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For my middle sis, Nat.




Dear Reader,

This is the third novel in the Game of Gods series and returns to the point of view of Roo, the main protagonist of the series. Like the first two books in the series, there’s lots of nefarious plotting, kick-ass action scenes and romance. Unlike the first two books, this one has a sex scene so this book is not suitable for young readers. I hope you enjoy the debacles Roo gets herself into (and out) and seeing the relationship between her and her favorite broody mentor culminate.

Happy reading, 

Lana Pecherczyk.




Love Urban Fantasy and Paranormal Romance?

Sign up to Lana Pecherczyk’s e-newsletter and never miss a new release! This series is set to explode.

Click here to go to the signup page.




















CHAPTER ONE




A CUSTOMS OFFICER stared at me. 

I stared back, taking a moment to sense his aura and fish for understanding. It was steady, sharp, and I got the vibe he wasn’t to be trifled with.

“Business or pleasure, Miss”—he glanced at my passport in his hands—“La Roux Urser?”

“Roo.” I corrected him, and… good question. I had no clue. Jed, Cash and I were in Sydney to register for the Game. Seeing as humans had no idea gods existed, let alone played a game using them as pawns, I couldn’t exactly say that.

“Okay, then, Miss Roo, business or pleasure?”

“Ah…”

“Business.” Cash nudged me aside and showed his passport. “Here for a convention.”

“Are you her sponsor?” The Customs Officer asked Cash.

“Yes.”

“Please fill out her customs declaration.”

“I can do that,” I said and went to intercept the card the officer handed to Cash. The officer freaked out. He snatched it back and looked askance at me before handing it to Cash. 

“While you’re filling that out,” he said to Cash, “please give me your license and registration.” 

Was he serious? I could fill out my own card. Sheesh. 

Cash handed over his special license that proved he was, in fact, male and hence immune to witch possession. It also listed me as his female charge.

The man scanned it, waited for something to flash across his computer screen and then indicated to the black rubber band around my ankle. “The GPS.”

“Active,” Cash said.

“Please scan the receiver.”

The man passed a device to Cash who used it to scan my ankle. Something else flashed on the screen before Cash returned the device.

“Good,” the officer said. “Do you accept full responsibility for this female and will ensure that she sticks to the Australian protocols against witches?”

“Yes.”

“You understand the repercussions of failure to uphold these protocols? Could you please recite the maximum punishment under Australian law to prove your understanding?”

Cash’s eyebrow lifted. “You did read the occupation on my license, didn’t you?”

The officer glanced down at the card in his hand. His eyes widened. “Sorry. Please sign here, and here.” 

Cash grunted and then signed the declaration presented to him. I guessed being a government sanctioned witch hunter with diplomatic immunity was good for some things.

The officer blushed. “Thank you. Have a nice day, sir. Next.”

Bristling over the complete disregard for my opinion, I followed my two companions through the bustling airport to where our luggage was being unloaded to a conveyor belt. The new laws against women were still hard to swallow.

“That’s yours, Roo,” Jed said and retrieved my bag. 

“Thanks.” I smiled at my old probation officer, now friend, as he returned it to me. “I owe you one.”

“You owe me more than one.”

I dug into my jeans and fished out pocket change. “How about two dollars and fifty cents… and”—I slipped off my baseball cap—“my super comfy hat.”

“How about I put it on your tab?” He laughed but took the cap and put it on backwards, making his ears stick out more. 

Cash ignored our easy banter and retrieved his luggage from the conveyor. He slung his duffle bag over his shoulder and marched to the exit. Mr. Broody, at it again. He was the only person in the world who could hide his aura from me, which meant I had to guess where this particular flavor of brood originated. Perhaps the twenty-four-hour plane ride, his repetitive lecturing on the Game rules, or maybe, just maybe, it was because he felt bad about lying to me in Houston.

Jed and I jogged after him, catching him before the exit. When the glass doors whooshed open, the summer air slammed into us, thick and stifling. I squinted into the afternoon sun and checked for the taxi rank. It wasn’t far. A few meters away.

Cash handed his bag to Jed. “I’ll go hire a vehicle.”

“I can pay for a cab,” I said and gestured at the taxi rank.

Arrogance shadowed the fleeting surprise and hurt on Cash’s face. Not used to being turned down. I didn’t feel bad. An airport full of bustling people was also rife with erratic auras, and they irritated me. I didn’t have time for brood. Also, relying on the man who’d almost quit on me a few days ago was a mistake, and by quit, I meant the kind of quit where you ended your life. He said it was because of his unpredictable, volatile and unsafe nature. Looking at him now, with the tendons in his jaw flexing, shoulder muscles tensed, eyes unreadable, I believed him. 

He was a man people couldn’t help watching. Not because of his incredible manly physique or his handsome face. It was the predatory spark in his dual colored eyes as his gaze swept the room. I used to think the coloring was due to his fractured soul. Perhaps his body didn’t know which past life to believe. He remembered thousands of them. Some gave him the instincts of a warrior, honed from infinite battles in lifetimes of war, others gave him nightmares. He was always vigilant. Always ready. 

The unspeakable things he dreamed of haunted his eyes every morning. 

My hand fluttered to my throat when a phantom echo of pain coaxed a memory out. A few weeks ago, I had woken him from a nightmare. His response was to crush the first thing in his path—my neck. Lucky for me I had the supernatural healing of a demi-god otherwise it would have been my life that ended. He wouldn’t speak about his nightmares. I didn’t blame him for that and he didn’t scare me. It was the lies that undid me.

My heart squeezed. The frozen stalemate we were in felt like a prison. I much rather liked it when we had our arms passionately wrapped around each other. I sighed—fat chance of that happening again—and dragged my luggage in front of Jed whose eyes darted between me and Cash.

I caught Jed’s gaze. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

The heat of Cash’s stare burned as I returned to the terminal to find a bank teller machine. I found one a few feet from the entrance and joined the line behind a family of four. The two kids, a young boy and a girl, licked their ice-creams and laughed over the chocolate dropping on the boy’s pants. It appeared to be a bathroom mishap. The boy tugged his mother’s shirt and relayed the joke. She tried to wipe the stains away, but smeared them. The little boy said something else, and the entire family laughed. The sound was infectious. I smiled along with them and thought it must be nice to be so innocent and carefree with your loved ones. Something a demi-god like me would never have. 

I was put on this planet for one reason only: to play the Game. I was here, I had the soul of a god, therefore I must play the Game or leave. It was a fact I still tried to grasp.

Cash had explained for the millionth time while we traveled from America; A god’s soul downloaded from the intergalactic Seraphim Empire into an earthly body produced by mixed breeding between a god and a human. The original Seraphim’s life memories were wiped clean for the start of each Player’s time here on Earth. Most had no clue they were supernatural until their abilities manifested around adulthood. Then they were registered for the Game at a Ludus Institution, trained and tested. Thanks to my witch-like abilities, they all thought I was a witch, not a Player, so they’d ignored me. Now the truth had been discovered, I was one of them, I had to pass the trials within the next six months. Then I could join the rest of the demi-gods as they played amongst the humans, manipulating, plotting, advancing themselves in society all without revealing their powers to the world. There were so many rules my brain ached. I was already forgetting everything. All I knew for sure was that having a family of my own was forbidden. The only time we were allowed to breed was to make new bodies for new Seraphim souls to inhabit. I was still a little hazy on the exact details of the breeding program, but I knew my father wanted me involved. Not if I could help it.

The gaping hole inside me grew as I watched the perfect family walk away, still laughing. I inserted my card into the machine and emptied my account. I latched onto the money with surprising desperation. It was all I had left. 

My last few dollars.

The words churned in my mind. My last few dollars. During our two weeks in America, I’d refused to rely on Cash’s millions and had used all my savings from working at The Cauldron for food, clothes, transport and my ticket home to Australia. I did not want to be beholden to anyone. Cash hadn’t been happy. To him, the amount was a drop in his bank account ocean, but to me, it meant everything. It meant I had control of my life.

A snicker in my mind. 

The Others, the souls I’d absorbed, were slowly making me insane. They had something to say about everything. A snide laugh here, a derogatory comment there. 

Control is an illusion, they said.

I refused to believe that. 

I shoved the fifty dollars into my pocket and returned to my companions. Jed nodded from where he stood leaning against a bench outside. I smiled briefly and hoped he didn’t catch the worry in my eyes, so averted my gaze and surveyed the busy street. 

“Where’s Cash?” I asked.

“Hiring a vehicle. Said to stay put.”

“But I wanted to pay for the taxi.” I sat on the edge of my suitcase and considered ignoring his instructions but decided my rebellion was a little over the top. Despite being completely ridiculous, human law said females had to stay with their male sponsors to avoid possession by a witch. Stupid. Yes, witches only possessed females, and if they wanted to do it, they would find a way. Still, an arrest by the human police was a complication I did not need. I shoved my money back in my pocket and set to waiting.




Twenty minutes later, I’d counted fifteen taxis depart. My foot tapped on the sidewalk.

Jed noticed. “He said it was important. We have to wait.”

“You might be sworn to serve him, but I’m not. I say we leave.” Sweat ran down my chest and dampened my bra. I plucked my collar and pumped it to cool my skin. Summer in Australia was hot. Sweltering. Awesome. Perfect beach weather.

Take the taxi and head down to the beach, The Others teased. You don’t need the Ludus.

I snorted. And miss my registration? 

“What’s the rush?” Jed asked.

“I just…” I paused, wondering if I should say something. I felt silly contemplating it. “I’m keen to get going and meet my brother.”

He raised his eyebrows. “You mean the other contender Bruce Urser sired?”

I slumped. “I know it’s stupid, and I know he’s not really my brother, but until a few weeks ago, I didn’t know the Game existed. I thought Bruce was my real father. He acted like one for the first half of my life and then he left me alone with a half-sister who feared me because of my gifts. Finding out I have a brother who is like me is… well, it feels like the chance for a real family.”

Jed scowled. “You’ve never met him and you think he’s your family.”

“I know it’s dumb. I’ve lucked out in the family department my whole life. Surely I’m bound to get some good news soon, right?”

“Family is a waste of time,” Jed said and then replaced his scowl with a mask of indifference. “Anyway, you have to do what Cash says because he’s your mentor. Have you forgotten you’re his progeny?”

I studied Jed, wondering where the anti-family animosity came from. He never spoke much about his past, and I’d assumed it was a Player thing so never pushed it. Maybe there was something more to it. When he didn’t return to the subject, I answered his question. “No, I haven’t forgotten, but that doesn’t mean I have to do what he says.”

“Yes it does.”

“No it doesn’t.”

“Roo, you swore an oath, remember? You may not be registered, but you swore an oath.”

My mind raced back to when I stood in front of Cash in the burning restaurant I used to work in. It had all been so new then. I’d just discovered I wasn’t a witch, but one of them—Nephilim. I was half god, half human, and full of abilities I didn’t understand. Cash had been my anchor, and a sexy one at that. Like every other woman in his life, I found him irresistible. Driven, loyal, unwavering. Never mind the intangible connection I felt between us every time we kissed. So, when he’d taken a knife and sliced our palms, flattening them together, I let him. He made a blood oath and promised to be truthful, protect me and instruct me in the matters of the Game. But he’d lied. He failed one of those pledges when he planned to leave. He wasn’t even going to say goodbye!

As if hearing my thoughts, Jed repeated my side of the oath.

“You pledged to let him be your teacher and confidant until you complete the trials and are released into the Game—”

“Ah-huh!” I jumped, triumphant, and pointed in his face. “Sucked in. That doesn’t say I have to do what he says.”

He rolled his eyes.

“He’s my teacher and I have to confide in him…” I sat on my suitcase and bit my nails.

Confidant, The Others laughed. You simper and whine about his lies, yet you haven’t told him about us. You know it’s because he’ll see you for the monster you are and then there will be no ifs, he’ll leave for good.

An approaching roar brought my attention to the congested airport street, and I peered into the traffic. A figure on a black motorcycle darted in and out of traffic until it purred to a stop in front of us. 

Pulling his aviator sunglasses off, Cash lifted the black ball helmet off and hung it on the handlebars, leaving his ruffled blond hair sticking up on end. His hair and stubble had grown in the past few weeks and he’d taken no steps to return it to its former anally retentive style. I liked it. 

No I didn’t, damn it, I was angry at him. 

But that bike… sex on wheels.

I knew what he was trying to do—butter me up. Make the past two weeks disappear. Well, it wouldn’t work. I pulled out my fifty dollars and took my bag before heading toward the taxi rank. 

Cash got off the bike to intercept me, his hand shooting out to take hold of my shoulder.

“Roo, come on. Don’t be stubborn.” He smiled and my heart stopped while my mind scrambled to catch up. I scowled. He widened his grin, clearly liking the effect he had on me.

I hated when he did that—smiled. This new Cash was something to get used to. The untamed animal within him had vanished, replaced by wicked delight. Now and then, proof of his healing soul slipped through the cracks of his fractured demeanor. A wink here, a chuckle there, but this was by far the biggest display of genuine happiness I’d seen, and it was directed at me. It took my breath away.

“Come on, Roo.” He squeezed my shoulder and dipped to catch my eyes. “I meant it when I said I was going to stay. I’m not leaving you when you need me the most. You can’t be mad at me forever. Especially when you can drive.” 

My breath hitched. “Monster.” 

Alarm flashed in his eyes. “What?”

I glanced past his shoulder at the sleek, black ride. Bigger and more powerful than my old Suzuki dirt bike. The sight of it made me weak at the knees. I sighed wistfully. I missed my old bike, but the beast in front of me… I nodded at the motorcycle and whistled appreciatively. “Ducati Monster Twelve Hundred R. With a Testastretta eleven degree Desmodromic twin-cylinder engine.”

“I wouldn’t know about that. The guy at the shop said it was the fastest and the safest.” Cash retrieved the helmet and handed it to me. “Sit on it. Test it out.”

“A hundred and sixty horsepower.” Excitement stirred my insides, making my heart pump at an alarming rate. Suddenly, I wasn’t angry at him anymore. I thought I could forgive him for anything in that moment. Almost. Then I remembered something devastating. 

“But…” I glanced at the GPS ankle monitor on my leg. Stupid protocols against witches. More like protocols against women. “I’m not allowed to drive. The restrictions say women can’t drive. You know that—don’t tease me.” I handed the helmet back to him.

“I’m not teasing. I’d rather not drive with my condition. You know a seizure can come at any moment. We have a legitimate medical reason if anyone asks.” 

His condition. It was another thing he’d kept from me in Houston. His body wasn’t healing like a Nephilim anymore. The thought of him weakening hurt, but the fact he tried to keep it from me hurt more.

“You haven’t had an attack since your eyesight returned two weeks ago. I think it’s safe for you to drive with a passenger.” 

“Humor me okay?” His eyes softened. He shifted the long hair catching around my ears, so it wouldn’t fly in my face when we rode, and then tugged the helmet over my head. The graze of his touch on my neck caused a stir in my belly. For an eternal breath, we gazed into each other’s eyes. Then he got on the bike and put on his own helmet.

“See you back at the Ludus, Jed,” Cash said.

My jaw dropped. I’d been so blinded by the beauty of the bike I’d failed to comprehend there was only one. Jed would not fit. Neither would the luggage. I turned to Jed, intending to apologize, but he had already flagged down a cab a few feet away.

“Don’t worry, I got your luggage,” he called and turned back to his game of luggage Tetris in the back seat.

I knew he’d declared for Cash’s House, but I still felt uncomfortable at Jed’s blind servitude. I didn’t understand it. It didn’t sit right. But perhaps this was the way all Players behaved with the heads of their Houses.

I faced the bike—the sexy, powerful bike. Could I really ride it? It ran on more horsepower than my old bike, and I’d never driven one this big before. Sure I’d lusted after it in Road Rider magazine, but it was a big step up in raw power. Sweat prickled my temples, and I swallowed.

“Why?” I breathed.

“Maybe it’s a peace offering,” he conceded, fidgeting with the strap on his helmet.

So he wasn’t ignoring the past two weeks and, from the way his body tensed, waiting for me to respond, it was clear he still struggled with his new emotions. Not hard to believe considering a few weeks ago he’d never felt them in the first place.

“A peace offering,” I repeated and straddled the bike in front of him. I couldn’t believe he expected forgiveness so soon after his betrayal. It was almost insulting. Yet, The Others were right. I lied to him as well, and if—when—he found out… I didn’t want to think of it. Instead, I lied again: “I can live with that.”

I tapped the lifeless digital screen. Embarrassingly, nothing happened. After spouting nerdy bike talk, I should know how to start it. Eventually, Cash cleared his throat. His hand slipped around my middle, at my stomach, and pulled so he was flush against me. He leaned around me to push a keyless start button. The engine roared to life. I gave him a flustered thumbs-up.

He didn’t relinquish his hold around my middle and I wasn’t entirely sure I was upset with that. He gave a little squeeze to signal his readiness. 

I pulled on the throttle and sent us into hyper-drive with a squeal of delight. 




















CHAPTER TWO




CASH DIRECTED ME into the heart of Sydney. When we pulled into the Opera House parking lot, I thought he wanted to do a little sightseeing. He instructed me to find a particular parking bay towards the rear of the lot. Very specific. The last row, third on the right. Reserved. 

“We’re here,” he said. 

I cut the engine and made to move off the bike, but he splayed his fingers at my stomach and held tight.

“Don’t move. Just wait.” He scanned the area and, once satisfied we weren’t being watched, lifted a hand to make a hand signal at the concrete wall in front of us. Two CCTV cameras moved to face us, and then an opaque gray digital barrier flashed into view around the boundary of the parking space. It was as though four solid walls sprung into being around us, and yet I heard the echoes of the parking garage beyond. The floor shuddered and moved. The bike wobbled. I clutched on for dear life. 

“Earthquake.” The word shot out of my mouth.

Cash’s forehead landed between my shoulder blades and his laugh rumbled through my back.

“Great to see I’m such a source of humor for you,” I grumbled.

He patted me. “Just relax.”

Like a puzzle piece unplugging, the parking space detached from its holding and lowered to the level below. 

The Ludus was underground.

When the elevator stopped, we slid off the bike as the gray digital wall flickered and disappeared to reveal a vast sub-level garage. An attendant in a red uniform greeted us and wheeled our vehicle away.

I expected a sporting complex, or learning institute, but not an underground maze. 

Cash led me through the shadowy garage to a set of large glass double doors. The words “Ludus Australianus” were engraved on a plaque set overhead. Above the plaque was a wooden carving of a dragon, or maybe a serpent, eating its own tail. Beyond the doors, I could see a tiled foyer and a young man sitting behind an administration counter with a Bluetooth earpiece in.

“It’s a reminder that our lives here are part of a longer, never ending cycle,” Cash said, nodding to the carving. “It’s a warning, that if you break the rules, the Tribunal will have no problem canceling your game. Your life here is finite, but your soul is not. Just remember that next time you have the urge to break a rule.”

“I don’t break rules!”

His sardonic look shut me up. “You’ve used your abilities in public many times already. Caught on camera if I remember correctly. You’re lucky you weren’t registered when that happened, you would have been canceled. Your ignorance has saved you so far, but soon that won’t be the case.”

“Okay, maybe I do break the rules but, in my defense, I didn’t know them. I was also protecting myself. And they’re stupid.”

“The Tribunal doesn’t think so.”

I huffed. Of course he would argue with me. He was the Queen’s Enforcer, after all. I would imagine that vocation had been all about holding people to the rules. A pang of jealousy stabbed me at the thought of him belonging to someone else. Not just anyone else. Her. They were lovers, and probably would be again. I was a Soul-Eater. A nobody. But this wasn’t the Empire, it was the Game. I had to stay focused. 

“I thought Marc was the Gamekeeper. Isn’t he in charge of enforcing the rules?” I said.

“Yes, he is in charge, but sometimes he’s not here. When that happens, Tribunal law applies. The point is, when you die in this form, your soul will wake in Purgatory and move into hibernation until returned to the Empire. So, if you want to survive this, don’t break the rules. Go along with it for now, and when we get past all this, you can carry on as you wish. Let’s go.”

Having had enough of the chit-chat, Cash strode toward the entrance and I scurried to catch up. Glass doors whooshed open for us to enter the cold, marble lobby. The administration guy punched away at his computer keyboard and spoke into his headset. He didn’t take his wide-eyes off me.

Seeing me pause with a gaping mouth, Cash steered me to the desk. The room was small and the carnations on top of the counter gave off a sweet, heady perfume. Two solid wooden doors flanked either side of the counter. One had the label of “Registrar” the other “Ludus”. 

I became engrossed in the facial expression of the man sitting behind the ornate, oak desk. He looked at me with eyes that popped out of his head and he shrank a few inches in his chair. His aura skittered around like it was on steroids. Afraid.

