth, not desire.” 
 
    She tilts her head. “Since when are truth and desire mutually exclusive?” 
 
    “Come on,” I tell Hildi. “We need to get her back to The Nead. Maybe once we rid of you of the Darkness you’ll come to your senses.” 
 
    Hildi moves her along and I glance over my shoulder at Dylan standing near the edge of the woods. He looks at me and then over to Anita. 
 
    “You realize he’s the only one you have left, right? First Bunny and then the others?” 
 
    “Shut up, Anita.” 
 
    Her footsteps crush the dried leaves on the ground. “Do you think the Morrigan would only want one? You know how she feels about being betrayed, particularly by men. Her men.” 
 
    The threat rings true but I refuse to show it. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “He was here. I felt him open the gate. You did, too.” Her lips curve. “Where do you think he went when he realized you were here without the rest of the guardians? Three of her traitors?” 
 
    Dread fills my chest. She knows I need Bunny to complete my power. What happens if the others are gone too? “Dylan,” I call. “Go back to the house.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving,” he calls back, stepping into the wooded area. 
 
    “Don’t listen to her, Guardian,” Anita chimes in. “It’s too late anyway.”   
 
    “Dylan,” I turn to face him. “Go find the others and stop Bunny.”  
 
    I sense his conflict. He asks, “And what about her?” 
 
    Hildi and I share a look before I declare, “We’ll take care of The Third.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Damien 
 
      
 
    The hard stone beneath my knees is cold as the frigid air. My skin chafes against the metal cuffs, the long chain linking to another around my ankles. Clinton shivers next to me, his face purple with bruises. Blood drips from the edge of his mouth.  Sam shifts, causing the chains to clink. He’s punished with the sharp crack of a whip lashing into his back. 
 
    “No moving!” the soldier shouts from the dark. I caught a glimpse of his face when they brought us in. Blond hair with a deep scar down his cheek. He carries the whip on his belt. It’s similar to the one Dylan used in the ring. 
 
    Sam grunts against the pain, swallowing what he can. My knees ache from kneeling on the hard stone and I really need to piss, but I keep my eyes forward and my body still. Getting out of here will be hard enough without further injury.  
 
    I can only guess we got sucked into one of Bunny’s portals—the Morrigan slipping out to drag us to the Otherside. That’s where we are. I’d know this place anywhere. The cold haunts my dreams. The smell is burned to the insides of my nostrils. There’s nothing here but death—and the same fate surely awaits us if we can’t escape soon. 
 
     Minutes pass—maybe longer. I’m dizzy from the wait. Footsteps echo on the stairs. By now I’m sure we’re underground and I wonder if we’ll see daylight again, breathe fresh air, or taste the flesh of our goddess once more before we die.  
 
    The rustle of fabric—or is it wings—follows the footsteps. Then the sound of metal drags across stone. The temperature drops ten degrees and I hear Clinton swallow, either blood, rage, or both, next to me.  
 
    “Well, well, well look what the cat—or rather, bunny—dragged in,” a familiar voice bounces off the stone. The Morrigan in a full pleated skirt and a corset made of leather walks into view. “Thought you’d gotten away from me? It doesn’t work that way, Guardians.” 
 
    She walks down the line, her fingers trailing over Sam’s open lash marks, touching Clinton’s chin to get a better look at his bruises. She stops before me and raises an eyebrow. “What? You didn’t fight back?” 
 
    I grit my teeth to hold back a reply.  She smiles. “You were always a smart one, Damien. But not as smart as Bunny.” 
 
    “You manipulated him,” Sam says. The guard from before steps forward and kicks him in the back. Sam nearly topples, but manages to hold himself upright.  I hear the whip uncoil. The Morrigan’s dark eyes flash to the guard. 
 
    “Thank you, Casteel. Your service is appreciated.” She walks over to Sam and strokes his cheek. “But I can’t have you scarring this face, do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” I hear the fear and anger in his voice. 
 
    “So here’s the plan, boys, you’ll be staying here until I round up your little leader and whore. Once you’re all back under my command I’ll determine if I’ll let you live or not.” Her eyes cut to Clinton. He’s never been her favorite. “Until then you’ll rot in the dungeons, so you better hope they get here fast.” 
 
    She nods at the guards behind us and they move fast, dragging us up to our feet. Clinton makes a break for it, lunging at the Queen. Her eyes widen in delight when he comes up short, and then laughs boldly when a hard baton cracks against the back of his knees. Our feet are linked by chains and when he falls I crash forward too, using the momentum to swipe the feet of the guards. Sam jumps into the fray, swinging the chain over his head and wrapping it around the throat of a guard.  
 