“Cash Samson and La Roux Urser,” Cash stated.

“I know who you are. Just one minute, and someone will come and show you to your rooms.”

We sat down on a waiting bench.

I tapped my fingers on my thigh. Cash eyed off the admin guy fiddling with his computer, preparing to make a call.

A few seconds ticked by and then Cash spoke quietly to me. “Roo, we spoke on the plane about the dire consequences of failing the trials.”

“Yeah. I get canceled and returned to the Empire. Pretty sure I get the direness of that.”

“There’s more.”

I chewed on my lip for a minute. “What do you mean?”

He took a deep breath. “Bruce Urser is the queen’s brother in law. He is your father—your sire. That makes your body royal. There are different rules and responsibilities for royals on earth.”

“I’m pretty sure I know this already. I’m confused.”

“Back in Margaret River, after your father visited, you said you wouldn’t kick up a fuss about your royal duties. I don’t think you understand exactly what you agreed to.”

“Oh.” It dawned on me. “You’re talking about the breeding thing. Look, I just said that to make him go away. There’s no way I’d actually go through with it.”

“You might not have a choice.”

“They can’t force me to do anything. You said once I passed the trials, I can declare independent from the Urser House, and play the Game my way. That means I don’t have to agree to do anything.”

“That is true. If you pass the trials.”

Silence descended as the gravity of his meaning hit me. “Then I guess I’d better pass.”

His hand shot out to grasp mine and our eyes met. “Pass or fail, I want you to know I won’t let that happen. You might not believe me yet, but I’m not going anywhere. I promise you won’t have to face that consequence. Here, I want to give you something.” He fished into his pocket, but froze suddenly. His head cocked to the side as he listened intently to something I couldn’t hear. Eavesdropping with his advanced senses.

The admin spoke behind his hand into his phone. Cash could hear both sides of the conversation but I heard the admin guy clear enough: “Sir, you asked me to call you when they arrived, well, they’re here.”

Cash stiffened and a dangerous intensity crept into his posture, sending me on high alert.

The door to the Ludus burst open and a string of security personnel entered. Five big men in suits with ear-pieces filed around us. We both jumped up. Cash moved to stand in front of me. Was this the Tribunal?

“We’re here to escort Ms. Urser to her family suite.” The closest Suit spoke to Cash. He had a familiar face. Dark skin. Head shaved. He was the soldier who attended my father in Margaret River a few weeks ago. So… not Tribunal. I think his name had something to do with fish.

Squid. His name was Squid.

“Urser House forfeited ties to this contender when its leader failed to complete the mentor-progeny ritual and register her on time. I’m her mentor now, he has no say in where she goes, besides, this is the Ludus—neutral territory—she goes where she wants.” Cash flexed his fists, cracking knuckles. 

Each man held an expression of contained control, but an explosive atmosphere crept into the air through the action in their auras. They sized up Cash and myself. Five against two. My insides tensed in expectation. A glance at the admin boy had him doing the same—eyes glued to us, on the edge of his seat.

Squid’s jaw set. “Hunter, if you interfere, you will be apprehended, and we will take her by force.”

I side-stepped Cash so Squid could see me. Maybe I could diffuse the situation. “Look, I know I promised I would meet my father here, but I’d like to get settled first and then I’ll see him.”

“No. You come now.” Squid put a hand on my arm.

Cash burst into brutal action, intercepting him. It all happened so fast. Two men pulled guns on Cash. A third and a fourth held his arms, well, attempted to hold his arms. With blinding speed, and deadly efficiency, he twisted out of their grasp and retaliated with a right hook to the Suit on his left. The sound of cheekbones crunching echoed through the small room. 

The heel of Cash’s palm met the next guy’s nose, and then it was three men on one. Unwilling to fire in a confined space, the two guys with guns put their weapons away readying themselves to assist in Cash’s apprehension. 

Their blatant disregard for me had napalm surging through my blood. How dare they dismiss me as an opponent? Sure Cash was a formidable force, but I was too. My fingers heated on instinct, ready to unleash. Electricity crackled and the smell of ozone hit my nose. I stepped toward the brawl.

A firm hand on my shoulder pulled me back. 

“Come,” Squid said. “This way.”

I hadn’t noticed him detaching from the group. 

“Don’t touch me,” I growled and slapped my hand over his. Energy released.

Nothing.

I tried to peel his fingers from my shoulder, but they wouldn’t budge. What the hell was this guy made from? I kicked him in the shins and my foot glanced off. The only sign I’d hurt him was a slight twitch between his brows. He moved his free hand to grasp my hair and tugged. Pain lanced through my scalp and I cried out. 

“Get off me,” I shouted. My voice came out higher than I’d intended, a traitor to my nerves. I gripped the solid stumps holding my hair in a vice. I couldn’t move him.

“Roo,” Cash called from behind me, face red with strain. Three pairs of arms imprisoned him on the floor, and a bloody faced man held a gun at his temple. Not afraid to shoot now.

Cash stopped struggling and a cold fury enveloped him. A thousand thoughts flittered behind his eyes as he caught sight of Squid’s grip on me. He calculated something I wasn’t sure I wanted to know and suddenly I was afraid. Not for me, but for the fall out of whatever he planned to do. I couldn’t explain it. Just a feeling.

“It’s okay,” I said, imploring with my eyes. 

Whatever he was going to do… don’t.

“Don’t,” I warned. He frowned, confused. I had to make him understand so used the words he’d used on me only minutes before. “I’ll be fine. Go along with it for now.” And then when we get past this, we can carry on as you wish.

When he visibly relaxed, so did I. 

I let Squid pull me away by the hair. Sharp needles stabbed into my scalp and I had to scurry to avoid being left bald.

“You can’t do this,” Cash called out. “Marc won’t have it.”

“The Gamekeeper isn’t here,” Squid replied and pushed open the door to the Ludus, tugging me through. 




















CHAPTER THREE




SQUID PULLED ME by the hair away from Cash. The sound of the heavy wooden door closing muffled the scuffling of my feet. My jaw clenched and my muscles hardened. There was no way I would let this guy manhandle me, not in the name of my father. My fingertips sparked, and I flung my energy at him, not caring if he’d take half my scalp when my power connected. 

Electricity crackled as it flew and sizzled in the direction of his chest. 

He didn’t let go. He didn’t even flinch. He did, however, pause and arch an irate eyebrow at me. “Did you try to zap me?” 

“That’s not the only thing I can do.”

He tightened his grip on my hair.

“I’m not afraid of you, little Soul-Eater.” His voice rumbled through my mind like thunder. “I have no soul for you to manipulate.”

My abilities were exactly that—soul based. I could sap someone’s energy. I could swallow their soul. I could even use my life-force to shock others, or telekinetically move items… but if he had no soul for me to connect with. Not good. My gut cramped. My breath quickened. 

But everybody had a soul. I dug deep and focused hard on his aura. Sure enough, I felt it, small and weak. Almost gone. But there.

Knowledge bubbled to the surface of my mind, and bright symbols cascaded beneath my eyelids. The Book of the Dead spoke, reminding me of the knowledge I absorbed when I ate the soul of Petra’s Grimoire. The Others stirred. So they should. Petra and her Grimoire made up half of the souls inside me. A third was the witch I absorbed at birth. The last was my sister. 

The symbols flashed. The light was painful, but the understanding they brought opened my eyes to the truth. There was a way to trap souls inside a glass object. Either a mirror or something with a reflection could take the essence of a person and trap it inside. What was left was a being without fear or pain, without regret, and without consequence. Whether this man had chosen to have his soul separated from his physical body was another question, but the result was the same. There was little I could do that he’d care about.

“Now, it doesn’t have to be this way,” Squid said. “I want to take you to your family quarters. You are not a prisoner, but if you resist, you will be treated as such.”

Not a prisoner my ass.

“You don’t want this to be the first impression you make to your brother, do you? A kicking screaming, spoilt brat?”

My chest constricted at his words. My brother. 

Squid was right, damn it. I didn’t want to be seen as a brat.

“Okay,” I said.

He let go of my hair. 

I rubbed my scalp where it burned and then straightened my clothes. “Tell them not to hurt Cash and I will meet up with him later.”

He ignored my instruction and directed me to into a hallway and to the left.

“I swear, if a hair on his head is hurt, my agreement with my father is over.”

“He’ll be fine.”

The area we walked into—the thoroughfare—was a long corridor that curved to the right and to the left. All surfaces were white. Lights shone from little specks in the ceiling like stars during the day. Along the outer wall of the corridor were sporadic doors with plaques overhead. Between them, hung media screens spanning from floor to ceiling. Each looked like a window and displayed an image of beautiful scenery beyond. I marveled at the snowy landscape in one and, at what I believed, was a picture of Mt Fuji on another. As we walked by, to my surprise, the scenery moved with the change in perspective. Almost as if it were a real window. Impossible. I stopped, did a double take, and started again, never taking my eyes off the screen. It couldn’t be a window to actual scenery. It was a trick of the mind. But I knew there were things Marc had done that I couldn’t explain. We had traveled through dimensions together. Would it be any stranger if I could see through that dimension to another spot in the world?

I slowed down to stare at the next window, a scene of an open plan office space where many workers dressed in white and worked at desks. One in particular captured my attention. A stunning, tall woman with baby pink hair cut in a bob spoke to a brunette sitting at her desk typing. She wore a silver brooch over the breast area of her dress. On closer inspection, it was the same snake eating its tail that I had seen over the entrance to the Ludus. I wanted to see more but was prodded to keep moving by Squid. I sighed, glanced around the hallway and noticed I wasn’t the only one staring. 

There were a few blond haired people giving me the evil eye. One had a purple and blue star-map etched over his right arm, the other, a girl, had a star-map covering half her face. When I caught their gaze, they shirked backwards. I checked to see what Squid was doing; perhaps it was him they were afraid of. But no, they were looking at me.

“They are afraid of you because of what you are,” Squid said.

“A Soul-Eater?” I asked, shoulders drooping. “Does everyone know?”

“Not just any Soul-Eater, but the one who stole the chance to pilot a royal body.”

I chewed the inside of my lip. So my reputation preceded me. A little while ago, I’d discovered I was a contender whose origins were a mystery. Someone else’s soul had been scheduled to download into this body—a warrior princess called Ava, Marc had told me. Initially, Bruce kept me, thinking that I must be a ruthless and powerful soul to have ousted someone like Ava. But when my witch-like powers manifested, and my star-map failed to appear, he’d all but abandoned me as a failure, a witch. From the start, I’d been breaking the rules. Was I entitled, or just stupid?

“How do they know it’s me?” I asked.

“Your hair. In case you haven’t noticed, there aren’t too many redheads around here.”

He was right. Most people were blond. Like I’d predicted weeks ago when thinking of the Ludus for the first time. Most Players I’d come across were blond or a shade of it. It was a genetic anomaly that occurred from the interbreeding between Seraphim and human. Even Jed said he dyed his hair so he looked different and I’d bet my bike the guy walking next to me had some fake coloring going on—the tips of his lashes looked light and his eyebrows were a peculiar shade of brown. 

“We’re here.” Squid said.

We stopped at a door that had the name “Urser” engraved on a gold plaque. Underneath it was the symbol of a bear and the Latin words Victoria Aut Mors—Victory or Death. 

Squid opened the door and ushered me in. 

I took two steps inside and then realized someone arrived immediately after. I turned to find a boy with blond ringlets staring at me. He looked a few years younger than me, but not too much. Maybe late teens. His body had reached past puberty but was shy of manhood. His gangly arms and legs held the promise of burgeoning muscle. There was no doubt he would be a force to reckon with in a few years. Upon seeing me, he froze.

“It’s you,” he whispered, blue eyes flaring.

“Hi.” Could this be…? Already feeling despondent in the limelight, my nerves coiled tightly. I held out my hand. “I’m Roo. And you are…”

“Oh.” He wiped his palm on his jeans before shaking. “I’m Lincoln.” 

A goofy grin broke out on my face. “Lincoln, my brother? Stuff the handshake, get in here.” I pulled him in for a bear hug, then held him at arm’s length to inspect, trying to see the family resemblance. I studied his dubious face with narrowed eyes. Nope. We looked nothing alike. 

“I’m so happy to meet you Linc—can I call you Linc? I’ve only known about you for two weeks, have… have you known about me? I’m rambling, I know, but I do that and I’m nervous. Hey, nice digs.” I glanced around the room, deflecting. 

Great job, Roo. He has no idea you’re a maniac.

He darted a glance to where Squid settled at the front door like a security guard. So much for my not being a prisoner.

“Come with me,” Lincoln said, and I followed him further into the apartment. 

The place looked like it belonged on a Hollywood movie set. It had a large living room with opulent furnishings from brocade silk couches to ornate golden frames housing famous artwork on the walls. Everything was white, cream or gold. There were two hallways splintering off the main room. Each hallway had a few doors, perhaps leading to sleeping quarters. There was also a kitchen to the side, and a formal dining room on the other. The kitchen had one of the fake windows along its far wall. Totally impractical. It would get grease and filth all over it.

Lincoln grabbed a piece of fruit off the kitchen bar and returned to the long three-seater couch to sit down. I parked myself next him. Blue eyes peeked at me from over a green apple.

“So, Linc,” I said, “what have you been doing with yourself for the past—jeez, I don’t know—twenty-or-so years?”

“You’ve got no idea what’s going on here, do you?” 

“I’m not completely ignorant.”

He inspected me in silence. “I honestly didn’t think you’d come.”

“I have to, don’t I? The rules state I must be registered or my time here is canceled.”

“No I meant come here, to Urser House. I was under the impression you were someone else’s progeny now. 

I stood and surveyed the room as if my father were hiding behind a chair or something.

“So where is the S-O-B?” I asked.

Lincoln gasped at my inference. Then hurriedly stood up too. 

“He’s probably on his way,” he said. “You should watch what you say in here. His eyes and ears are everywhere.” 

“I’m not afraid of him.” I stuck out my chin. “He knows that.”

“You should be. He’s got more power than you know.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing. Look, you’re new, you’re inexperienced. I feel like I should warn you about the breeding program. You know about that right?”

“I know that’s only if you fail the trials and I don’t plan on doing that so it doesn’t apply to me.”

“If you say so, but I’ve got a handful of betrothals already.”

“Betrothals?”

“With Nephilim, the biology is planned so we have just the right amount of human and the right amount of god in each newly created body—”

“You mean baby.”

“—right, whatever. Since our father is a full blooded Seraphim Watcher, and he mated with a human, we’re exactly half and half. We’re first generation. If we don’t create more Players, the Watchers have to, and let me tell you now, none of them like doing it, especially the women.”

“What exactly are you trying to tell me?”

He shrugged. “Consider yourself warned.”

“There’s no need to warn me. I’m not going to fail.” I screwed up my face. This wasn’t going according to plan. In my mental simulations of meeting my brother, we’d hugged, chatted, bonded over our mutual disdain for our parentage and then become the best of friends. But I felt no kinship with this boy. And his warning… 

He’s hiding something, The Others said. 

He just warned me about Urser, I mentally replied.

But why would he do that when he’s just met you?

“I should never have agreed to come here,” I muttered. “I should have said for him to stick his royal responsibilities where the sun don’t shine.”

Lincoln snorted. “I still can’t believe you shafted Dad like that. Having the hunter mentor you was a gutsy move. You might be right about not needing a warning. I wish my balls were as big as yours. Anyway, speaking of balls, I need to go to the john. Be right back.” Upon seeing the frown on my face, he added, “If you need to go too, there’s a guest bathroom down the other hall. Just don’t open the last door at the end. That’s Dad’s room. Off limits.”

He left, and I turned to face the opposite direction; the one with the big red metaphorical sign saying “Come here and go into the last room” because that’s what my brain thought. 

Cash was certain Urser House was behind the dark serum that had infected the boy, James in Houston. This could be my only chance to do a little spying.

Anticipation zipped up my nerves and I glanced at Squid. He lifted his finger to his ear and then spoke quietly into the comms speaker at his sleeve. Something was happening and, if my father on his way, I needed to move.

I shot up and mumbled something to Squid about going to the toilet, then slipped down the hallway.

Three doors. 

Before I picked a door, I cast my energy out as a warning system. If I sensed anyone’s aura getting close, I would know, even Squid’s. But he was still at the door, distracted by his comms. 

I let myself in my father’s room. A massive, pristine bedroom fit for a king sat before me. Brocade curtains matching the decor in the living room covered a fake window on a far wall. A giant bed sat before it, and to the right, a wooden and leather desk with papers strewn about it. It was the only messy thing about the room.

I rushed over on quiet feet and sifted through the mess. Notebooks, loose paper, folded newspapers. It would take forever to sift through. I shifted a notebook to reveal another left open. A strange list had been written on the paper. The title said “Serum 154-X, Attempt 45”. Subject names with a number and the words “positive” or “negative” were next to each. There were a lot more positives than negatives. The word serum snagged. Could this be tied to what happened back in Houston? 

I lifted the page and found more names with nothing written next to them, but marked with a future date. Names. So many names. A quick scan of them showed most unrecognizable to me. Maggie. Paul. Jamieson. Cygnus. Wren. Amy. Victoria. Val. Rus. Lincoln… It went on and on until I read the last name on the list and gasped. 

Cash.

Right there on the bottom, hastily scrawled and with a big circle around it, almost as though an afterthought. As though Bruce heard about our arrival and adjusted his plan to accommodate the one person standing in his way. Maybe. Maybe I was reading too much into it.

But that future date. Whatever experiment was planned for this group hadn’t happened yet.

A cold shiver ran down my spine and I sensed movement in the living room. Lincoln had returned. I shifted paper to cover the open notebook in the way that I had found it and then hastened out the door.

The second I clicked the latch closed, Lincoln was there.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

I spun to face him. “Just looking for the bathroom. You said it was here.”

“Wrong door. It’s that one.” He pointed the door closest to the living room.

“Great. Thanks.”

“You better hurry. He’s almost here. I heard Squid talking to him on the comms.”

I nodded then locked myself in the bathroom. I closed the lid of the toilet and sat down until I caught my breath. That was close. 

I had to tell Cash. He knew more about the serum than I did. He might know the significance of my discovery, after all, his security company investigated the serum incident with James. 

When James had become infected by the serum, I used my abilities to purge the dark, twisted liquid from his body. He returned from a rabid beast back into a teenage boy. The transformation took minutes, but the strain on my energy was massive. I couldn’t purge every name on Urser’s list. With his immunity to most powers, I wasn’t even sure I could do that to Cash.

James had been human and alone—an orphan. Players and Watchers weren’t allowed to cause direct suffering to humans. It was another question if the choices humans made caused their own suffering. Whatever my father was doing, it wasn’t restricted to Players and not only was that a breach of the rules of the Game, but a severe crime against humanity. 

The laughter of the little boy from the airport echoed in my ears and my heart squeezed. Maybe I was forbidden to create a real family, but I couldn’t stand the thought of innocents having that chance ripped away. I was starting to believe that us gods were more of a curse than a blessing.

Thinking of Cash made me worry for his safety, but he would be okay. He knew how to handle himself. I should be more concerned for the security personnel that had tried to stop him because that cold, calculating fury in his eyes had been directed at them. It had been better for everyone that I went peacefully. 

And now I had found out Bruce’s targets. 

I made the right choice.

I flushed the toilet, washed my hands in the little sink and patted the excess water on my sweaty neck, still bristling from the close call.

When I entered the living room, a deep male voice said from the doorway, “Are you ready to go?” 

“Bruce. Nice to see you too.” The disdain was crystal clear in my voice. “Ready to go where?” 

My father smiled, the skin around his eyes crinkled into tiny slithers of crow’s feet. 

“To see the registrar,” he said.




















CHAPTER FOUR




WHEN WE WENT back outside to the hallway, I stumbled over a pink suitcase with silver trimming. Ouch! Pain pounded my shin and I squealed, rubbing the sore spot.

“Why is your luggage in the hallway?” Bruce asked, annoyed we had stopped.

“It’s not mine,” I quipped back. “My suitcase is purple, not pink.” 

Lincoln read the name tag. “Says right here: If lost, return to La Roux Urser.”

I snatched the tag and read for myself. “That’s not my writing.” 

My father sighed and made Squid stash the suitcase back within the apartment before we continued down the hall toward the Ludus entrance. Squid returned to his favorite spot at my elbow and pushed me along. It made me think he was expecting trouble. 

It was then something odd occurred to me. “Why are we going to the registrar? I thought I didn’t have to do that for a few months. Training first, registration later, right?” 

A grunt from Bruce. “You’re late, sweet-pea. Registration is today.” 

Sweet-pea? 

“You’re registering with me,” Lincoln said. 

“Hang on.” I stopped as a rising sense of panic engulfed me. “This isn’t the way it’s supposed to go.”

“Correct,” Bruce said. “Usually around your eighteenth birthday, your powers awaken and you discover you’re a demi-god. You register around your twenty-first birthday and then the trials can happen anytime between a few days and six months later. You’re almost twenty-four. The circumstances of your inception were suspect and the Tribunal has requested you complete your trials as soon as possible. That means you enter the same group as your brother.”

“That’s not fair,” I said.

“You’re right. It’s not. They had years of solid education and game preparation before they registered. You haven’t.”

“So I’m supposed to learn three years’ worth of training in, how long?”

“The trials start in a few days.”

A few days!

And if I couldn’t pass the trials… the breeding. This was not looking good for me. But I had a few days. Surely I could come up with a contingency escape plan by then.

So many thoughts whirled through my head as I walked to the Ludus exit, past the creepy admin guy, and to the registrar’s office on the other side. My mind completely vacated when I pushed beyond the registrar’s door to an empty waiting room with chairs along the wall. 

I sat down on a vacant chair and inspected the magazine stack on the coffee table. Road Rider. Sweet. I’d barely picked up the book when yelling and shouting came from behind another door. Suddenly, it whooshed open and a woman in green medical scrubs rushed out. I glimpsed the view inside the room. Two more people dressed in scrubs. A reclining chair sat at the center with industrial lights shining down on it. There was a patient in there, arguing with the people in scrubs and someone off scene. When the doors closed again, I caught a whiff of the inside air. Disinfectant.

Just what kind of registration office was that?

The shouting escalated, but Bruce, Lincoln, and Squid didn’t seem fazed. On the other hand, my insides twisted into knots imagining all sorts of dastardly happenings. What were they doing to that poor boy? Was I next?

The women who’d run out earlier returned in a fluster with two companions, both dressed in white. They reminded me of the office people I’d seen in one of the fake windows in the Ludus main thoroughfare. Whereas one person was large, muscled and Caucasian, the other was small and Asian featured. The latter was the scary one. His wire rimmed glasses and small stature presented him as a weak man. He was neither man, nor weak, with a virulent aura that betrayed his genetics. Hostile energy exploded into the room upon their entry and, for the first time since I’d arrived, I felt truly afraid. He had a silver pin on his white jacket lapel that reminded me of the pink-haired lady from the fake window. The oroboros—a snake eating its tail. There was no question that he was a god, and if he was here stuck on Earth, he must be a banished Watcher, like Bruce. Apart from my father and Marc, this man was only other full-blooded Seraphim I’d met.

This man glanced at us, dismissed Lincoln and myself as insignificant, and then met my father’s eyes. They nodded to each other.

“In there?” the man asked Bruce.

Bruce waved at the registration office. “Seems like you have a compliance issue, Felix. Does the Tribunal need my assistance in the absence of the Gamekeeper?”

Felix glared at Bruce. 

The air chilled in that minute. If it were possible to sink any further into my chair, I would have. The energy between Bruce and Felix was tangible. Their auras, invisible to anyone but me, sized each other up, testing the other’s strengths and weaknesses like two lions in the wild.

“You may have sway with Octavia, Urser, but you have no jurisdiction when it comes to Tribunal law,” Felix said.

Octavia must be another Tribunal member, and if he had sway with her… then no wonder my registration had been moved forward. What else could he get the Tribunal to agree to?

My father’s nonchalant shrug broke the tension and I breathed again. 

The door to the registrar’s office opened and Felix and his soldier went inside. The door closed behind them.

I heard a lot of shouting. Felt a lot of auras becoming erratic with anxiety. Some banging followed a flare of metaphysical energy and then… quiet. 

When the door reopened, Felix and the soldier stalked out followed by the woman in green scrubs. They all left the waiting room without a further look our way. 

A glance inside the surgery showed the disgruntled patient was gone.

I never found out what had happened to him, but I could only guess. His aura was there one minute, and not the next. In an instant, he’d been canceled. 

That could be me.

One wrong word. One false move. Piss off the wrong person, and I was done. What the hell had I gotten myself into?

After a few minutes, we were called and went inside. 

Too many medical tools, monitors, and computers were in the room. It reminded me of the sterile place the Inquisitor questioned me in, long ago. Except, instead of buckets of water on the far shelf for my head to be dunked in, there were large glass containers about the size of a melon, full of pearlescent fluid. Eight containers in total. 

A tall lady with silver gray hair tied at her nape, sat with her back to us scribbling in a notebook. When she heard the scraping of the door as it opened, she turned in our direction. She had a long sharp nose, high cheekbones, and wore aubergine lipstick. She took one look at my father through deep heavy set eyes, put her pen down, and bowed reverently.

“Sir,” she said, and then waved at her two male co-workers who were busying themselves on the far wall, checking various instruments and medical paraphernalia. Metal clinked in the silence. 

“Prep the chair,” she added to her colleagues. “We have two today.”

“Wait.” My heart leapt into my throat. “Shouldn’t my mentor be here?”

No one answered me. I hoped for any distraction to stall the process. The needles didn’t look good. The woman’s flat lining aura didn’t look good.

“I’ll go first.” Lincoln offered and moved to sit in the chair. “It’s no big deal, really, Roo. Just a few blood samples.” 

I looked over my shoulder to inspect the exit. Squid remained outside to guard the door. I inched backwards away from the chair and intended to run out, to find Cash, someone. I desperately wanted to get away, but the thought of being canceled kept my feet glued to the floor. My skin went clammy. A pressure began to build, starting in my middle and spreading to my prickly palms. If I looked down, I would see my hands fashioned into claws, the tendons in my arms bulging out. But I didn’t look down. I couldn’t pay attention to the fear. If I did, it would have power over me. I might do something I’d regret. Like explode.

I tried to focus on something in the room that was not frightening. 

Why are there so many people here for a few blood samples? The Others asked.

Something wasn’t right.

Lincoln sat back in the reclining chair and had the crook of his arm swabbed, belted and a vein tapped. While the attendants discussed something, the lady—who I assumed was the registrar—flipped her book to a particular page, picked up her pen and looked down her long nose at my brother.

“What is your Player assigned name?” 

“Lincoln Caleb Urser.”

She scribbled down a note.

“In the absence of the Gamekeeper, who will witness this registration?” 

My father stood forward.

“I will,” he said. The woman held out a pen.

“Do you solemnly swear that you are a Watcher among the people—not a Player—and do so have the right to make an impartial judgment in the Game be it for truth, justice or in the essence of integrity?”

“Just give me the pen.” My father snatched the pen from the registrar’s hands. He used his large body to shepherd the lady away from her precious notebook. He pushed a button on the pen and jammed it into his forearm where it gathered blood in the nib. He didn’t flinch.

“Okay. Now, I’m assuming you're his mentor. Yes? Good. As his mentor, do you swear that this soul is the one he claims to be and that you are responsible for his education, results and welfare for the duration of his trials?” Her voice trembled and she leant away from my father. “And in failure to complete the trials to a satisfactory level, you are the one responsible for seeing the participant’s game canceled and returned to Purgatory?”

Bruce glared through slitted eyes and signed on the dotted line.

Cash should be here.

It was a cry of certainty from deep within my soul. 

“Take his blood. Two vials,” she ordered the attendants.

They complied, pulling thick red blood out of his arms and into awaiting glass tubes. One green sidekick injected the blood into another larger vial, then added some pearlescent liquid from the jars beyond. He took the resulting concoction over to the computer and proceeded to test it with a machine. The other sidekick moved with clinical precision and swabbed Lincoln’s wound, taped it up and held pressure to it. Then he swabbed the alternate arm, strapped it and tapped a vein.

Lincoln’s brows drew together and he shifted in his seat.

“Are you taking more?” he asked.

Without answering, the registrar closed her notebook with a snap and stood up. She peered at the blood concoction near the computer and once satisfied with whatever readout flashed across the screen, lifted a glittering hypodermic needle and sucked up the pearly red mixture of Lincoln’s blood from the vial on the machine. She gave the needle a little squirt to remove excess air. A line of sparkling fluid shot into the air and landed on the floor in front of me in a blob. She approached Lincoln.

“What is that?” Lincoln shuffled a little more in his seat. “What did you mix it with?”

“Now Mr. Urser, you may feel a slight pinch as this goes in. Please relax and it will all be over in a minute.” 

“What is that?” Lincoln’s voice took on a tightness, his eyes wide.

The registrar nodded to the two attendants and they held down Lincoln’s arms. He struggled, so they pulled out straps from underneath the chair and restrained him.

“You need to tell me what that is,” he said, pulling back from his captors.

I turned to my father, but he stood there with his arms folded and a bored look on his face.

The registrar shoved the needle into my brother’s vein and pushed the glowing liquid into his arm. Lincoln froze, seized more like it. His eyes rolled back into his head and he convulsed.

“Stop.” I stepped forward but my father placed a heavy hand on my shoulder.

“He’s been injected with nano-transmitters. They are essential for us to monitor vitals during the trials. Don’t interfere,” he said.

The shrill sound of a phone ringing filled the air.

It was Bruce’s. When he answered, his expression darkened. He turned his back on me and walked to the corner of the room to speak quietly. In two steps I was by Lincoln’s side.

“Lincoln. Are you okay?” I placed a hand on his hot cheek. 

In the background, I heard my Bruce’s voice take on an aggressive tone and his aura buzzed with irritation.

Lincoln murmured something. He looked so innocent with his eyes closed, long lashes splayed against his cherub cheeks. 

“Are we receiving data?” the registrar asked.

“Yes. Loud and clear.” The attendant who answered her had removed his mask and gloves. He touched the screen in front of him and various boxes of data blinked at us. Lincoln’s face popped up too. 

“Good. Lift him off and put him in the waiting room.” The registrar spouted orders to her crew. One of them helped a dazed Lincoln out of the room. 

“La Roux, you’re next,” she said.

In a knee jerk reaction, I backed away and bumped into my father.

“Roo-Roo. The quicker you get this over with, the quicker you can go back to our rooms.”

“Our rooms?” I turned to face my father. “I never agreed to stay with you.”

His eyes narrowed. “You don’t have a choice. You said you wouldn’t make a big deal out of it. Are you making a big deal?” 

“I meant I would not make a big deal about coming here, to the Ludus. And I haven’t. I’m here. I never said I’d live with you once I got here.” 

“You said, and I quote ‘I won’t kick up a stink about the rest’.”

“I didn’t say what the rest was.”

“Don’t be obtuse.”

“Oh, you mean like how you said I had six months to train, now I suddenly have days?”

Animosity boiled in his eyes. He glanced over my shoulder and motioned to the attendants. 

“I don’t have time for this. Strap her down.” 

There was no need to gather my energy, all I had to do was pull on my offender’s aura with my will and let it snap back like a rubber band. He jerked as though stung and rubbed his shoulders with alarmed eyes and looked to my father for help.

“That’s enough Roo,” my father barked, eyes burning with fury. “You have to be registered; otherwise your game will be over before it has begun. Just like the boy you saw before us. Is that what you want?” 

We stared each other off for what seemed like an eternity but in the end I caved. He was right. I needed to be registered otherwise I would be canceled. Dead. I was only here to play the Game. If I didn’t want to do it, then I’d be killed. My soul would float to wherever the hell Purgatory was and wait until Marc decided he felt like taking a trip back to the Empire. I tapped my finger on my thigh. Register, or die. 

“Fine.” I sat in the chair.

“What is your name?” the registrar asked.

“La Roux Elizabeth Urser.”

She scribbled down a note.

“I want my mentor here.”

“I thought Urser was your mentor.”

“Nope. Cash Samson.”

Her expression changed from condescending to downright comical. Her mouth opened wide and her brows winged up high. When she gathered her composure, she gazed down at her book and paused. 

“We need the Gamekeeper here.” Her voice was shaking and she refused to look up. “I hereby declare this registration postponed until he is back from the Empire.” 

A growl emitted from the base of my father’s throat and the room shook. I swear, the room actually shook. The air thickened until my eyes stung and it became hard to breathe. 

Bruce grabbed the woman by the scruff of her neck, spinning her until she faced him. He jerked her chin up so their eyes met. 

“Look at me woman.” He shook her like a rag doll. 

She looked at him.

“I decide who gets registered. Not the Gamekeeper, do you understand, Andrea?”

“Yes, sir. You decide who gets registered. Not the Gamekeeper. I understand.” Her eyes glazed over, all zombie-like and her voice was monotone.

Bruce let go of her and took a step back. “Now take her blood.”

Andrea nodded and indicated to the remaining attendant to take my blood. 

Everything inside me tensed. I wasn’t in Kansas anymore. And this sure as hell wasn’t Oz. I sank in the chair.

Note to self: Do not look my father in the eyes.

Before I knew it, two vials of blood were removed from my right arm and mixed into another waiting vial of pearly liquid. 

Andrea picked up her notebook and looked at my father’s chest. “Do you solemnly swear that you are a Watcher among the people, not a Player and do so have the right to make impartial judgments in the Game be it truth, justice and in the essence of—?”

“For fuck’s sake.” My father picked up the blood pen and stabbed himself in the arm. 

A loud banging sounded at the door. Bruce ignored the knocking and moved to the registry book. 

“Do you swear that this soul is the one she claims to be and that you are responsible for her education, results and welfare?” Andrea’s words rushed out in a panic. 

“Wait,” I said and sat forward in the chair. I was certain those words were meant for Cash. He should sign for me, not my father. 

But it was too late.

Bruce snatched the book off Andrea and signed away. To the remaining green sidekick, he said, “Get on with it.” 

“No,” I said. 

The attendant tightened the strap on my needle mark free arm and pushed me backward until I reclined. In the absence of the second attendant, my father held my other arm down.

Before I could blink, a burning, searing pain exploded at the inside of my elbow. In a daze I looked down and saw the needle sticking out—glowing red substance expended. I hadn’t even noticed them mixing the pearly stuff with my blood and testing it on the machine. The pain multiplied and spread throughout my body until it was like liquid napalm in my veins. 

I screamed.

“Get it out. It’s burning. Holy crap it’s burning.” I rolled around and thrashed in the chair. Was this what Lincoln felt? My goodness, was this what everyone felt? 

Someone must have poured rocket fuel into that syringe. It was the only explanation. I would combust.

Stop. I cried in my mind. Stop the pain. Stop.

“Strap her down.” My father’s voice swam through the haze.

But I couldn’t focus my energy, I couldn’t focus my mind. I heard sizzling and crackling and thought it was my skin on fire. There was a banging too. The noise was so loud it reverberated like a beating drum. I was burning up.

I screamed.

Stop. Just stop.

And then the room shook. Metal scraped against metal.

“Something’s not right,” Andrea said.

“It will pass.” Another voice.

“But the room.” 

A loud crash echoed in my head. Maybe it was my brain bursting because the pain stopped. 

I must have been dead.

I wasn’t dead. The sound was someone trying to break through the door. I tried to sit up but a wave of dizziness overcame me.

“Is the data received?”

There was a pause.

“Damien. Is the data coming through?” Andrea asked again.

“I don’t know. Something is coming through, but it’s all wrong. We didn’t have time to test the connection properly.”

The sound of a chair scraping back hit my ears.

“Give me a look,” Andrea said. “I see what you mean. Her vitals are duplicating and breaking up. The transmitters could be faulty, or picking up someone else’s signal.”

Bruce pulled me upright. Black spots danced across the insides of my eyelids, but at least I wasn’t burning. Now I was pain free, I felt the wrongness inside of me. Like a foreign object that needed to be pulled out. 

“It’s time to go,” Bruce said and slipped an arm under mine to hoist me off the chair. 

“Wait. We need to do that again. The product is faulty,” Andrea said.

“It will have to do,” my father growled in a rush. “We’re leaving.”




















CHAPTER FIVE




MY FATHER STABBED the button on the wall that activated the sliding doors. 

Cash and Squid waited on the other side, in the middle of an argument, blocking our exit. Every muscle in both of their bodies tensed as though on the verge of snapping. The heat bouncing between them was tangible. Cash whipped his gaze to me. “Are you okay? I heard screaming.” 

All the adrenaline in my body broke down and my bottom lip trembled. “I’m okay. The nano-things hurt, that’s all.” 

“Jed’s gone to notify the Tribunal.” Cash pulled me from my father and into a sudden embrace. For a minute, I froze. Then I realized my father hadn’t stopped him, and despite my proclamation to do things myself, for a small moment, my head dipped to his chest. It was so much easier when he was around. My ear pressed against his shirt, eyes fluttering closed. He smelled musky, male and familiar. For a minute, I wanted to forget everything that had happened between us. To pretend he hadn’t thought about abandoning me, and he’d meant it when he said he was going to stay.

“I’m taking her back with me,” Cash said, presumably to my father because I wasn’t lifting my gaze. Two more minutes of avoiding the world.

“You are leaving her with us. She is my daughter, and now I am responsible for her welfare. I have signed for her registration. She is my concern.”

Cash stiffened. 

“Your tricks won’t work on me. You know that. I am her mentor. She is my concern until she finishes her trials. I’ve already notified the Tribunal of your indiscretion.”

“Just because I can’t glamor you doesn’t mean I can’t hurt you, Samson.” 

I held my breath. That information was new. Cash was immune to the influence of gods and witches. No wonder my father had such an interest in him when he discovered him all those years ago and took him under his wing. 

“Give it up Bruce. She wasn’t what you ordered, so you left her behind and now you’ve seen what she can do, you want her back.” 

“You have no right to speak to me like that. You are not even worth the spit to shine my shoes.”

Cash jerked back as though shoved. His arms tightened around me.

“You are an imperfect soul in a human body. She has first generation blood running through her veins. The blood pumping through that body has responsibilities. And as far as you are concerned? I will never get the time I wasted on you back, and that is a regret I will hold for a long time. The Tribunal can’t veto me. You need to leave before I have you canceled.”

Just for a moment I wanted to ignore what was going on around me in favor of hiding in Cash’s arms, feeling safe.

Safe.

Lately, I didn’t know the meaning of the word. I’d felt safe a few weeks ago, and then he choked me. My injury should have concerned me, but I worried more for his safety. It was the tipping point for him. That was the moment he decided I was safer without him. What if he lost control again and made the same decision? My heart would break when he inevitably left me.

I groaned, torn. This would not work. I couldn’t hide my head in his chest and ignore everything forever. I needed a better solution. Part of me, an enormous part, wanted to go with him, but the other part knew the business with my father wouldn’t end. His manipulation went so far back. Those papers I’d seen in his room. All those names and medical results. That boy in Houston, James. Petra. Steve, my ex-boyfriend. Alvin when he was hexed. Leila. My birth mother. Innocents caught in his crossfire. It all stemmed from his machinations around controlling me. No one would control me. Ever. 

But if I didn’t stay to uncover his plans, then who knew what bodies would be left in his wake? 

Okay, Roo, what’s the worst case scenario? I asked myself. 

I replied, thinking to myself in a talk-show host’s buttery voice. Well, Roo, take a look behind door number one: You get canceled and die. Then, there’s door number creepy: You fail the trials and live your days as a breeding machine. And don’t forget door number three: You lose Cash; You lose your friends; You lose everything. 

So what’s left?

The hope against hope that I actually pass the trials and Bruce lets me leave?

No. What was left was my time here on earth and how I chose to spend it. Do I spend it running and hiding in the arms of someone who might break my heart, or fighting to protect the innocents mixed up in this mess that all started with me stealing the chance to be in this body?

Who needed The Others when I could hold a perfectly sane conversation with myself?

I took a deep breath and pushed away from Cash. Cool air washed away the warmth he had provided. 

“I’m going with my family,” I said. 

Cash jolted like he’d been shot. Color drained from his face. “You’re choosing to go with him?”

My father’s smirk flickered in my periphery. I turned to him, my face frozen in case I my true emotions shone through.

“Bruce, I need a few minutes alone with my mentor. Then I’ll be right out.”

“Clear the room,” my father said, then leaned into me. “I’ll be outside if you need me sweet-pea.” 

If he called me that name one more time I would puke. That he thought I was doing this because of family duty, love or whatever, made my skin crawl. That wasn’t what this was about. It was about that list of names I’d found in his room, and not leaving a trail of bodies behind. I had to take responsibility for my identity. I may not be a warrior princess, but I could find a way to stop Bruce from turning more innocents into monsters… including Cash.

Cash paced the room. We were alone.

“What’s going on, Roo? I know we haven’t had the best two weeks, but I thought we were behind that. I thought you at least trusted me more than that guy.” He gestured the way Bruce left. “I know I wasn’t honest with you, but I told you, I’m not leaving. You need me to help you pass the trials.” 

He stopped and squinted at me, irises going dark.

“Cash.” My tone was soft, resolute. The tightness in my chest constricted. I screwed up my face. “I found papers in my father’s room. Names. Lab results. It could be the proof you’ve been looking for. I just need my phone from my luggage and then I can take photos for you.”