    “That’s enough!” Casteel roars but there’s no way we’re going down without a fight. It may be our last chance to cause any damage. I grab the blade off the nearest guard and stab him in the throat. 
 
     Blood sprays and the Morrigan says loud enough for everyone to hear, “When you’re finished playing, clean up this mess,” before she walks back upstairs to the sound of fist meeting flesh. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Dylan 
 
      
 
    I shouldn’t have left her. 
 
    That’s the only thought I have as I run across the city, jumping over sidewalks, dodging cars. It’s not until much later that I allow a few more negative images to push into my head. 
 
    I’ll never see her again. 
 
    The others will kill me. 
 
    I’ll kill him. 
 
    I race down an alley, passing by the areas the other Guardians had planned to visit. They’re nowhere to be seen. After looking in two other spots depicted by the paintings I return home, hoping they gave up.  
 
    If only I could fly, I think, feeling the sharp pang of sadness and loss, I’d be able to see the city better. Find them. Those days are lost. My ties to the Otherside are broken. The Nead comes into view. The glass pane of my attic window glints and a shadow passes behind it.  
 
    Davis. Of course he knew I would arrive back home. I race through the back door, skidding over the threshold. I’m out of breath when I reach the foyer of my room.  Davis stands near the fireplace holding a bottle of water. I take it from him and drink it all in a fast gulp. 
 
    “Are they here?” I ask, handing him back the water.   
 
    “No. The house is empty.” 
 
    I called them the instant I left Morgan, but one look at my phone tells me they haven’t replied. We never should have separated. I never should have left her. “I want you and Sue to stay downstairs, understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Master Dylan.” The old man looks at me. “Be careful.” 
 
     I make sure he’s down the stairs before I enter Bunny’s room. I feel the dark magic lingering in the room. How did we miss it?  
 
    Walking through the room I take a moment to look at the intricate paintings of the Otherside. My body reacts instinctively to the images, sheer terror. Nothing good happens in that place. The Morrigan has ultimate control over the living and dead—we’d barely made it out alive the last time. I’m not sure any of us would again. 
 
    An odd pop, followed by a blast of cold air occurs behind me, and I spin, blade already in my hand. My grip tightens when Bunny fully emerges from one of the paintings.  
 
    “Dylan,” he says, shaking the dust off his boots. With his hair sticking up in matted spikes and dark circles under his eyes, he looks more frazzled than usual. 
 
    “I see you learned a new painting technique.” 
 
    Bunny glances at the painting. “It’s come in handy.” 
 
    “Why?” I ask him. I shouldn’t. He’s a traitor to our mission and nothing but a criminal now, but I still want to know. “Why are you working with her?” 
 
    “We’ve always worked with the Morrigan,” he says. “That’s what we do—you’re the one that changed sides and picked the new young thing.” 
 
    “We work for the forces of good, Bunny. We keep the Morrigan in check and balance the powers. When the split occurred there was no choice which way we’d go.” I study him. “At least, I didn’t think so.” 
 
    “We freed Morgan from the Darkness. That was the goal and I was behind getting her out of the danger zone. She should have gone on and lived her life in peace. She could have done that.” 
 
    “While people were dying up here from the spread of the virus? Do you really think she could have lived with that?” I shake my head. “You don’t know her very well.” 
 
    Bunny reacts with laughter, disturbed giggles that he stifles behind a paint stained hand. “You’re right, I don’t know her well. Not like you. Not like the others. I haven’t fucked her, you know.” 
 
    “That was your choice.” 
 
    “Was it? Or maybe I just repulse her. Maybe she’s only with me because she feels the guilt from that day.” 
 
    “That’s the Darkness speaking, Bunny, not Morgan.” 
 
    He shrugs and runs his hands through his hair, making it even more wild. “It’s too late Dylan. The wheels are set in motion. The virus is spreading—” 
 
    “Morgan has captured Anita. That stops today.” 
 
    He scoffs. “People are already infected—dozens of them. They’re walking the city now. Flying on planes. There’s no stopping the plague this time, Dylan.” 
 
    “There’s always a solution. Always.” 
 
    “Not this time.” Bunny walks past me and gathers a few things on his worktable, slipping them into a bag.  
 
    “Morgan may be weakened without you sealing your relationship, but she’s still strong.” 
 
    Bunny’s eyes flick up to mine, curious amusement tugs at his mouth. “You don’t know, do you?” 
 
    “I know that you’re crazy.” 
 
    “No, seriously, you don’t know.” His forehead creases. “I knew I could trick the others, but you? You’re slipping, my friend. Probably too much pussy fogging that brain of yours.” 
 