“Really?” He took a step back, eyes darting around the room at invisible things beyond his focus, trying to comprehend what he thought was happening. “Names. Lab results… No. Not acceptable. You’re not safe with him.”

“I’m not safe with you, either.” The hurt in his eyes told me I may have gone too far, but his name had been on that list too. Then I laughed, a short, sharp and cruel laugh. “I hate his guts, Cash. That hasn’t changed. I’m sure you can still help me train while I’m there. You’re my mentor. That has to count for something. There was a Tribunal member called Felix. He didn’t like Bruce very much. Maybe he’ll help you.”

“No. You saw how Lincoln behaved. He didn’t give a rat’s ass if he passed or failed. He knows Urser will keep him here to—” he cut himself off.

“To breed? Oh, yeah. I know about that bit.”

“It will not happen if you come with me.” His frown deepened. “I can’t protect you there.”

I took a deep breath. Here goes. “Cash, I stole the chance to be in this body, and ever since then, bad stuff has happened. Innocent people are getting hurt and I need to take responsibility. I don’t even know who I am. I should follow the rules considering I shouldn’t be here.”

“Don’t say that,” he said. “You have as much right to be here as I do.”

“You are the queen’s lover Cash.” There, I said it—I was putting his needs before mine. Very big of me. “You are important in this world, and I’m not. I’m here on the side of evil and you belong there on the side of good. I’m a Soul-Eater. You and Marc told me that Soul-Eaters devolve when they get back to the Empire. I don’t want that. I want to do the opposite of eating souls while I’m here so I don’t want to end up a puddle of nothing when I get back there. You’re important. I’m not.” And if I could save him from Bruce’s list, then I would be happy.

“You and I both know that’s not true. You’re not a Soul-Eater.”

“But I eat souls.”

“And what the hell does it matter who I was with lifetimes ago? Why are you fighting this?”

He closed the gap between us in an instant, taking hold of my shoulders. 

“Look,” he said. “You’re just as important… more important and—” He scratched his head and grimaced, pausing, struggling with a thought. “I know what you’re doing. It’s because of what happened in Houston. I can be unpredictable and dangerous to live with, but I’m working on it. Seeing your neck crushed at my hands is a sight I’ll never be able to erase from my memory. Every day I wonder what if? What if I locked my door? What if I stopped fighting my new emotions enough to warn you about the dreams instead of holding it all inside? But the point is, I’m dealing with it instead of running away. You should too. Don’t push me away because you think this isn’t working. I told you I’m not leaving you and I meant it. I will get the Tribunal to overrule Urser’s self-proclaimed decree to keep you under lock and key. I’ll get your phone. You get the evidence, then you’re out.” 

Cash fished something out of his pocket and dropped it into my hand. “Here. I meant to give this to you earlier. I bought it for you. Something to keep you motivated to pass the trials, and if not… well it can still help you.”

Then he stormed past me and left the room, leaving a wake so cold I needed to hug myself.

I opened my palm and found the keys to the Ducati.

That beautiful bike. Mine. If I passed, I could have it. If I failed… he intended for me to use it anyway—to escape.

 My eyes stung and I sniffled. 

Monster.

Shut up, I told The Others. 

I pocketed the keys and dragged my feet back into the hallway, drained and exhausted. Despite a grumbling stomach from an overspent use of my energy, I needed to sleep and heading back to the rooms seemed the best thing to do.

“I’m proud of you, Roo. You did the right thing.” My father seemed pleased with Cash’s stormy eruption. He placed a steady hand on my shoulder and gave it a courtesy squeeze. I knew he felt nothing. His aura betrayed him. Flatlining as usual. I used to suspect the lack of movement in his aura was perhaps something native to the full blooded gods—aliens, angels, Seraphim—whatever you wanted to call them. But Marc’s aura affected me deeply sometimes, so that wasn’t the truth. The lack of reaction in my father’s aura was most likely because behind his mask of fatherly love, he cared nothing for me. He only wanted to control me.

Not if I destroyed him first.




















CHAPTER SIX




WHEN WE RETURNED to our apartment, there was a table set with six places for dinner. I let my gaze trail over the formal dining setting with disdain and a sense of foreboding. Shiny crystal glassware and porcelain crockery fit together with a candelabra center piece like something out of a Martha Stewart magazine. I approached with caution and noticed each setting had a name tag. About to lean in close for a glimpse, I felt movement to my rear and tensed.

“Go freshen up, Roo. There are people coming tonight and I’d like you to make a good impression.” Bruce spoke with his arms crossed and jaw set, waiting for a rebuttal. 

“Has my luggage arrived?” 

“It’s in your room. I have already asked the concierge for new clothes. An Urser needs to look and dress a certain way. Follow me.” My father spoke over his shoulder as he strode down the west wing. “After the trials, you’ll be inducted into the family business. This is your room; across the hall is your brother’s. That door down there is the guest room and my quarters are down the east wing of the apartment. They’re out of bounds. We only intend to stay here until the trials are over, so don’t get too comfortable.” 

“Okay.”

“If there’s nothing else, I will see you at the table in thirty.” 

I mock saluted his back as he walked away and then opened the door to my personal hotel room.

The little pink suitcase was the only colorful thing in the room. The carpet was cream; the walls were a champagne cream, the curtains on the fake window were “mother-of-pearl” and the bed spread was… I tapped my lip trying to think of another shade of cream. 

Almond. Antique White. Bisque, take your pick, The Others said.

Bisque will do, it’s all cream, anyway. What I needed was purple. A pang shot through my heart at the thought of my old purple bedspread back in Margaret River. Those good old days were gone. I went to open the suitcase. Maybe someone had moved my belongings into it. Stranger things had happened. Cash had once surprised me by unpacking all my belongings after moving in with him. He color coded too. If this was my suitcase, hopefully my phone was in there with my Prince albums. I was dying for a bit of musical comfort.

All at once, I remembered the hurt in Cash’s eyes when I told him I was staying with my father. That hurt lodged in my stomach and grew. Distracted by my thoughts, I paid little attention to the abnormal whirring sound the zipper made when I pulled it down its tracks. And I certainly wasn’t taking note of the solid click when I opened the suitcase for a look.

But The Others were.

BOMB!

A vacuum sucked all the sound from the room. Time stopped. The next thing I knew, I was on my back staring at the scorched ceiling, ears ringing so loud it hurt. I must have blacked out because the furniture debris had already landed, burnt and scattered on the floor. Blackened, charred pieces everywhere.

I blinked.

I stared.

Smoke singed my nose. It burned the back of my throat.

I blinked again.

My body jostled from side to side, I looked down the length of my body and saw two hands on my arms, shaking me. A fuzz of fine blond hairs covered those two hands. My eyes trailed up, and I found the hands belonged to Bruce. His mouth moved but I couldn’t quite figure out what he said. The words came out distorted and muffled as though we were under water, and then somebody pulled the plug and the sound came rushing in.

“Roo?” He shook me again. He needn’t have bothered, I already trembled. My breath came in short, sharp gasps and my heart beat a percussion in my ears. I was alive, and unhurt. Somehow.

“I’m okay,” I said, the words vibrating inside my skull.

“What the hell happened? The room is scorched. I had to use my power to stifle the flames in case the entire Ludus burned.”

“I think…” My voice trailed off, trying to recount my steps. I came in the room, I opened the suitcase, then—

Boom.

A bomb? But how did I survive?

We were four, now we are three, they said.

I gasped.

That meant I had died. Just like when Petra dropped me into the cave. One of my passengers was gone.

Leila.

The room closed in. If she was the one who sacrificed herself so I could live… my chest squeezed.

“Somebody tried to kill me.” I glared at Bruce. They did kill me!

My father’s body blocked the doorway, no wait—that was the hallway. I was in the bloody hallway. I looked to my right and to my left. Charred splinters of wood littered the long expanse of corridor. The floor was black. The blast had thrown me through the door and I’d landed in the corridor. 

“I guess it’s started already,” he said, and then turned to someone at his side. “Squid, alert the Tribunal that there has been a breach of peace protocols within the Ludus confines. Assassination attempts aren’t supposed to start until after the trials. We will contain the incident for tonight; they are welcome to investigate tomorrow. But spread the word that Roo is unharmed. It will take a lot more than that to kill an Urser.”

He turned back and pulled me off the ground. 

“On second thought,” he said over his shoulder. “Lincoln, get another outfit for her sent up. Send it to the guest room this time.”

He said the what now? Maybe I hit my head harder than I thought.

I squinted to see Lincoln standing behind Bruce, with his own scowl plastered on his angelic face.

Bruce checked his gold watch. “You now have twenty minutes to get ready. Use the guest room, it has an adjoining bathroom. Your clothes will be waiting on the bed when you get out of the shower.”

I stuttered, trying to work out my surprise in some shape or form but I failed utterly. 

Bruce’s eyebrow lifted on one side. “What are you waiting for?”

“But… I was just…”

“You’re unhurt, are you not?”

I looked down at myself. Pale fresh skin showed through various holes in my shredded clothing. “I almost died. My mistake to think my life was more important than your dinner.”

My words blew red rage into his features. He jabbed his finger in the air at me. “Let’s get this straight. I own that body. I made it, so it belongs to me. So, yes, I’m damn pissed off that someone tried to kill you, especially when I’ve been using that vessel to secure strategic alliances. I have more deals to make to ensure the future of my line, and while you are here, under my roof, you’ll live by my laws. If this happened on my home planet, you wouldn’t have survived. You’re lucky we live in this weak, pathetic world where assassination attempts are half-assed. Get up, get dressed, and get to dinner.”

Half-assed assassination attempt? I shuddered to think what his home planet was like. The look of surprise on my face must have satisfied him because he ended his lecture there. He did a one-eighty and left me speechless.

I was beginning to think Cash’s opinion of him was underrated.

With nothing else to do, I opened door number creamy, realizing I’d died twice in a matter of months. At this rate, my life would end in another two.




















CHAPTER SEVEN




A FOG OF confusion shrouded my mind for the duration of my hot shower. Afterwards, I dried my hair with a towel and scrubbed my scalp, hoping to return some semblance of brain activity before I had to face the scrutiny of mysterious dinner guests. I was so tired. Exhaustion lapped at the edges of my consciousness. That bombing had used up energy reserves.

When I left the bathroom, true to my father’s word, a dress bag lay on the bed and a pair of shiny heels were on the floor. I held up the dress bag and unzipped it.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” 

A formal, floor-length, navy blue dress spilled out. Made of something thick, shiny and stretchy, the bust gathered upwards to strap over one shoulder. I pulled the tag out from its hiding place. 

Designer made.

Kitty would love it. A sudden ache overcame me. I missed my friends, Alvin and Kitty. The urge to call them was overwhelming. When I’d left Margaret River, Alvin had asked Kitty to marry him, and she’d said yes. One of the last memories I had of the two was them canoodling behind a hospital curtain. In two months, I was due back there for the wedding of the century. A smile lifted my mood, only for a moment, because with that recognition of their happiness came the inevitability I would never have it. The Game would see to that.

I scowled the entire time I donned the dress, slipped on the shoes and placed the dangly diamond earrings in my ears. I appraised myself in the bathroom mirror. The longer I stared, the more I got caught in the gaze of my reflection, like a deer in the headlights. There was something behind my honey brown irises I didn’t like. A flicker of life not mine. It made me shiver. 

Shaking the feeling off, I broke my reflection’s hold over myself and gave my body the once over. The dress wasn’t so bad. From the way it gathered and folded, I almost looked like a red-headed, roman goddess.

Water dripped from my hair onto my skin. Well, if there’s any benefit to having the same abilities as a witch, it’s saving money on trips to the salon. Kitty would be so proud of me. I filled my fingers to the brim with searing energy and ran them through my hair. Wisps of steam lifted as I brushed every hair on my head until it dried, dead straight. 

“C’mon, Roo. Game face on,” I said to myself. “What would Prince do?” I had no idea what he’d do. I’d never met the artist. I used to ask myself that question all the time and randomly picked a song on my MP3 player, hoping the title would give me the magic answer. 

A childish game compared to the one I was now in.

A knock at the door snapped me back to attention and I went to open it.

“Damn, sis, if we weren’t related…” Lincoln’s voice trailed off as he looked me up and down and pulled at his shirt collar with a finger. His slicked back hair and tuxedo made him surprisingly dashing. Although on closer inspection…

“Your jacket is inside out,” I said.

He smirked.

“Won’t Bruce be pissed?” 

His smirk widened to a grin, then a serious expression stole across his face. “Speaking of the devil, he’ll be going out after the dinner. I’m having a few people—uh, hi, Dad. Didn’t see you there.”

Bruce waltzed up behind Lincoln. “The guests are here. Let’s make this snappy. I have an appointment later.” 

That was music to my ears. Sleep tugged at my seams and hunger prowled in my stomach. I couldn’t wait to eat up and then hit the sack. Start the day fresh.

My father frowned at Lincoln’s attire and lifted his brow at his son, but when Lincoln shrugged, Bruce gave up and turned away. 

Lincoln caught my surprise. “Get used to it, sis. I need some form of entertainment. This dinner is only the first of many.”




Dinner passed surprisingly without a hitch. Apart from the two hours of boring talk that barely kept me awake, let alone sitting upright in my seat, there was little intelligence gathered for our cause against my father. Zero talk about anything to do with serums or labs.

An older woman, similar in age an aura to my father, and two young men were our guests. All three of them had a bull’s head embroidered onto the collar of their white shirts. If I hadn’t been so exhausted, I might have been interested in the way both men filled out their tuxedos. The jacket fabric stretched around their biceps, and the collar was snug around their thick, manly necks. I might even have been interested in how my father spoke privately with the woman the entire night. But I was exhausted, and grateful when they all stood up to leave shortly after dessert. My father followed them out without a backwards glance at us. When I turned back to the table, I realized Lincoln had already left.

Right. Strange family.

I made my way down the hall to Lincoln’s room, dodging some wooden debris still on the floor. My timid rap on his door barely left a sensation on my knuckles, but he heard the request and opened.

“S’up sis.”

“Hi. Listen, I have no clothes. You know, the bomb. Can I please borrow shorts and a T-shirt for bed?” 

“Yeah, for sure.” He tapped his chin and looked me over with narrowed eyes. “So you weren’t going to stay and hang out when my mates come over?”

I frowned. “No. Thank you but, no. I’m too old for that, besides I have a lot of studying to do. I should read something. Don’t you have some to do as well?”

He snorted. “As if, sis, just look at me.” He waved his hands up and down his body. “I’m not the epitome of the god of war now, am I? I got nothing but a short assed body and no powers and have already failed in his eyes. I don’t even know why I’m bothering. Rather be spending my last free days on this planet partaying if you know what I mean.” He wiggled his brows at me and bounced with excitement. “The offer is still open. I got some ladies coming, some blow—not that you’d be interested in the ladies, unless I’m missing something?” He checked my response from over his shoulder as he walked further into his room. I shook my head. “No? Thought so, there’s a couple of dudes coming too, so…” 

I stopped listening to his banter and rewound his words until I caught on something.

God-of-freaking-war.

Who has no powers, and, and—my mind stuttered to a halt as I became distracted by the decor in his room. Horse crazy. Like, seriously. Pictures on the walls, statues and figurines on the shelves, books littered around. Even his fake window looked out onto a sunny paddock with stallions galloping around under the blue sky. In the corner, just peeking over the cover of his bed was an old rocking horse, chipped and worn, threaded mane tattered. Weird.

“How long have you been here?” I asked him, chewing on my nails so he couldn’t see the pity in my expression.

“Dunno, somewhere between ten years and my whole life.” Lincoln placed his scrunched up clothing bundle in my hands and moved to collect folders off a table, first swiping off a layer of dust. He added the folders to my load. “Seeing as you’re so insistent you study, here’s some theory to get you started.”

“Thanks. You mean you’ve never been outside?” 

“Nah, I’ve been out. Once or twice. It’s like I said, I got nothing to protect myself except my mouth. Players aren’t meant to kill each other until after the trials, but accidents happen. Daddy dearest didn’t want to risk another royal mistake. In the end that’s what he got because I’m a dud.” 

Jeez. I felt bad about my childhood, but his was worse. I could’ve spent my entire life underground but instead I got a father who at least pretended parental responsibilities on occasion. 

“So,” I continued. “If I need to study more for these trials, where would I go?”

“Dunno. Maybe the depository?”

I had no idea what that was. “And what if I wanted to see my mentor? Would there be anywhere in particular his quarters might be?”

He shrugged. 

“Do you have a map?”

He gave me a weird look. 

“Okay, guess not.”

A shuffling sound behind alerted me to company. I turned around to find the grinning faces of two young males, baseball caps crooked, shirts inside out. Despite their appearance, it was clear they had money. Each wore a diamond stud in the ear, gold chains and designer sneakers. The waft of musky cologne was so strong I wanted to gag. 

“S’up Drew. S’up Crank.” Lincoln squeezed past me to get to his friends in the hallway. 

Both looked like carbon copies of Lincoln except with shorter hair. They could be twins, or brothers at least. One with his hat on backwards bobbed up and down and snickered over my shoulder to Lincoln in a strained voice. “Ah bro, you was right, she’s hella tight.” He bit his knuckles, and made the most obvious charade of inspecting me up and down, including lewd sound effects showing his pleasure.

“And that’s my cue to leave.” I widened my eyes at Lincoln. “Thank you for your help. I’ll let you get back to your boy band.” 

I scurried back to the guest room to dump my package on the bed. I exchanged my dress for the plain black shirt and cotton jogging shorts I’d borrowed, then flopped onto the bed next to the files totally intending to read them, but sleep stole my vision, clouding everything up. I almost thought Marc had been here, pulling his sleep trick on me. 

My brain meandered between the worlds of the living and the dead for a few moments until a deep rhythmic bass thumped through the walls. Great. Just great. How was I meant to go to sleep with this racket on?

After twenty minutes of ear tingling noise, I swallowed a frustrated screamed, got off the bed, opened the door, and slammed it behind me. 

The second I stomped into the living area with fists balled at my side, I regretted it.

Two girls, or women—it was hard to tell the age of the demi-god race—lifted their heads to look at me. One had snorted a line of white powder off the glass coffee table and had red rimmed nostrils. Her mascara ran from her watering eyes and strands of her dull hair caught in the black pigment, streaking it across her face. The other woman sat on the couch with Lincoln’s arm around her. Drew and Crank stood behind the couch inspecting music on the digital player that filtered through the house speakers. They all looked up and lifted their drinks in a cheers. “Eeeyy.” 

I blanched, pivoted, and returned to my room. The door slammed behind me and I rested my back on the cool smooth surface of the wood then lowered my face into my hands. I was officially in hell.




















CHAPTER EIGHT




“ROO.” MY WHOLE, dark world shook, and I disapproved. 

I scrunched up my face into my pillow and willed the voice away. 

“Wake up Roo, he’s on his way.”

More shaking. It wasn’t fair. The world shouldn’t be shaking.

“Roo. Oi. Sis!”

I peeled open one eye and found the panic-stricken face of my brother. He didn’t look like a demi-god with extraordinary healing. His eye’s had dark circles and bags under them, his skin was sallow and his golden curls stuck together in matted clumps. He wore white boxer shorts and no shirt, revealing dark purple and blue clouded swirls painted over his entire torso and arm, a testament to his own territorial influence back at the Empire. 

“Bro, you need more sleep. You don’t look so good.” 

“Bullshit, I’ve had more sleep than you. You only went to bed an hour ago.”

“Ah, no. I don’t think so. I went to bed around midnight.”

“Uh, uh.” He stood back with his arms crossed and grimaced. “Don’t you dare think you can get away without cleaning up when you made half the mess. We were having a nice quiet X-Box tournament until you showed up and demanded we play ‘Flip, Sip or Strip’.”

“Say what?” I pulled the blankets up to my chin. I didn’t remember anything.

Lincoln shook his head. “Regardless of the shenanigans you got us into last night, we need to move. You have to follow me to my training session, remember? It takes about five minutes to walk there and we have to be there in ten. So I’d get going if I were you. We can’t be late.”

He left the room.

 I was just about to ask what clothes I should wear when my mouth snapped shut before a syllable could get out. Strewn all over the floor was a variety of clothing items ranging from lacy underwear to a black leather jacket. Everything looked tried on. Almost like someone had a slumber party in my room and invited all their girlfriends.

Uneasiness dropped in my stomach like a sinking stone. I didn’t remember putting those clothes there and, on closer inspection, they were all my size. I picked up blue jeans—my size. Flowery sun dress—my size. Fluorescent joggers—my size. I retraced my steps before I went to bed, but nothing came to mind. 

With nerves jangling, I rifled around until I found a decent enough outfit: jeans, a T-shirt that said “I Speak Fluent 90s Rap”, and the joggers. I ran my fingers through my unruly hair, tied it into a loose bun, and then checked myself in the mirror over the dresser when I caught sight of a note stuck to the glass. The blue scrawl across the white paper was recognizable handwriting. My heart leapt.

“I’m sorry, I tried to stop them. Leila.” I read the message aloud as I plucked the paper from its place between the glass and the frame. “Stop who? What the hell?” 

But, I had a feeling I knew and ignored it. The logical explanation was that Lincoln had lied. I did not spend the night with him and his friends. I peered into my reflection’s pinched eyes. The girl looking back at me seemed distant, foreign, like the memory of a person I’d forgotten. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. A feeling, that’s all it was. A feeling. Like hairs standing on edge on the back of my neck. 

Perhaps I’d had a bad dream.

A pounding on the door snapped me to attention. I joined my brother in the hallway. Walking through the trashed apartment, I noticed he’d done a number on the place. I could see why he was so keen for a little help to clean it up. 

“You start over there. I’ll start over here.” Lincoln made to move, but the front door opened. He gaped at me. “Shit. No time.”

It was Squid. Apparently, he’d been there all night, guarding the door on the outside. Seeing as he had no troubles letting people in, I guessed he was placed there to keep me from leaving. 

The apartment was a mess. The thought that I’d slept through it without so much of a stir didn’t sit right with me. 

Then there was Leila’s note. 

Squid ushered us out of the apartment and into the hallway. Lincoln dragged through the opulent corridors, rubbing his eyes. Coupled with his matted hair, his inside-out shirt seemed haphazard, like a homeless person, not really packing the recalcitrant punch it had before.

After a few minutes, we stopped in front of a series of elevators. Squid punched the down button and returned to me with his hands behind his back. He stared vacantly into the air. 

Slipping away would be hard with him around.

But I needed to see the library—or depository—or whatever it was called. A place like that must have a great one. It should have the answers I needed about my passengers.

Lincoln groaned beside me. “How did you pull up so well? You drank more than me and you partied harder than me. I couldn’t keep up. Even my Nephilim blood isn’t enough to recover. I’m shattered. But you’re perky as anything today. Your skin is totally glowing, man.” He gestured to my face.

“It’s simple Lincoln, I went to bed early and got my beauty sleep.” I slid a glance right back. “I can’t say the same about you though, maybe you should think twice about blowing your study time for party time.” 

“Pfft, you did not go to bed early. Well, you did, but then you came out and joined us. Then you stayed up, drank, ordered room service, danced, drank some more and did some home shopping with Reaper and Mary. After you gave those two dye jobs, you modeled the lingerie for us then you all pinky swore you were sisters for life. With too much estrogen in the air, there was no chance of us boys getting any further than second base. Eventually, I told them all to piss off, and I hit the hay. Alone. Do you know how annoyed I am that you hijacked my chicks?” 

While he was busy figuring out the extent of his anger with gesticulating hands, a heavy feeling settled in my stomach. I didn’t like the idea forming in the back of my head so changed the subject. If I ignored it, it didn’t happen.




















CHAPTER NINE




THE ELEVATOR DOORS opened to a second sub-basement level with the same layout plan as the first. Immediately opposite us on the wall was the oroboros symbol. A long curving corridor that no doubt ended back where it started greeted us on either side. Everything was circular here. I guessed it was to remind us of the symbol they had plastered everywhere. 

Squid moved. Lincoln and I followed. We walked right. The outside walls had the same surreal fake windows as the top level. When we moved along, I noted more house names on plaques above each door. There was Cetus House with a wood carving of a whale looping through the letters. Epsilon House with a snake, Corvus House with a crow, and Aldebaran House with a bull’s head and horns. They were the ones who came for dinner last night. Their motto was Citius, Altius, Fortius which meant faster, higher, stronger.

I stopped at the front of that door and wondered where Cash stayed, whether he had his own House plaque and what his motto was, then forced the thought away. I had to stop thinking of him. If I couldn’t, I’d never be able to do this on my own, and I had to. I simply must. For the names on that list, for my friends, and for my freedom. 

But Cash’s face wouldn’t fade from my mind. It had only been one night since I’d seen him last, but the memory of our embrace at the registrar’s office was a siren calling me back to him. My traitorous heart missed him. I rubbed my chest, aching with longing. That same ache gave me the strength to steer my thoughts away because, when we eventually split up, through death or something else, my heart would shatter. Better to toughen up now than to be too weak to hold it together.

“Hurry up,” Squid growled a few feet in front of me. 

Lincoln noticed me staring at the plaque on the wall. “Bunch of bull-headed meat-heads, if you ask me.”

Squid cleared his throat.

Right. 

After more walking, we turned inwards into the center of the Ludus where there were more rooms. The sound of people talking, and the buzz of auras filtered through before we reached the double doors. The vast space inside was a cross between an auditorium and a stadium. Not football sized, but large enough to have a middle concrete field and a few rows of seats on the outside for spectators. Kind of like an indoor gladiator pit. The middle area already held a number of people engaged in combat style training activities, their sounds echoing in the chamber. We must have come down another two levels for the ceiling to be so high. The seats around the outskirt slowly filled with spectators. I took a step inside the door with my mouth open in awe. Lincoln shoved me in the back so I continued to the center of the room. 

As we moved, a hush came over the crowd and with it, the weight of many eyes landed on my shoulders. 

I felt myself shrink a little as I followed Squid to a circular padded mat where a strong looking woman and a lithe, tall man were engaged in a sparring match.

Squid didn’t speak. He simply walked up to a man watching from the sidelines and stared wordlessly, eye-to-eye. The man, who appeared to be the mentor of the two, lowered his gaze, bowed and signaled the two on the mat to follow him. 

And just like that, we had a place to train.

Squid moved to the side of the mat where the other mentor had stood and folded his arms, assuming the vacant position.

“So…” I let my voice trail off as I surveyed the room. “What happens now?”

Lincoln shrugged and pulled out his phone to check his messages. I felt rather awkward standing on the exercise mat without exercising. And dressed in jeans. All other participants wore Lycra fitness attire, and the occasional fighter wore leather armor plates across their arms and chest.

I tapped him on the shoulder. “Hey.”

He sighed and deigned to look at me from under his scruffy curls. “What.”

“Aren’t we supposed to be doing stuff, like, you know, training and stuff?”

“Nah. If Dad isn’t here, we don’t have to do jack.”

“At the risk of sounding like a broken record, what about the trials? Shouldn’t I be learning how to pass them?”

He raised an eyebrow. “If you haven’t got it by now, you’re not going to.”

“But that’s shit! I don’t want to be canceled.”

“You won’t. You’re royalty. Like I said, you’ll be kept to breed. It’s not the worst thing in the world. So it’s like, why bother trying to pass the trial if you will be here, anyway?”

“But if we pass the trial, we can do what we want, right?”

He glanced at Squid then shrugged me off. “If we pass.”

Fury boiled in my veins. The weight of attention pushed at me. It grated me. Everyone else worked hard with their teams while I stood there, awkward and in jeans, waiting for something to do. 

I could do this on my own. No mentor, or a stupid royal father. Me on my own. I could pass and then leave.

I stormed the short gap to stand in front of Squid.

“I’m going to the depository.”

“No.”

“Try to stop me and I’ll make you hurt.”

He looked down at me, unperturbed. “No.”

Whatever. I turned. A rough hand to my shoulder spun me back around. My temper exploded, and I let instinct take over. I knew there were tactics that didn’t work on him, like a zap of electricity to his body. Unable to feel pain, he’d almost laughed when I did that earlier. But, like Cash, who was immune, I always found a work around. 

I had the power to manipulate air. It wasn’t storm and tempest type manipulation, but more telekinetic. I silently threw up a shield of thickened air around his body, then, hoping he wouldn’t notice, I contracted that shield so it drew closer to his body, inch by inch. His hand fell from my shoulder as the air pushed it away. I tightened the shield, cranked it up. His blank expression turned inwards, and a frown etched between his eyebrows as he understood the silent attack. He opened his mouth, but I stuffed thick air in. His mouth opened and closed like a fish and I realized I’d gone too far. I eased up and let a little air trickle in, only enough to keep him alive.

Then I left. Screw them all. I didn’t give a rat’s ass if Bruce turned up. He didn’t give a damn about me. Off to the depository. Wherever that was.




I asked a few passersby in the corridor for directions. The first few gaped at me like I had two heads, but then I noticed a petite girl dressed in a long, scholarly type robe rushing past. The swish of her fabric rustled with her urgency like a whispering heartbeat. She looked so smart. Surely she headed towards some sort of learning area. I rushed after her and tried to hail her down, but the minute she caught sight of my face, she ignored me. It didn’t matter, anyway. I trailed her to some doors that showed a glimpse of books beyond when they opened. Above the doors, the sign said: Depository. Bingo.

Outside the room, I leant against the cold, concrete walls and caught my breath. If I went in looking as I did, it was likely I’d get the same reaction. Nobody wanted to talk because I was the red headed soul-eating princess. 

I had to look different.

Instantly, I closed my eyes, counted to ten and willed my hair to change from red to a fuzzy brown. My skin changed to a similar color. A thousand electric ants skipped over my body as the metamorphosis took place. The physical change was real, not an illusion-construct or glamor like Marc could do. Every time I used my witch-like powers, a little thrill of achievement skipped up my bones. 

When I opened my eyes and held my hand in front of my face, I saw smooth brown skin. Perfect. It might be temporary. It might hold. I wasn’t too sure. Fingers crossed it worked.




















CHAPTER TEN




I STRODE INTO the depository triumphant and then stood at the entrance to soak up the atmosphere. The air smelled of ink, dusty paper, and ancient leather bound books. Excellent. Containing my excitement was hard as I surveyed the shelves filled with books from top to bottom throughout the large room. Just like you’d see in a public library, there were nooks scattered throughout to sit and read or study. Golden candelabras dangled from the ornate paneled ceiling. They matched the decor on the study tables below.

I went straight to an official looking counter in an alcove not far away where a man in a maroon hooded robe peered at a large, open leather-bound book. There was an embroidered whale at the breast of the robe. Must be Cetus. They were the House with the whale on the plaque. His hood had pooled around his shoulders, revealing a balding head. Little tufts of hair remained around his ears. It reminded me of a monk from the Robin Hood story. His aging hairstyle didn’t match his youthful face and his aura was a little on the strong side. No star-map as far as I could see. All of these things made me think he was Seraphim, not Nephilim.

The pages the monk turned were yellowed, frayed and very fragile. He flipped each leaflet with a short stick, afraid to let the oils of his fingers taint the paper. The book must be ancient.

“Excuse me.” My voice echoed loudly in the large room. “Could you please tell me where to find the books on soul manipulation?” 

“Shh,” came a hiss from somewhere behind him. A quick glance confirmed there was another robed man reading at a desk further away in the dingy alcove. A tiny lamp shone on his tiny book.

I tried again in a lower voice. “Hello.”

The monk scanned my appearance with derision. “Are you talking to me?”

“Yes, I am. Are you the librarian?”

He blinked, as though he still couldn’t believe I had the nerve to speak to him. He must have decided he couldn’t possibly deign to respond because he huffed and returned to his book, mumbling under his breath: “Librarian.”

Too late I remembered my faux pas. Marc had mentioned he’d visited a librarian once, and it was someone who worked with memories, not books. “I’m sorry, I really need help,” I said.

The only move he made was to turn a page.

Not getting anywhere, I contemplated the room. I could search the catalog myself, but it was massive. Thousands of books.

Okay. So, what now? Maybe the person sneaking up behind me could help. I sensed the aura timidly approach and decided to pretend I hadn’t noticed.

Someone cleared their throat behind me. 

I turned around to discover the robed girl from earlier. Cut into a short, cropped style, her boyish hair suited her face and gave her a pixie appearance. Everything about her was delicate and demure from her pale skin to her thin bones. I just wanted to wrap her in cotton wool and protect her from every sharp corner in the place. With her softened features, and eager expression, I naturally warmed to her, despite her avoidance of me earlier.

“I’m sorry, I couldn’t help overhearing. I can show you where to look, if you like?” she said, voice breathy and light.

“Oh my God, thank you so much,” I gushed. 

“That’s okay.” She moved away, glancing at me over her shoulder. “He’s not a librarian, you know. He’s a historian. Librarians are another department. This way.”

“Yeah, I kinda figured I had something mixed up.”

I promptly followed her toward another section of the room. A full head taller than her, I felt like a clunking giant. My steps dropped heavily next to her dainty ones and, by the time we made it to a far corner of the room, I developed a weird gait to try to smother my noise. None of that mattered though, because when she turned into an aisle and slowed down to read the spines of the books, my mind instantly detoured. The books were older here and smelled more intense. She ran her finger along each, taking her time, her little lips silently moving as she read the words in her mind.

“Here. This is where the section starts.”

“Fantastic. Thank you so much.”

I blinked a few times, trying to read the titles of the leather bound books. As before with the Latin plaques over each house, the jumble of letters made sense in my mind. Another skill I’d siphoned from my passengers and the absorption of The Book of the Dead. Extraordinarily, I could read Latin. If only The Others were good at math.

After a few moments, I realized the girl stood there watching me. I caught her gaze and opened my smile. 

Catching herself in an embarrassing position, she jolted. “Sorry. I was just, it’s only that, I…”

I straightened to let her know I listened. No need to rush.

“I… uh.” She glanced at her feet. When she lifted her gaze to mine, it was more purposeful and confident. She gestured at my face. “You changed.”

“Yes, I did.” I went back to the books and read through the titles. “People were being weird to my other appearance, so I thought to try this one. Plus, I’m hiding.”

“Oh, I won’t tell anyone. Don’t worry.”

I smiled and returned to the shelves. A title stood out. Histories of the Inner Workings of Incorporeal Essences. I hooked my finger on the spine and slid the book out. 

“How did you know?” I asked, trying to appear disinterested. I didn’t want her to know it was a big deal because then she really might blab and any advantage I had whilst in this place would be gone. 

“It’s my job to be perceptive. Cetus House is about discovery and invention. I saw you outside in the same outfit asking other people about the library. Plus, there’s your hair.” She touched her own blond crop. “It’s a little darker than we’re used to seeing down here. I’m sorry I didn’t stop, I had to sign in before my mentor noticed I was late. He’s a bit of a ball buster. The last time one of us was late, he made us sort all the paperclips into height order. It took two days! Anyway, I put two and two together and guessed who you are.”

I palmed my head. The hair color. Of course. It was more common to see an African American looking person down here with blond hair, not brown. “Wow. You are perceptive. I must be more careful in the future. And, don’t mention not stopping. I’m glad you eventually did though.”

“If I may,” she said and pointed to the book. “This one doesn’t have much information on actual soul manipulation. It’s just the history of the inner workings—things like emotions and instincts. This one might be more to your liking.” 

She pushed my book back into its spot and retrieved another leather-bound volume. A little frown appeared between her soft brows. “But some of it is in ancient Latin. I can find someone to translate this for you if you like?”

“I think I know how to read it.”

“Oh, you do?” 

“Well.” I thought about it. I honestly did not understand there was a difference between ancient Latin and normal Latin. “Can I take a look?”

The girl opened the book in her arms and turned it to face me. She flicked past the first few pages until she found one to her liking.

“Can you read this?” 

“Yes. Something about electro-magnetic fields being used to amplify manipulation.”

Her eyes lit up. “Wow. I’ve been trying to decipher that for a while but most of the Watchers don’t bother helping. As long as we pass the trials that’s all they care about. This is truly amazing. What about this?” She pointed.

“Um. That says, something about the weight of human versus Seraphim energy.”

“How interesting.” She flipped to a new page, but the more she turned, the heavier my heart became. The book didn’t appear to have specifics of what I needed about getting The Others out of my body.

“Do you have anything else?”

“Of course. Was there anything in particular about soul manipulation that you wanted?”

I chewed my lip. How much to tell? To help me decide, I scrutinized her aura. It felt smooth and calm, no animosity emanating off her. Every instinct said to trust her, but I’d been wrong in the past. Petra had masqueraded as my Aunt Lucy for three years in front of my face and I had no clue.

“I’m Wren, by the way,” she said and tapped the tiny whale on her robe. “I’m from Cetus House.”

The Others stirred. Wren. Why was that name so familiar?

Urser’s list, they answered.

Oh my God. They were right. Wren’s name was on the list with the future date next to it. This poor, innocent delicate girl was going to be a victim of my father. The worst scenarios played in my head and I had to bite my lip to stop my thoughts meandering down a dark path. 

She waited expectantly.

“What’s Cetus House mean?” I asked. 

She laughed, and it filled the rooms and echoed. She slapped her hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry. It’s just I’ve never heard of anyone who didn’t know that.”

Heat rushed to my cheeks. “You said something about inventing, right?”

She nodded. “That’s part of it. Mathieson is our mentor. He’s one of the stuffy historians you met out there. Cetus House is all about knowledge, and yes, inventing and discovering. In here, we’re the keepers of history on this planet. We have another lab where scientists work to make things. That’s always underground and not really my thing. I prefer the quiet predictability of books, at least with them I can get outside now and then to visit human libraries. With the science lab, you’re stuck between four white walls every day, but it’s the way of the House. See, the whale is our emblem, and our motto is ‘Scientia Potentia Est’.”

“Knowledge is Power, of course. Urser is the bear, but I don’t have anything with that emblem on.” 

“Victoria aut mors.” Her face turned grave. “That’s your motto.”

“Victory or Death.” I stuck out my tongue. “Ridiculous, right?”

“Shh.” She shushed me, but giggled all the same. 

I laughed too and felt lighter knowing I made a friend in this horrid place.

“You should hear Eridanus House’s motto.” She leaned in and whispered: “Semper Virilis.”

“Always virile?” 

“When you meet them, you’ll understand.”

“I’m La Roux,” I said. “But my friends call me Roo.”

“Nice to meet you, La Roux.” She shifted the book to one arm and held out the other.

“Please, call me Roo.”

That made her dip her head, but I caught the smile on her face when she let go of my hand. 

“So, what was it specifically that you wanted to know? Because we also have an electronic catalog. There could be some direction in there.”

I hesitated for a while. Too long, in fact, and uncertainty began to flicker on Wren’s face, but her aura remained eager and light. At some point, I’d have to take a risk, otherwise I’d never get out of here.

“I think I’m a Soul-Eater,” I stated, unable to meet her gaze. “But I don’t know for sure. It’s a bit embarrassing and I try to keep it hidden.”

She said nothing for a moment, then lowered her voice. “You’ll need another section then.” 

Wren slid her book back onto the shelves and motioned for me to follow her. We stepped surreptitiously through the maze of shelves until we came to a dark corner of the depository. The cooler air caused gooseflesh to prickle my skin. Wren looked over her shoulder a few times. I gathered we were going somewhere we shouldn’t and couldn’t help the excitement dancing up my spine.

“The books on devolution and stuff we don’t talk about are here,” she whispered. The books in this section weren’t looked after as well as the first. Piles stacked high, book upon book, threatened to topple from a crowded bench.

She sighed. “This is one of my jobs, sorting these out. Now, where did I see… ah, here they are.” She pulled two books out of the stack and handed them to me with pity.

The heavy items sank into my arms. “Thanks.”

“If I could be so bold as to say, just because you’re a Soul-Eater, doesn’t mean you have to behave the way they say you should. Just because you’re Urser, doesn’t mean you need to stay.”

“Easier said than done. I feel like I’m fighting a losing battle sometimes. Nobody is helping me out.  Except Cash, but he’s being blocked by my father. I suddenly have a few days in which to learn years of Game theory, and all I can think about is getting these irritating souls out of me so I can finally think straight. I don’t like that part of me.”

“I understand.” She nodded and pulled back the collar of her robe to reveal the star-map covering her décolletage. “This map means I’m in Cetus House, and everyone from that territory are super smart. It’s like a world built on ideas. Cetus is where the original scientists came from. You know, the ones who made the humans for the Queen? But, here’s the thing, I don’t enjoy being here. I want to live outdoors and…” She halted, catching herself in a moment of forbidden truth.

“It’s okay, I won’t tell anyone.”

“I can talk to animals. Well, it’s more like me talking and them understanding, they’re not that smart,” she said. “It’s torture being made to stay within these walls. I feel blocked and stifled. So many rules and stupid caveats. If only I were more like the other members of my house, especially my brother.”

“So he doesn’t have your skills?”

“No, he’s from Cetus. He understands how anything works, just by being near it long enough. It’s uncanny; I’ve seen him reprogram a computer with no knowledge of coding skills and pull apart an engine then put it back together. He’s always got his nose buried in a book, or the web.”

“Sounds like the kind of guy I’d get along with.”

“He’s great. But I’m different. As soon as I pass my trials, I’m going out there into the wild and never coming back.”