    Tired of the riddles and games, I lunge at him, pushing past the bottles and jars on the table. They shatter to the floor, smashing in pieces. I land hard on broken glass, the small pieces embedding in my skin. Bunny uses the commotion to avoid my grasp, racing toward the door. 
 
    I’m up in a flash, kicking his feet from beneath him. He falls and I lash at him with the blade, nicking him on the ear when I slam the tip into the hardwood floor. I’m on top of him. 
 
    “Watch your mouth, brother,” I tell him. “And turn this around before it goes a step further. I don’t want to hurt you, Bunny. But I will, and the gods will approve.” 
 
     “It’s too late,” he says, squirming beneath me. “She has them all. You won’t win this one, Dylan, but it’s not too late to join us.” 
 
    I must be stunned by his announcement—she has them all—because he wedges a knee between my legs and jerks upward. The pain is instant and he escapes from my grasp. I grab the knife but when I face him again he’s fumbling with the lid on one of his containers. Flipping the cap with his thumb, he tosses it in my face. Powder rains and I cough and rub my eyes. He may be smaller than me but he’s resourceful.  
 
    Through the haze I spot him shoving more items in his bag and then tossing it over his shoulder. 
 
    “Think of it this way,” he says, inching toward the paintings. My throat is clogged with the powder. I spit, trying to clear my mouth, my throat. I struggle to breathe but I’ve still got the blade in my hand. “Now you’ll have her all to yourself.” 
 
    Cold blasts through the room and even though my squinted eyes I see the ripple appear in one of the paintings. Bunny steps one foot inside and I close my eyes, pulling my arm back and releasing the blade in a fluid motion. I hear the same pop from before and the stick of my knife, followed by a crash. I blink, expecting to find him on the ground but no, it’s just his bag. The blade wobbles, sticking out of the middle of the painting. 
 
    I’m alone. 
 
    Grabbing a rag from the workbench I clean my face, wiping the powder from my eyes. Then I walk over and stare at the picture, holding my hand over the surface. I’m afraid to touch it—afraid of where it may lead me. If Bunny was telling the truth then the other Guardians are in trouble and I’ll have to find them. 
 
    The knife entered right in the middle of the castle, the place I assume Bunny traveled to. Without touching the canvas I yank the handle and the blade slides out. There’s now a huge hole gouged in the middle. I’m both worried and relieved that this may make the painting useless. At least no one can slip back through this one. 
 
    I hear footsteps in the hall and I brace myself, but I know the sound of her anywhere and it’s no surprise when Morgan walks through the door. Her eyes bulge at the scene, at my powder-covered face.  
 
    “Are you okay?” she asks. 
 
    I can’t answer that. “Are you?” 
 
    She nods. “Anita is downstairs. Davis showed me the cells.” 
 
    “You didn’t kill her. Good.” 
 
    “I wanted to.” 
 
    I sigh and rub my head. “I almost killed Bunny.”  
 
    Our eyes shift to the painting. To the hole left by my knife. “But you didn’t?” she asks. 
 
    “No, but I probably should have.” The exhaustion of what’s to come hangs over my head. I don’t want to tell her. I’ve let her down—no, I failed. 
 
    Something about her expression tells me she already knows. Even so, that knowledge doesn’t keep her from walking over, from resting her cheek on my chest and wrapping her arms around me. 
 
    “They’re gone,” I say over her head. I’m glad I can’t see her face. 
 
    “We’ll get them back.” 
 
    I stare at the paintings. At the lunacy that had been running through Bunny’s head. That’s what the Otherside does to you. It makes you crazy. It makes you hard. I don’t want to tell Morgan that even if we get them back they may never be the same. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Hope you enjoyed reading part four of The Raven Queen’s Harem. I love writing this series so much! The pain, the love, the lust! Book Five, Obsidian Fire is available HERE!   
 
    Make sure you join my Facebook group or mailing list for updates and announcements about future books, sales and a little bit of fun! 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Dear readers! 
 
    Thank you for coming on this extraordinary journey with me. I’ve written a lot of books (see below) but this one has lit a fire in my mind and fingers. I’m grateful for the support and friendship! My ARC readers are the best! They tolerate my love for RIVERDALE and last minute needs! My Raven Group on Facebook is a wonderful place for sharing and fun. My author friends like Lisa Swallow and Beth Bolden and Samantha Marscott get me through the questions and quandaries and nerves and doubt. My cover designer, AngstyG is the best. BEST. And my editor Vanessa literally edits for me while having and taking care of babies. Talk about devotion. 
 
    Thanks for everything, 
 
    Angel 
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