“Good idea.”

“Really?”

“Of course. I might be new here, but I’m the first to admit that I think the whole game is ridiculous.”

She gave me a sidelong glance. “But we’re born for this. Literally. We have responsibilities. At some point in our old Empire life, we put up our hand to be part of this. Don’t you think we owe it to that other self to try our hardest? I mean, we’re going to be pissed if we get back to the Empire and find out that we stuffed our evolution because we didn’t do as we were told.”

I shrugged. “So they tell us. I don’t know if I believe them. What do we have instincts for if not to trust them? Maybe rules are made to be broken.”

Wren’s eyes glazed over. “Sometimes I wonder the same thing. Why was I put in Cetus House when I clearly should’ve been in something else? Kind of like Ava. She’s not meant to be in Epsilon House, but she is. There’s an explanation for her, though.”

“Ava? I don’t know who Ava is, but I agree. This game isn’t perfect.” The second I said her name, I had a moment of déjà vu. Maybe I knew her.

At that moment, a shadow passed at the end of the bookshelf. We both flinched and glanced over just in time to catch a body do a double take. A head pop backwards to inspect us. 

Cash.

His body followed his head. When he stood at the end of the row, hands on hips, I got a good snapshot of his sinful physique. His thin T-shirt stretched across his broad chest and firm biceps. It was hard not to stare at that body. Lucky for me, I could stare all day and he had no idea it was me looking like this. 

Wren glanced at him with female admiration flashing in her eyes. A stab of jealousy ran through me when I realized I didn’t like her, or anyone looking at him with the same knowing appreciation.

Cash sniffed the air in my direction. His fiery eyes locked on mine and relaxed.

“There you are,” he said and let his eyes run over Wren suspiciously before coming back with a frown. “Why do you look like that?”

“You can tell it’s me too?” I threw my hands in the air. “Why do I even bother with a disguise?”

“I know your scent.” Something about his words had me weak at the knees. He’d committed my scent to memory. “But, you may as well drop it,” he continued. “We need to get back to training. I’m taking over your session. We have to do physical and strategy at the same time to catch up with everything you’ve missed over the past few years.” His mouth twitched. “Also, you’ve left Squid in a bind.”

“I don’t care about him. And, and—” Damn it. I swallowed hard and cleared my throat, gathering my decorum. 

“He’s not your mentor. We’ve had the ritual. There’s no going back. You should’ve waited for me at the arena.”

“I didn’t know you were coming! In fact, I knew nothing. They weren’t doing anything to help with my training. I don’t have time to wait around for other people to fix things for me, especially when deals are being made to auction me off as a stupid breeding animal. No offense, Wren. I like animals. Especially baby joeys.”

“None taken.” 

Cash’s impassive face focused on me, but he didn’t waver. “As your mentor, I’m asking you, please, revert to your original appearance and join me back on the mat for training.”

Impassively, he folded his arms, biceps bulging. 

There was no use fighting when I knew he was right; I needed his help to pass the trials. The alternative was spending hours here scouring for books that might not exist. I focused inwards and reverted my physical appearance to its natural state. Fire ants erupted over my skin. I welcomed the distracting sensations. My body shivered and shook until I couldn’t stand it and dipped my head, dark hair falling across my face.

Through the frizz, I could see Cash step forward, concerned.

But I held my hand up to block him. I didn’t think he realized I could see his expression through the cascade of my hair because he let worry shine through, and you only worried about those you cared for. That little show of emotion shining through meant he had been telling the truth about wanting to stick around. I bit my lip and moved my gaze to my feet until my hair smoothed out from its frizz and dropped in length. The tingling in my body ceased, and I straightened. It felt as though I’d been sitting for a long time, and my skin felt tight and rigid, so I stretched and cracked my neck.

Wren sighed and fiddled with her pixie short hair. “I wish I could do that.”

I smiled at her. “Change your hair?”

“Yeah, I hate this blond, that’s why I cut it short.”

“You know I can help with that,” I said with a smirk.

“Roo,” Cash stated. He wasn’t giving up.

“Fine. I’m coming.” I gave the books back to Wren. “Thank you, I’ll be back for those another time. Unless I can take them with me?”

“Not really, but the depository is open twenty-four hours a day,” she said.

“Excellent. Maybe I can help you some other time with your hair.”

“I’d like that.”

I memorized the area so I could find my way back and continue my search for soul information. After the blackout I experienced last night, I couldn’t afford to ignore The Others any longer.




















CHAPTER ELEVEN




AS WE WALKED back to the training area, I stole a peek at Cash when I thought he wasn’t looking. It was impossible to ignore him. Even if his aura hid from me, his presence couldn’t. He made it hard to breathe simply by being there. Awareness itched at me, always there, begging for attention.

He was there. 

Next to me.

Inches away, ready to touch.

I groaned. Going my separate way was harder than I thought, especially when every fiber of my being wanted to be near him. I missed him already.

I stopped just before the arena entrance. 

“Cash,” I started, not knowing how to finish. I wanted to put into words what my body felt, and to say I was sorry, but my throat locked up. This voicing emotions business was hard. No wonder he had trouble with it. And I was the stupid woman who chastised him for it.

He mistook my hesitance. “I’m your mentor. Nothing Urser, or his lackeys, or even you say will change that. I have every right to train you. It’s in our blood. We’re linked whether you like it or not. In fact, if it comes to it, there’s a test we can do in front of everyone to prove it. I’ve called the Tribunal in. That’s why I’m late.”

He opened the door and held it for me to enter.

In my absence, the room had filled with a throng of people and most of them were around the mat I had vacated earlier. A heavy feeling rolled in my gut. Whoops. If I had wanted to go unnoticed, I did a terrible job at it.

A loud and stinging smack on my butt brought a squeak to my lips. To my mortification, the smack evolved into a grope and squeeze on my left cheek. I turned around, fist ready to punch the offender and discovered Lincoln’s friend, Drew. He dressed in full boy band get up, complete with backwards cap. His hand was having a field day on my bottom and he tried to pull me towards himself like he owned me. “Yo, biatch. Yo’ass is so fine I just wanna—” He wiggled his eyebrows and bit his lip.

“What the hell are you doing?” I slapped his hand and took a step backwards, but his paws were still on me.

His eyes widened, and we had an awkward moment of understanding the other was not doing the expected. 

“Get off.” I chopped him until he dropped his hold. 

His expression turned to confusion and his brows met in the middle. He tried to cover up my rejection with a condescending smirk to Cash. “What’s her problem, yo?” 

“Her problem is that she will scrape a flattened Player off her shoes in a minute.” The devil shone out of Cash’s narrowed eyes. 

The kid sighed in dramatic exaggeration and gave me a pointed look. “Last night you told me to come slap yo’ass when I saw you again and then you’d give me a little somethin’-somethin’, you feel me?” 

“I would never say that. That’s ridiculous. And I’m not feeling anything on you, thank you very much.” 

“That’s not what she said last night.” Drew snorted and slapped Cash on the chest in a macho bonding sort of way. “She gave so good I needed to lie down afterwards. I’m still weak at the knees.”

Cash looked at his chest as though burned. Then Drew’s words sunk in. “What did he say?” he asked me through a locked jaw.

“Um…” Heat rose up my neck. 

Could Lincoln have been telling the truth—had I gotten up last night and joined his party? And what the hell did “gave so good” mean? I doubted I would have voluntarily moved within two feet of that childish punk. 

Drew scrubbed his face with his hand and groaned. “Yo, I got not time for this—I’ll see you later, Roo-Roo.” He slinked off, hands in his pockets, shoulders slouched.

“I don’t think so, buddy.” 

Cash rounded on me as someone bumped into my shoulder to get past. The room got crowded, and we blocked the main thoroughfare into the room. He pulled me to the side and pinned me with his penetrating, dual colored stare.

“You’d rather be with him.” He lowered his accusatory voice for my ears only. “Is this your way of cutting ties with me?”

I saw red. “Are you suggesting that I had—” God, I couldn’t even say it. “That I was intimate with him?”

“Were you?”

I opened my mouth like a fish out of water, but couldn’t answer, because I didn’t know. 

Did I? I asked The Others.

Silence. How convenient. They always seemed to hide when Cash was around. 

Cash’s jaw ticked with the effort to keep his face impassive, but the turmoil beneath his eyes was bright as day.

“I would never…” I started, but then someone called out to us. Our attendance in the room hadn’t gone unnoticed. The people on the mat glanced in our direction, and soon the crowd parted to make way for a tall, olive skinned, silver haired young woman. She wore an Amazonian leather breastplate over a black Lycra singlet, and her pants were black Lycra with leather knee pads, thigh guards and a weapons belt wrapped around her hips. The wannabe Wonder Woman cut an imposing figure with her high cheekbones and leather bound hair. She scanned the area in front of her until her gaze landed on me, then her icy blue eyes narrowed.

“You.”

In an amateur move, I checked over my shoulder to confirm she wasn’t talking to anyone else. Then I patted my chest. “Me?”

“Yes, you idiot. What have you done to Squid?”

“He tried to stop me from leaving so I stopped him from following.”

By now she stood in front of me, face to face. Up close she wasn’t as tall as I’d thought from a distance, but imposing, all the more. She gave me a vitriolic once over.

“You’ve breached the peace terms of the Ludus.”

“Ava,” Cash interrupted. “It’s none of your business. Go back to your house mat.”

Ava? This was the same Ava who was supposed to be in this body instead of me?

She turned her fiery gaze on Cash. “It is my business, and well you know it.”

I left her and Cash to the politics and sidestepped to see to the mess I’d made. Jeez. If I had known it would cause so many problems, I would’ve thought twice about—no. No, I lied. I still would have done it. Squid was a pain in the butt. My father was also a pain in the butt. Deciding to stay with them was becoming more tiresome with time. 

Think of the people on the list. 

Wren. Lincoln. Cash. And they were only the names I’d recognized. No. I had to swallow my pride and stay so I could look for more evidence.

I sidestepped Ava and nudged my way through the mob to where Squid slouched against the wall at the edge of the training mat. Lack of oxygen had turned his skin the color of an old prune. He gasped every few seconds and squeezed a little air into his lungs. I had incorrectly assumed the airlock I placed around him would dissolve once my energy holding it left the room, but the air density was still strong. How was I going to undo that?

Squid noticed me and gave me daggers.

“Uh… sorry. I didn’t think that would hold.” 

“Didn’t think that would hold?” Ava approached behind me. “What kind of second rate Player are you?”

“One who didn’t even know she was one until a few months ago,” I shot back.

She sneered. “For someone who doesn’t know much, you sure know how to ruin a lot of lives.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Squid made a movement that brought my attention back to him. Right. I should find out how to soften the airlock. I prodded with my power until I found a weak spot. My energy fused with the hard air and poured into the weak spot. I shattered the block to the wind. Everyone standing within a few feet felt air rush their faces. 

A shrill whistle sounded in the arena that captured everyone’s attention. It was everywhere at once and echoed in the round room. People scattered to various positions, seemingly in their house groups, standing to attention. I was left on the mat with Squid, Cash and Lincoln. Ava lingered nearby, not quite ready to commit to one spot.

My eyes darted across the room, trying to find a reason for sudden military-like behavior. 

“Tribunal, finally,” Cash said from the corner of his mouth. “Stand next to me.”

I shuffled to his side and stood waiting for something to happen.

Two minutes later, the double door entrance opened, and a goddess with baby pink hair walked in. She dressed in a white sheath that displayed her assets, including incredible long legs. Her smooth, alabaster skin shone like she held the moon in her bones and her face was worthy of the cover of a magazine. It was the woman from the office scene in the fake window. Guess they weren’t fake windows, then.

Behind her came Felix wearing round spectacles, and a second woman who had olive skin, short dark hair and almond eyes that angled upward. She looked familiar.

Each of them had a silver oroboros emblem embroidered on their white attire.

The pink-haired woman noted Squid on his knees and lifted a neat eyebrow. She walked over. Her clicking heels suddenly muffled when she made it to the rubber mat.

“Why are you not showing respect, Player?” Her British accent was crisp and cultured, unlike Marc’s occasional cockney one. “My plane landed two hours ago. I’ve no patience for this.”

Squid pulled himself up. “I apologize for my tardiness.”

“She attacked him,” accused Ava as she pointed a finger at me. “She breached the terms of the Ludus and nearly killed him.”

The pink woman trailed her vision from Ava to Squid to me. Then she discovered Cash next to me and lingered.

“Hunter,” she stated, eyes sparkling with familiarity.

He gave her a curt nod in return. “Jacine.” Then after an obvious hesitation, he nodded at her companions. “Felix. Octavia.”

They offered him a small nod.

What was that about?

“Is this true?” Jacine asked Cash. “Was he attacked maliciously?”

“Perhaps you should ask him.”

“I didn’t ask the man, I asked you.”

Cash swallowed. “No, it wasn’t malicious, it was self-defense.”

“Bullshit. Watch the tapes.” Ava stormed over to us, pointing her finger. “She’s a freaking Soul-Eater. She can’t be trusted.”

“Language, Player.” Jacine and her two companions lifted their brows at Ava. She slowed her approach, but didn’t stop. 

Jacine faced me. “What is your name?”

“Roo—sorry, La Roux Urser, ma’am.”

“Dove, there is no need to call me ma’am. I’m anything but.”

“Sorry.”

“So, you are the infamous Urser girl who flew under the radar for all these years. Well, what do you have to say for yourself, hm? Did you attack this Player?”

“He was trying to keep me from leaving the room, and he had no right.”

“Shit,” Cash mumbled under his breath.

Jacine sighed. “Very well. By your own admission, you have breached the terms of the Ludus and will be sent to confinement until we can gather all the evidence and resolve this further. Where is your mentor?”

I paled. “What do you mean, confinement?”

“Where is your mentor?” the almond eyed woman repeated.

“I’m her mentor,” Cash said. “And this is unnecessary.”

All three of the Tribunal studied Cash. 

“But you’re a Player,” said Felix. 

“Yes, I’m aware of that and have been trying to prove it. I am independent, undeclared and I’m the one who sent for you all to witness the proof of our ritual.”

“A rogue ordering the Tribunal around.” He clicked his tongue like a disappointed teacher. “Risky.”

“Not in my book. Look, we’ve done the ritual, it can be proven, just let us do it and we can all go on with our day.”

“We are not discussing that right now. She has been accused of breaking the accords. It must be addressed first.”

“Bullshit. I was attacked on site only a day ago by a Watcher and nothing was done about that.”

“Yeah, and somebody tried to kill me in my room—with a bomb!” I added.

Cash’s head whipped my way, his eyes large. “What?”

“I’ll explain later,” I mumbled under my breath, then raised my voice. “It’s true, he was attacked at the registrar’s office and Bruce’s men subdued him at the entrance so he could drag me into the Ludus by my hair.”

Take that bastard!

On the surface, the Tribunal had patience made of steel, but underneath, I felt their auras bubbling in turmoil. 

Jacine’s perfect face froze. She blinked, then two fingers on each hand lifted to rub her temples. When she was done, she sighed and looked at Cash. “You were attacked by a Watcher?”

“Urser didn’t touch you,” Squid shot at Cash. “I did. And it was at the administration. Technically, that’s not official Ludus grounds and the peace accords are not valid.”

“Are you fucking kidding me? You were under Urser’s orders.” Cash stepped toward the large soulless man, now straightening himself. “How is it not on official Ludus grounds, it’s in the fucking complex.”

“Language,” Jacine warned.

“Correction. It’s at the front of the complex,” Squid said.

“Enough!” Jacine chopped a manicured hand through the air. “We’re discussing the infraction at hand. We’ll have the surveillance tapes monitored, however, if it is as this Player says, and the infraction occurred at the registrar’s office, then there is nothing we can do.” Jacine’s eyes bored into Cash with so much attention that I felt there was something beneath her stare, something more. She glanced at her companions from the Tribunal and then back to Squid. “Are you wanting to lodge a formal complaint against this woman’s vicious intentions toward you?”

Squid glared his dark eyes at me. “Yes.”

“You bastard,” I snapped. “You kept me a prisoner.”

Cash opened his mouth to speak but Jacine cut him off with a warning look.

“Later. We’ve disturbed the training as it is.” She waved her hand at Cash and then glanced at me. “What happens behind the closed doors of your house is of no concern to me, but when you bring your grievances into the public arena of the Ludus that is the problem.” Without waiting for my response, she moved to the man next to her. “Felix, if you would be so kind as to escort Ms. Urser to the holding cell. Octavia if you could interview the victim. And hunter, come with me.” She turned to the watching crowd, including the smug Ava. “As for the rest of you, carry on with your training. The trials begin in a few short days. You can’t afford to waste any time.”




















CHAPTER TWELVE




WHAT POSSIBLE REASON could Squid have to send me to confinement? 

The question grated on my nerves the entire walk from the arena to an official looking room on the level closest to the surface. The only logical answer was they wanted me to fail. Passing had never been an option. Realizing that angered me so much my fingers heated and sporadically slipped electricity until sparks left holes in my jeans. I flexed and pumped my fists to shake it off, but had trouble controlling my abilities. This happened when I felt helpless, and now I felt helpless to stop it.

The more time I spent at the Ludus, the more I felt I flailed in the ocean without a life vest. I needed more information. I needed someone who knew the rules about the Game better than anyone. I needed Marc. 

Before making it to the holding room, I had to walk through an open-planned office area that reminded me of the police station back home. Official looking people with hard faces went about their work at a series of overstuffed desks. I was taken back to the moment I was arrested and then bagged and tagged as a witch. If it hadn’t been for Cash bailing me out, I’d have been executed or burned at the stake. For a fleeting moment, I felt as though I’d traveled so far, but somehow never left home. The same problems kept popping up in my life. First, I was the town pariah because they thought I was a witch. Now I’m was the reject because they think I’m the worst the Seraphim have to offer—a Soul-Eater. 

Never one to miss an opportunity when I felt my lowest, The Others said, She accused you in front of everyone. You’re not to be trusted.

Perhaps Ava was right. My powers were unpredictable. I couldn’t even stop my fingers from sparking.

Eat her soul and show her what power means.

And I couldn’t keep my thoughts in check. What hope did I have?

They placed me inside a cold, windowless holding cell. History repeating. It had a lumpy bed, a sink and a toilet. In a few seconds, I managed to think of at least three outcomes for myself. I could escape—easy, but they’d find me. Being the Gamekeeper, Marc only needed to think of me and he’d turn up in my personal space—then there were the nano things they injected into me. They were supposed to track our whereabouts but that wrongness I’d felt at the start wasn’t there anymore. I wondered if I’d purged them from my body like any other foreign object. The registrar’s attendant had said the signal was warped.  Perhaps they’d never taken to my body in the first place, or perhaps I just couldn’t feel them anymore. The second option involved me manipulating my captor’s minds with an airborne hex like a virus, or maybe I could disguise myself… no. There was no escape. Everyone saw me attack Squid, there would be consequences.

I laid back on the cot, noticing the grumble in my tummy for the first time. I had no time for breakfast when Lincoln had woken me up. 

Just a couple more days, and I’ll be through this in one way or another. I’ll either fail, become a breeder, die, or pass the trials. Life at The Cauldron with Kitty, Alvin and Joe, sounded like a distant dream.

I rolled to my side. Something lumpy in my jeans pocket felt uncomfortable. My fingers closed around the smooth metal surface of the Ducati keyring and my heart squeezed. Escape. Maybe Cash had known it would come to that.




An hour later, the door opened. 

I guessed it had been an hour because I’d counted all the corners in the room to the beat of a song that lasted three minutes. And I’d done that twenty times.

Jacine walked in with Cash trailing behind. Seeing him, I hastily sat up and straightened my hair. My spirits lifted knowing he’d been true to his word. He came back for me.

“Well then, dove,” Jacine said. “It’s your lucky day. After discussing your situation with your mentor, we’ve come to an agreement. Seeing as the Player was not permanently harmed, I think this can all be chalked up to a misunderstanding with a training exercise.”

“Okay,” I said, wary, but I got up. I didn’t want to look a gift-horse in the mouth. I wanted lunch.

Jacine’s aura was interesting. And unwelcome. Not the type you’d normally see. Powerful, yes, but eager to connect. It wanted to mix with mine. Or Cash’s, if she could find it. Her energy reached for him and he had no idea. It made me completely irate. I wanted her away from him. Instinctively, I sent my energy out to block hers and she frowned. She knew something was off but, unlike me, she couldn’t read auras. I wondered what her godly power was, who she represented in ancient mythology, if anything at all. Not all Watchers made their presence known to humans in ancient times. Some stayed away from them altogether. Others couldn’t help themselves and became revered and feared deities in history.

And then there were people like Cash—Orion, the Archangel Michael, whoever he was—who’d done something incredible, and had been immortalized in song and story. My fingers closed around the keyring in my pocket and my thumb stroked the surface. Cash was something special.

He caught my gaze and my heart skipped a beat. I shouldn’t be so stubborn. Sure, he’d wanted to leave the Game, to leave me, but he said he’d made a mistake. That his purpose was here and he would not change his mind. Ever since he’d declared that, he’d been true to his word. It was me who’d left him. It was me who lied to him.

“So, I’m free to go?” I asked.

“Yes, you can go.” Jacine shot Cash a knowing glance and placed a familiar hand on his forearm.

My eyes couldn’t leave where their touch met and lingered. I shouldn’t care. So why did it hurt to see?

Cash stepped forward, out of her range. “Let’s go.”

“Thank you,” I said to Jacine as I left.

“Don’t thank me, yet.” She gave a Cheshire smile. “You still have to pass.”




















CHAPTER THIRTEEN




“WHAT WAS THAT about?” I asked as we left the official’s room and moved down the corridor.

“What?” Cash replied, straight-faced.

“The look she gave you.”

“Are you hungry?”

“Don’t try to deflect.” 

“Seriously, Roo, drop it. We’re meeting Jed for lunch. Then we’ve got to get back to training. I’ve worked out a schedule with the Tribunal. Your situation is unorthodox, so, despite Urser’s protests, they’re willing to make certain allowances. I’m allowed to take over training during business hours, then you have to go back to him.” He frowned. “I don’t like you being there with no protection and what was the bomb? Were you serious when you said that?”

“I asked you about Jacine first.”

“How can you compare a bomb to a touch?”

“This isn’t a jealousy thing. It’s a secrets thing. You’re keeping something from me.” And I’m keeping something from you. It was on the tip of my tongue. I desperately wanted to tell him about The Others, but if he was still lying to me…

“You’re jealous?”

Heat flamed my cheeks. “That’s not what I meant.”

“Roo. You saw how eager Squid was to get rid of you. Considering all this, I don’t think it’s safe for you to stay there. I want you with me.”

“I agree. They don’t want me to pass, but we haven’t found out their plan is yet.”

“Stuff their plan. We’ll find another way.”

“People might die.” You. You might die!

Cash took my elbow and guided me to a shadowed adjoining corridor. He stepped into my personal space, crowding me with his big body. So close. Tension vibrated through the air. I wanted to be angry at him, but became consumed with thoughts of his body heat. That impossible awareness of him was intoxicating. I stepped back. There was nowhere to go and my butt hit the wall. I placed my palms on the cool surface; a reprieve from the blistering need building in my bones. Don’t panic. The important thing was to not let my emotions show on my face. But the truth was, I liked it when he looked at me that way, as though there was no one else in the world, as though he barely restrained himself from just taking what he wanted.

“I don’t want to fight,” he said.

“We’re not fighting. We’re being cautious.” 

“But you don’t have to be like that with me. It’s me. I got you out of there. I’m on your side. Always.” 

My heart pumped, my breath quickened, yet, I couldn’t get my mouth to work.

“Roo.” He gave a pained look that snagged on my lips. “You think you have no freedom now? Think about failure. Not only will you have to breed with strangers, but with the restrictive human laws about women, you’ll be kept prisoner. No interaction with humans. Especially not your friends from back home. Do you understand? Short of killing you, there’ll be no relief.”

“I know,” I fumed, shifting my sexual frustration to anger. I couldn’t let him know the real reason I wanted to stay. His name was on the list. He’d never let me put his life before mine.

“It’s the truth. I’m your only chance of passing.” He reached out, but hesitated, hand dropping to his side. “You think I’m not strong enough, is that it? Besides the Watchers, I’m the only one who remembers the beginning. I know my body isn’t healing like yours, but I’m strong. I can still throw you down in a physical match. I can beat anyone who tries to hurt you. You need me.”

Reminding me of his failing health only drove my panic higher. Yes I needed him. With all my soul. But I needed to keep him safe, and I couldn’t do anything about his biological failures, but I could stop Bruce from hurting him. My fingers heated. A hurricane’s worth of emotion. I chewed my lip and looked down, not wanting him to know I couldn’t control myself.

“Let me in.” Cash dipped his head to meet my gaze. And just like that, the gnawing feeling in my gut drifted away. Cash leaned on the wall beside my head, caging me. “Roo.” 

A change occurred in him as he studied me. Eyes once laced with concern now projected something darker, deeper, more carnal. 

“You will leave me.” I threw up the words to shield his intensity, but that thought destroyed me. An echo of long lost pain rushed to the surface. No matter how hard I tried, it kept coming back to haunt me. Whether it was his health, the list, the Game… something would inevitably pull us apart and, I couldn’t explain why, but that notion ripped open a gaping hole inside my soul. Why did it hurt so much? 

 “No.” His knuckles grazed my cheek. “I was.” 

My eyes burned, and I rubbed my aching chest.

“La Roux. I was, but I’m not now. I made a mistake. Can’t you see my aura? Can’t you see I’m telling the truth?” 

He searched my face for a response because I gave him nothing. The thing was, even if I could find it, his aura might reveal he told the truth, but that meant nothing. Opinions change. Minds change. Tomorrow, he could change.

My body stiffened against the wall, and my hands clenched at my sides. He surrounded me with his clean, hot scent; his masculine odor that reminded me so much of the rain. He shifted until our noses met and our breaths mingled. It had been so long since I’d been with a man. Years. I was tired of being alone. Everything inside me ached for him. My heartbeat quickened, and I let a captive breath rush out. I couldn’t think straight. Being near him made me feel so much. His heightened senses picked everything up, and he stepped in. I arched against him, body wanting to be closer, wanting to be touched.

I shut my eyes, but the sight of his bottom lip dragging through his teeth with restrained need, had burned into my retinas. I heard his hand slide down the wall. 

My lashes lifted to see his own widen in response, caught in the act of watching me. Emboldened, his fingers spliced through my hair, holding me, trapping me in his gaze. He pushed the length of his powerful body against mine and then dipped his mouth to brush my lips with his. He moved to my ear, as though he would whisper, but hesitated. Hot breath tickled my skin and turned my bones to jelly. He nudged my neck with his nose and inhaled deeply, trapping me between the wall and his hard body. A sound between a whimper and a moan escaped me.

Cash drew back to hold me with his wild gaze. He tapped my chest with a finger, right where my heart was. “Plato had a theory that humans started as beings with two of everything. Two hearts, two heads, two sets of arms and the same for the legs. Too powerful for the gods, Zeus ripped them in half to keep them from dominating him. The severed humans were miserable, always searching for the other, never satisfied until they rejoined with their missing half. So, you see… I can’t leave you, Roo.” He moved to my neck again, lips fluttering against my skin, sending shock waves into my body. Then he tensed, pulling my hair, tightening his grip. “I’ve tried to stay away, but I can’t. You’re my other half. I’ve dreamt of you since the beginning. It’s always been you.” 

Still he waited, hesitant and hoping.

“Cash.” My fingers slipped under the hem of his shirt, desperate to feel the blistering heat of his taut skin, the life beneath.

Something snapped inside me. I bunched the fabric at his chest and pushed him off me. Then in one swift movement, I changed our positions, so he was against the wall, and I was on the outer, panting, hungry for him.

His eyes turned fever bright, but he gave no resistance. Just watched. Waited. Our breaths the only sound in the corridor.

With effort, I pulled his large body off the wall and shoved him back with force. A strangled sound escaped my throat, frustrated, as I shook him again. His shoulders knocked the surface. His short hair fell over his eyes. 

I held him at arm’s length, frowning, at war with myself. I saw him, and I saw a future with pain ... but also moments of pleasure.

“Come to my place tonight,” he said, cheeks reddening. “A date. I’ll cook you dinner. Just you and me. I’ll tell you everything you want to know.”

I took a step back, surveying his eager eyes, flexing my fists at my side. 

He raked a hand through his hair. “I want nothing between us. No secrets.”

I rushed in and closed my mouth on his, swallowing his words.

He groaned, then melted into me, hands splaying against my back, pulling me closer. His tongue plunged into my mouth, plundering, giving me everything he had with desperate intensity. His essence, his emotions, his passion. I believed him. He wanted me. He wouldn’t leave me. Not on purpose. We moved me to the other side of the passageway, my back hit the wall with a thud, and he deepened the kiss. Our teeth knocked in our haste to devour each other.

“Roo,” he whispered between kisses. “Don’t stop me this time.”

I smiled against his demanding mouth. He gave a low growl and nipped my lip. Not hard enough to draw blood, but firm enough to tell me how he felt. His feelings were real. No laughing matter. 

I threaded my fingers into his hair and pushed him back to the other side of the hallway. “I know how you feel.” My lips peppered his face, tasting his salty skin.

“I can’t wait,” he said. “I want you now. Against this wall.” He lifted me and shifted my legs around his waist, then ground his hips into me. He was ready. He’d do it.

But we weren’t alone. Auras approached.

“Stop.” I made my legs slide down until my feet hit the floor.

“No.” He nipped my jaw and then sucked on the spot beneath my ear lobe.

I patted his shoulder. “Someone’s coming.”

“Tonight.” He agreed and stepped away, straightening himself. He scrubbed his face with his hand and his eyes met mine. He grinned, dimple deepening. “Tonight.”

My knees went weak. That smile. So rarely seen. A gift for me.

“I’ll find a way to get out,” I promised and returned his smile.

“You won’t need to. The Tribunal has ruled that Urser can’t contain you within the Ludus with the need to train you. So you can tell your father to fuck off.”

My spirits lifted. 

“Really?”

“There’ll be royal things Urser will make you do, I’m sure, but generally, you need to train.”

“But you said business hours.”

“Some businesses work late.”

“You could’ve started with that, you know.” I shot him a sideways glance.

“But then we wouldn’t have kissed and made up.” 

He pinched my rear as the group of people ambled past our hidden corridor. I squeaked and had to do an awkward recovery wave as the passersby glanced our way.

“Let’s go get lunch,” I said and palmed my heated face.

“I’m starving.” From the slow burn he gave me, I didn’t think he spoke about food. 




















CHAPTER FOURTEEN




AFTER WE’D EATEN at the cafeteria with Jed, Cash took me back to the mostly empty arena—a stark contrast to the writhing pit it had been before. Only one other couple was on a blue mat on the far side of the circular center. A tall and lithe boy was made weak by his taller, stronger instructor who appeared to be a Watcher. No tattoos in sight—just a powerful physique and an aura to match. I guessed the other trainees were still at lunch, or had moved away for another part of their tutelage, whether it be theory, strategy or something else.

Cash walked me over to a gray mat on the opposite side of the room. As we walked, I couldn’t take my eyes off the two as they fought in hand-to-hand combat. No, hand-to-hand was the wrong description. Their moves were fluid and graceful, flying over the other, yet never touching. Like a dance. Yet, somehow, I didn’t think it was just for entertainment. Each move had purpose. Each thrust, swipe and arching kick had lethal power and agility. I didn’t realize that I’d stopped with my mouth open until Cash pulled up next to me.

“Don’t get distracted.” Cash jabbed his fist towards my head. I blocked with my right on pure instinct. He circled me, slowly, like a predator, musculature rolling beneath his T-shirt. It reminded me of something dangerous beneath the water. “While we’re fighting, I’ll drill you on the written component of the trials. Okay?”

“If you say so,” I replied.

He circled me, fists balled in a boxer’s ready stance. “What did Jed teach you in Houston? Give me a run down.”

I shrugged. “The basic stuff I guess. Just to defend myself.”

“Like what?”

“Like this.” Without warning, I stepped in, grabbed his shirt and used my body weight to knock him over. 

Well, that’s what I thought I did. He saw me coming and sidestepped, then placed his hands in a few strategic spots on my body. Lo-and-behold, I ended on the floor beneath his feet, and he ended with a smile on his face, staring down at me.

“Okay.” I grunted. “That went well.”

His smile faded. “That was the best you have?”

I propped myself up on my elbow. “Am I allowed to use my abilities?”

“Not here. There’s another room for that.”

I flopped back down on the mat. The air had escaped the stitching on my descent and puffed out beneath me.

“Great. Well, then, that was my best.”

His gorgeous face appeared above mine, interrupting my view of the domed, white ceiling. “We have a lot of work to do. C’mon.”

He held his hand out. I accepted with little enthusiasm. 

“Why can’t I use my abilities? And why is it so important I need to learn how to defend myself?”

“For starters, you have to defend yourself from assassination attempts from other Players. In case you need reminding, you were attacked earlier.” His expression turned grim. “I haven’t forgotten about the bomb. You will explain later. For now, practice without powers.”

“Can’t I just zap them?”

“No, you can’t.”

“Why not?”

“If you’re in a crowded street full of humans, do you think it’s likely you can reveal your powers to the world?”

“Hmm. Okay. I see your point.”

“Which leads me to the first question you’ll see on your test—what is the point of the Game?”

I opened my mouth to speak, but he interrupted. “Think before you answer. Get this wrong and you owe me, oh I don’t know, let’s say ... wear a dress tonight.”

My jaw dropped at his wolfish smile, but then I remembered the last time I wore a dress. It was at his apartment back in Houston. I also remembered how he’d kissed me that night. How he lifted me onto his kitchen counter top as though I weighed nothing, and how his fingers slipped up my thigh and under the dress and...

A cheeky smile. “And if I get it right, what do you owe me?”

“I’m sure I can think of something.”

I held up my hand. “No need. I got it. Serve me dessert wearing my dress.”

His eyebrow arched and laughed. “Okay. Deal. Now, what is the answer?”

I laughed. “Seriously. You’d wear my dress? What’s the question again?” 

His face deadpanned.

“Just kidding.” But was I?

I searched my deepest darkest depths.

The point of the Game. What had Marc said the first time we met? Evolution. That’s right. Evolution. But was that the answer? Was it so simple?

“While you’re taking your incredibly sweet-ass time about your answer, I’ll show you how to unman your opponent.” He stepped toward me and did the correct version of what I attempted before. His hands hit me at a few random places and with the help of his foot, he threw me off balance.

“Oomph.” I landed hard on the soft mat and saw stars, my ribs killing. 

“Did you see how I—”

“Evolution,” I wheezed. “The point of the Game is Evolution.”

Cash made a buzzing sound. “Wrong.”

“What?” I pushed myself up. “No way. It’s not. Marc said the point of the Game was evolution. You gods download your bodies into these half-human shells and then try to outdo each other. And when you die, when your time on this planet is over, your souls return to your bodies at the Empire better off or worse off than before. Of course that’s depending on how you played the Game.”

“While that answer is better than the first, it’s not completely right. But it’s your lucky day, I’ll give you another guess. Now come at me again, this time, copy the way I did it before.”

I made an exasperated sound and attempted to put him down. He deflected, and I ended on the floor. Again.

“What’s the answer? Keep going,” he said. “One more chance.”

I screamed in frustration and stood up. Pressure built inside of me like a boiling kettle about to whistle.

As if reading my mind, or my body, Cash eased off. “Careful now, you don’t want to lose control.”

“Stuff you and your control.” I launched at him.

He threw me down, grinning.

“I will never get this.” I slammed my palms on the mat. 

“Yes, you will.” He lifted me by the hand. “Again. Concentrate.”

I took a deep breath and made to move, then stopped. “This is unfair. Somehow, you know what move I will make. You know how to deflect. You’re using your abilities.”

“Unlike yours, mine aren’t visible to the naked eye and I can’t turn them off. There are many others like me. You must think creatively. Try another way. Surprise me.”

I remembered something Jed had been showing me back in Houston. Up from nowhere, another idea formed in my head. 

Straight strike to the nose. Hit your attacker with an open palm, pushing up on the nose with the bottom of your hand.

Now, where would that come from? 

Leila.

She was one of my passengers. The memory might have come from her. Leila took self-defense lessons down at the local youth center for years. After seeing the witch attack my mother, she’d been paranoid and learned how to defend herself. Pity it never helped her. But, maybe it would help me now.

A warmth spread from the inside of my chest. She was still there. Looking out for me. Maybe it was only the evil Others who ran away when I was near Cash. Perhaps she was stronger around him, too. There was hope for me yet.

I stepped back from Cash and sized him up. Definitely didn’t want to break his nose, but I had to do something. I closed my eyes and waited for another move to come to me. I envisioned it in my head, feeling it in my muscles and opened my eyes. 

He cracked his knuckles and gestured with his fingers in the universal “come here” way.

In two-seconds flat, I had him on his side on the floor, my left hand on his collarbone, my right locked his arm to the side at an odd angle. If he moved an inch, he’d dislocate himself. He knew it. I had him. 

“You owe me a dress.”

“What?” I stepped off.

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“Yes, I did. The point of the Game is evolution.”

“No, the result of the Game is evolution.”

I made another frustrated sound and kicked the air. “I don’t see the point of all this! That’s what I don’t see.”

“You mean the training?” He got up and made a jab at me. 

I deflected, feeling proud. “Yes! What’s the point of learning how to go to war if we’re not allowed to go to war?” I returned the jab. He blocked.

“Who said we’re not allowed to go to war?” He made a one-two punch, then stepped into my space and went for my collar.

 I deflected with one hand, but his other moved in to take its spot, and another. I panted with effort. “Players aren’t allowed to go to war using the humans as pawns, right? I thought Marc said something like that.”

Jab. Block. Jab. 

“Yes, but Players can war with Players. And often, when Marc’s away, humans join in the war anyway. We’re not allowed to manipulate humans, but if they choose to war on their own… it’s a blurred line. The last time Marc left for an extended duration, the Second World War happened.” 

He threw me down. Again.

But this time I brought him down with me, changed our momentum and rolled on top of him. I squeezed his torso between my thighs, holding his shoulders with my palms. Initially shocked, his eyes became steady.

“Well done,” he said. 

I smiled, but didn’t let go. This was too good. Cash beneath me. I had a flash of what he might look like tonight—under me, in his bed—a girl could hope. My heart kicked against my ribcage. My grip weakened.

He hit the inside of my elbow, collapsed it, and then changed our positions. He pinned me beneath him, leaving me weak and compliant. Putty in his hands. 

He lowered to my ear and whispered: “I can tell when you’re aroused.”

I gasped. 

He pulled back with a self-satisfied smile and I squirmed beneath his scrutiny. His amusement dropped, and he swallowed, Adam’s apple bobbing. 

I meaningfully nudged my hips into his. “And I can tell when you are.”

We gazed at each other. Then he rolled off me, sat back on the mat and lifted his knees up. He scrubbed the back of his neck. “Quick. Talk about something else.”

We laughed awkwardly, aware other people shared the room with us. 

It felt good. To laugh with him. It felt right.

“So what is the point of the Game then?” I positioned myself in front of him and sat on my haunches.

His voice came out strangled. “The aim of the Game is to make a positive change in the world without revealing… ahem… our true nature.”

“Make a positive change? But that’s so vague.”

“Mm.” He sounded distracted, eyes still molten, caught on my lips.

“Cash. What does that mean?”

“It, ah… it… What was the question?” He blinked rapidly as if clearing his mind. “Oh yeah. The purpose. It could mean anything to anyone. There’s a lot of leeway,”

“That’s shitty.” 

“I know. You don’t know how you’ve done until you either evolve or devolve on return to your Seraphim body.”

“And are there any guidelines?”

“Be good to your mentor and do everything he tells you to do.”

Heat rushed to my face but I couldn’t help smiling. He flirted with me. “What’s with you today, Cash Samson?”

Stormy eyes widened. 

I echoed his movement. “Are there any real guidelines?”

“Wear a dress tonight, and I’ll tell you.”

“That’s blackmail.” I rose to my knees and shoved his unmovable body.

He caught my wrists and gave me a bigger grin. “No, it’s bribery.” 

I used my body weight to pull him back down to the mat, intending to roll him again, but he held me firm. I frowned. “You’d really gamble my freedom on a stupid cover for my body?”

His expression turned deadly serious, and he took me by the shoulders, dipping his head until we were eye level. “Roo, when it comes to your body, I couldn’t be more serious. Just… come to my place.”

I kneed him in the gut. He rolled off me, laughing, clutching his middle, hair falling to shade his eyes.

I hadn’t seen this side of him since, well, since Tommy. The playful, carefree part of him was breaking free. He was becoming someone else.

Someone I liked. More than liked.

My lips curved into a slow smile and I rolled to my side to watch him. When he caught me looking, his expression softened. “I’m sorry. I can’t help baiting you. You bring out this side of me I can’t control.”

“I noticed.” He joked about me wearing the dress, but I sensed there was more to it—he wanted me with him, away from my father and the dangers at his apartment.

The sound of people entering the room mixed with the buzz of their auras. There was always someone around at the Ludus. Privacy was short lived. I stood up and turned my back on Cash to catch my breath. 

No secrets, he’d said. I agreed. Tonight was my chance to tell him about The Others. 

We spent the next two hours running through drills and questions for the for the test. It was hard to remember so many things but, while my mind was busy with his questions, my instincts took over for my body. I fought better than I’d ever done before. I wanted the dirty feeling of mistrust to sweat out of my body, so attacked, relentlessly. Leila’s memories floated to the surface as if they were my own, helping me with strategy. I’d planted Cash on the floor more than once and landed a few sweet punches. I had a feeling he let me, but it still felt good. We’d gone quiet by the end. No words, just raw action.

By the time we left the room, our bodies were sore, silent and serious.

“Is something wrong?” Cash asked as he walked me back to my rooms.

“Maybe.”

“Roo, I’ll tell you everything tonight. No more secrets.”

I took a few steps without a word. Those few expanded into a dozen, and then into more until we stood in front of the Urser apartment.

“I’ll tell you everything, too,” I said, bringing my fingernails to my mouth, chewing. “So you can trust me.”

A crease etched between his brows. He almost said something, but changed his mind. His eyes told me enough, they glistened with emotion. The surprise of my confession worried him but he didn’t push it. Instead, he glanced at the closed door. “What’s the plan then?”

“I don’t have my phone, but I’ll get Lincoln on my side enough to borrow his. As soon as I get photos of the lab papers in Bruce’s room, I’ll send them to you, then delete the evidence. I’ll come over after that. Shouldn’t be long.”

“Good. I don’t like the idea of you staying here one more night.”

The door opened. We shut up. 

My father’s eyes narrowed and focused on Cash. “You.”

“Bruce.” Cash met him, pound for cold-hard pound of ego. Cash calling him by his common first name didn’t go unnoticed. Being a military man, my father demanded Cash call him General Urser when he was a subordinate of his House. Now, Bruce had no authority over Cash. My father lowered his gaze first—he checked his watch.

“Six o’clock,” he said to me.

“Is that supposed to mean something?”

“Business hours are over. Training is over. Dinner is in half an hour. Your dress is in your room.”

I shrugged. “I’m still failing to see the point.”

“Must you be so insolent every time I speak to you?” He narrowed his eyes again. “Every night until the trials, you must fulfill your royal duty and attend dinner with our major Houses.”

“If you attended training today, like most—” I was going to say “other mentors” but stopped myself. He wasn’t my mentor. Cash was. I bit my tongue then took a deep breath. “The Tribunal has ruled that you can’t keep me confined in these rooms. I’m free to roam wherever I like and see whoever I like.”

“I know. I was there.” The violent warning in his eyes didn’t go unnoticed, but his aura didn’t waver. “Business hours, you are his. After that, you are mine.”

“Dinner is not a royal duty.”

“And I suppose you know what is?”

He had me there.

I turned to Cash for help, but he looked as lost as I felt.

We needed Marc. He’d only been gone a few days, but I felt the loss of his presence tangibly. Sometimes it seemed to me these Watchers just made up their own convenient rules. For all of his flightiness, Marc would know exactly what to say to my father. 

I swallowed, getting ready to do something, but Cash placed a palm on my arm. 

“It’s okay,” he said, calming me. “I’ll see you after dinner for some business overtime.”

“Overtime wasn’t specified in the Tribunal agreement,” Bruce said.

“And it wasn’t specifically denied, either,” Cash replied to him, then looked at me. “I’m in between Lyra House and Vernalis House in the guest apartments.”

“Fine.” I grit my teeth. “I’ll see you later. For dessert.”

I left Cash with a crooked smile on his face. 

Bruce’s face was blank, but his aura skipped.

And that put a smile on my face.




















CHAPTER FIFTEEN




AS I ENTERED the Urser House apartment, I noticed the table formally set again. This time, there was a cook in the kitchen, and a housekeeper fluffing about the living room. A waiter prepared ice and drinks. Three staff! Must be important.

Lincoln opened his door when I passed as though he’d been waiting for me. He leaned on the door frame, tuxedo inside out, a toothbrush in his mouth. “Cutting it close, sis.”

I frowned. That word.

Sis.

It had never gone down well with me. Not when Leila said it, laden with all the guilt. Not when Petra said it, heavy with evil. Now, he used it freely. I had to watch myself and not forget my true purpose here. The dinners, the familial banter. It was all fake. Wasn’t it?

A sense of unease settled in my bones. Cash was right. I should have moved in with him. But first, I had to find out what that serum was being used for and when. I needed photos of the list. 

In order for them to not see me a threat, I had to make them think I belonged. Starting with Lincoln.

I shot him a mysterious smile. “I’m taking pointers from the master.” When he didn’t catch my drift, I elaborated. “From you, Lincoln.” 

“Oh.” He smiled back, chest puffing out. He saluted me with his toothbrush. “May your pots be well stirred.”

His smile was genuine as though he really enjoyed the idea of some sibling team-up rebellion. That thought stirred something inside, and I thought perhaps using him wouldn’t be as easy as I thought. 

After entering my room, as expected, I found a plastic dress bag on the bed. I didn’t bother opening it to see what was inside. I wouldn’t wear it. Instead, I showered, dried my hair and put on a touch of makeup. With a towel wrapped around my body, I re-entered the bedroom and stood in front of the bed. My eyes lingered on the dress in its wrapper.

“Screw you, dress,” I said to the air. I would not be boxed into a compliant woman for anyone. Even Cash. I’d do this on my own terms.

I riffled through my recently stocked drawers for some underwear. Still no sign of my real suitcase or phone. My fingers landed on a pair of red, lacy lingerie and hesitated. I smiled. Well, maybe I could give Cash something else. Like I said before, not the main course, but dessert.

I ripped the store tags off and put the underwear on. Perfect fit. Briefs and a soft cup, lacy bra. Then I slipped on a fresh pair of jeans and a navy blue, sleeveless blouse—inside out. The inseams stuck out. Excellent. Just like Lincoln’s fashion sense. With a pair of ballet flats, and my hair tousled up high in a bun, I looked like your average mentally ill girl. No royal princess in sight. A thrill skipped up my spine when I thought of my father’s reaction to my outfit. If he got angry, well, it would be at both Lincoln and myself. 

The doorbell rang, and I heard its muffled sound through the apartment, to my room. Couldn’t have happened sooner. It had been a long day, and I was tiring.

I gave one last glance at the room, knowing I wouldn’t be returning. My gaze snagged on the Ducati keys and I quickly shoved them in my pocket. There was nothing else I wanted to keep. 

Show time.

When I entered the living room, our guests were milling about the dining table, making their introductions and small talk with my father. All eyes landed on me as I sauntered up to them, surprised to see a friendly face.

“Wren,” I said gleefully.

The petite girl smiled at me. She wore a blue dress, in a retro fifties style, similar to the style Kitty favored back home. Yet, this version wasn’t a thrift shop variety. It was probably vintage Channel. I sighed at the thought. Kitty would love it. I hadn’t spoken to her or Alvin for days. I hadn’t forgotten about them, just didn’t want them involved in any of this. My aim was to get through the trials, and back to Margaret River where I could start my new, boring life. My spirits lifted for a moment. Hopefully with Cash. 

If he doesn’t hate you for lying. I almost jumped at the sound of The Others in my head and checked to see if Wren noticed my oddness, but her eyes flittered over my shoulder and then dropped to her feet, a blush staining her sweet cheeks. I followed her gaze and noted my brother waltz in with a swagger that looked better on Marc, but suited him nonetheless. Could it be that Wren was being betrothed to Lincoln… and she liked it? He mentioned duties to fulfill. Maybe tonight was all about him.

My hopes dashed when a taller boy with droopy, down-turned eyes moved from behind the older Watcher talking with Bruce. He wore a white shirt and a brown, three piece suit and tie. It looked expensive, but he appeared just as uncomfortable in it as I had been in my fancy dress last night. His messy short hair and fingernails had traces of ink as though something splattered on him. Interesting. He caught me looking at his nails and self-consciously put his hands in his pockets.

When I checked their mentor, he was a familiar face from the depository. He was the one who ignored me when I tried to ask for directions. Friar Tuck hairstyle. He also dressed smartly and had a whale pin on his lapel.

When he noticed me, a flicker of surprise swam over it. Next to him, Bruce took in my attire and narrowed his eyes. Tonight, he wore a tux with a golden brooch shaped like a bear. His nostrils flared at my outfit, his aura spiked, but he said nothing. If he secretly planned my murder, I’d never know. His lack of response was almost more frustrating than his outbursts. 

“Shall we?” Bruce gestured to the table.

The two Watchers sat at one end of the table, of course my father was at the head. I made a beeline for Wren and made sure I sat next to her. Lincoln sat in his spot next to the new kid, except he was looking at me, tapping his chin, nodding at my blouse.

“Didn’t think you had it in you, sis.”

I smirked and gave him a mock salute. Let him think we were partners in rebellious crime. 

“Now that everyone is seated, let me make the formal introductions. Mathieson Cetus, I believe you know my progeny, Lincoln Urser, and across from him is my… uh… daughter La Roux Urser.” 

Mathieson cleared his throat and squinted at me. The fine lines around the edges of his eyes drew my attention to other fine wrinkles on his skin. It was the first time I’d seen a Seraphim with wrinkles. He must be old indeed. Wren had mentioned he was one of the first scientists who helped create the human race in the image of the gods. He would know things. Lab things. Perhaps soul things.

Bruce didn’t bother introducing Wren or her friend to me. We obviously weren’t important. He told the chef to serve the first course then continued to speak privately with Mathieson. Within moments, we had a table full of Michelin starred quality food. Excessive. 

“So, Wren,” I said, for all to hear. “Who is your friend?”

Wren didn’t have time to respond because her friend did. 

“My name is Cygnus. I’m not her friend.” He waved the waiter down for a refill of his drink.

Not her friend? What kind of rude nonsense was that? 

About as rude as asking someone else what his name was, The Others said.

I didn’t like how they seemed so close by. So in my ear. Suddenly, Cash’s absence was felt acutely. Without him, they were stronger. I slipped my fingers into my pocket and located the Ducati keyring. The embossed logo felt reassuring to stroke and reminded me of what I had waiting at the end of the night. Just a few more hours.

Wren placed a soft hand on my arm. “He’s my sibling.”

“Sorry, that was rude of me to ask like that. Nice to meet you Cygnus, I’m Roo.”

The rest of the night moved on without a hitch. We were half way through the main course, and I thought it was the best time to weasel a bit of information from my companions. I sent a furtive glance to the head of the table. Still busy in a serious discussion. 

“So,” I started. “I don’t know if you heard, but I’m pretty new to all this.”

“That’s an understatement.” Lincoln laughed.

“Exactly. What kind of juicy gossip can you share. What have I missed out on?”

Wren wrinkled her nose. “Juicy gossip?”

Cygnus shrugged stiffly. “I don’t know what you mean.”

I rolled my eyes at Lincoln. “C’mon, bro. Surely you’ve got something exciting to tell me. You seem to be all over the underground scene here.”

“There ain’t nothing I do that is underground. I’m an open book.”

“So are we.” Cygnus appeared confused.

Oh Jeez, what’s it going to take? I spooned a mouthful of food into my mouth and chewed, thinking on what to say next. “So, without seeming forward, can I take it that we’re all matched with each other for this breeding thing that everyone is pretending is going to happen only if we fail?”

Wren’s fork clattered to the plate. 

I looked up and found Cygnus and Lincoln staring at me.

“What? Did I say something I shouldn’t?”

“Nah, sis, it’s just that, we don’t really talk about it.”

I lowered my voice. “Well, we should talk about it. Don’t you think it’s wrong they’re making plans as though we’ve already failed?”

It was Cygnus who replied. “There’s no other way. Every round of the Game, the heads of the houses, specifically the royals, have to create fresh bloodlines. Without it, the Game would be over.”

“So, what about what we want? Do we get a say in passing?”

They all shrugged.

“Who else is a royal?” I asked, suspecting I already knew the answers—every name on that list.

“Well,” Wren said. “There’s different levels of royals and the other Ludus’s have more, but here in Australia, Urser, of course, is at the top. Then there’s Epsilon, Aldebaran, Cetus, Corvus and Lyra. Oh, and Jacine is in town, so her House…”

“Vernalis,” Cygnus said.

“Yeah, that’s right. Vernalis.”

I ground my teeth. That’s the House Cash said his apartment was near. 

“So, what about this prince I hear about? Shouldn’t he be doing this as well? I would’ve thought he had the most pure blood.”

Silence again. 

Then Wren leaned into me. “No one has seen him. Ever. Not since the day he rebelled against his mother. Well, that’s what we’ve heard.”

“You know what I think?” Lincoln said. “I think he doesn’t exist. I think he’s a bogeyman story told to little Players to make them do as they're told.”

Wren’s eyes lit up. “We were told he can separate from his body and poison you from the inside.”

“I heard he knows everything… like he can follow you without you knowing,” Lincoln added.

While I enjoyed seeing the light of connection flare between Lincoln and Wren, I was getting nowhere uncovering Bruce’s plan. Without specifically saying to them, What are the experiments for? I had no idea what else to say. I checked the time. We were almost done with dinner. I needed to get Lincoln’s phone.

“What about—” I started.

“Shh.” Cygnus glanced at the grownups, who were now more animated in their private conversation, their voices growing louder.

“How do we know your offer is authentic?” Mathieson wiped his chin with a cloth. “You will have to do better than that.”

“You will have to better than fifty.”

“Fifty!” Mathieson slammed his napkin on the table. “That’s a remarkable figure considering the source pool.”

“You’ll get proof when you meet my price.”

Mathieson sucked his teeth. “But that’s bleeding me dry. I’ll be empty after that. If this doesn’t work, I’m done.”

“As are the rest of us if we don’t do something.”

“Fine. Seventy-three. That’s all of them.”

“Done.”

They shook hands. 

Then my father looked directly at me.

Something was wrong.

All my senses lit up in warning. I couldn’t breathe with the power of it.

“Lincoln, would you take your betrothed to your room and close the door? There’s something we need to discuss with the other two. In private.”

“But we haven’t had dessert—”

“Now.” My father’s voice boomed across the dining room. The floor shook with his power. 

Lincoln and Wren jumped up from their seats. Wren gave me a concerned glance then followed Lincoln who closed the door behind him.

“Stand up, both of you,” Bruce said. “Roo, come here.”

Cygnus took a deep breath, but stood.

He didn’t scare me. I clutched the keyring until it cut into my palm. I remained in my seat. 

“I was hoping you’d resist,” my father said. 

Then I saw his mouth move, but I didn’t remember the word. Everything after that point went blurry. My body tingled. Blackness encroached my vision. I had just enough time to wonder what was happening, then—




















CHAPTER SIXTEEN




I WOKE UP with a metallic taste in my mouth. I must have bit my tongue in my sleep.

Wait a minute. 

Sleep. I rolled around on my bed in the semi-light, testing the rumpled surface beneath me. Definitely a bed. The fake window showed dawn breaking over mountains, painting the sky in purples and yellows. The light bounced off every surface in the room, including a tiny porcelain hobby horse on my bedside table. That hadn’t been there before. 

When did I go to sleep?

Shit.

In fact, when did I go to bed?

Frantically, I ran my mind back to the last thing I could remember. Dinner. Wren was there. I met her brother. Cygnus. He wasn’t so bad. Cute, in a puppy sort of way, but a little stiff. I supposed that’s what happened when your nose was in a book all day. Or in his case, a machine. The black oil on his fingers had been from building things. Wren said he had a knack for making machinery work. He seemed to like me too. I remembered thinking I made more friends. That was until Bruce sent Wren out of the room with Lincoln.

My nerves itched.

I had blacked out.

The last thing I remembered was Cygnus’s horror as he stared at my eyes. Why had he been afraid, and why did I pass out?

I shot up in bed. 

Double shit!

Cash. 

After dinner, I was supposed to go to his place. Now it was morning. He would think I changed my mind. 

I slung my feet off the edge of the bed. I still wore my outfit from the night before. Inside-out blouse and jeans.

What the hell?

My legs were jelly when I put weight on them. The second I stood upright, blackness clouded my vision and I was forced to wait until the dizzy stars went away. 

While I waited, I spotted another note in Leila’s handwriting. I snatched it off the dresser. 

You’re part of the experiment.

Horrific thoughts flooded my mind. My blackouts. The Others. Leila had written the last note when The Others took over. This meant only one thing. They did it again. I was part of the experiment. All those names against the lab results. What if my name was now in that book? Or worse… what if they were using me to do the experimenting? That meant Bruce could know about The Others.

Panic laced with fury rose inside me so violently that I clenched my teeth to the point of pain. I was fuming. Livid. I shoved on some shoes and ripped open my door. Immediately, I opened Lincoln’s door.

In the center of his room, he slept soundly on a bed. Bare-chested and wearing a pair of designer boxer shorts. 

Behind him, the fake window showed a different scene to mine. The sky, equal amounts of purple and blue with the dawn, was beautiful. It rained on the field of horses, creating a soft ambient white noise for sleep. 

Lincoln had changed out of his tuxedo, but I hadn’t undressed. Little things niggled at my senses. I didn’t like this. I didn’t like this one bit. 

My fists opened and closed, pumping as I watched my brother sleep. 

And then: “Wake up.” I shoved him.

“Huh—what? Where’s the fire?” He opened his eyes and rubbed them. “Sis? You’re awake.”

“Damn straight I’m awake. What the hell happened last night?”

He smiled sheepishly and closed his eyes dreamily. “Last night I had the time of my life. That girl from Lyra House really knows how to move in the bedroom. Must be that Lyra affinity with music and rhythm.”

“What the fuck, Lincoln, when did you have time for a booty call?”

“What the fuck, yourself. Dinner got canceled because of you, sleepy head—and you know how daddy dearest hates to cancel those dinners.” His eyes widened, and he sat up. “Oh, you don’t know.”

“Don’t know what?” 

“You’ve been asleep for days, sis.”

My blood ran cold. “Say again?”

“You were so tired after dinner with Cetus House that you went straight to bed. You didn’t wake up.”

I lost control of my legs and perched on the edge of his bed.

“How long was I out?”

“Three days. I came and sat with you for a bit. Left you a little something.”

“Lincoln—” He sat with me? The hobby horse. That was from him. I didn’t know what to think. Three days… That would explain the weak legs and hunger. “Why didn’t anyone do something?”

“As long as you woke up today, there was nothing to do.”

“What’s today?”

“The first trial.”

Vomit.

I wasn’t ready. 

Lincoln hit the lamp on his side-table and the room illuminated. The purple sky in the fake window adjusted to allow more light in the room as though it read Lincoln’s need. The rain stopped and bright morning sun bloomed in the scenery revealing a field of horses whinnying and nibbling at the grass. He picked up his watch from the side-table. 

“In half an hour, actually.”

“Half an hour?”

“That’s what I said.” He rolled off his bed and slipped on the discarded clothes he found on the floor. “Suppose I better make a show of actually trying to pass.”

I had to find Cash.

But I had no time.

A stab of pain gripped my stomach, and I doubled over, clenching it.

Jeez, I was hungry.

Lincoln brushed past me, dressed haphazardly, and went into the hall, leaving the door open behind him. The smell of breakfast cooking caused my stomach to clench in sharp agony. Yup. I hadn’t eaten in days. I wiped my eyes and cautiously followed my nose to the table where my father and brother sat.

The surreal picture my eyes took was of a traditional suburban family. 

Oddly, Bruce read the newspaper, and Lincoln nibbled over a bowl of cereal, checking the latest on his phone. The phone I never got to borrow for reconnaissance. 

My father glanced up from his paper. “You’re awake.”

I was desperate to eat, but I had to know. “What happened to me after dinner?”

“Sit down and have something to eat.”

“No.” I dug my heals in. “I need to know.”

“You got tired and went to bed. You slept for a while.”

“No, before that. Why did you speak with Cygnus and I?”

He folded the paper. “We needed to speak with the two of you privately about your arrangement.”

I glanced at Lincoln but he ignored me and ate his food, metal spoon clinking on the china bowl.

“Is everything okay, Roo-Roo? You look a little, unsettled.”

Bruce’s use of my childhood nickname sent a flood of nostalgia and helplessness rushing through me. My tears threatened to come back. My fingers heated, wanting to spark. This slip in control must be my survival instincts manifesting.

“The arrangement,” I said. “You mean the one that’s not supposed to happen until I fail?”

His lips pressed together. “You had two weeks to train with Samson and you messed it up. Don’t blame me for your shortcomings.” Seeing my horror, his expression softened. He walked over and placed a steady hand on my shoulder. “I know sleeping for three days must feel frightening. We had Corvus House come and check you over, so you were always safe. We knew you’d come out of it, eventually.” 

Lincoln’s spoon slipped from his fingers and clattered to the table. “Sorry.”

Bruce cleared his throat. “But I promise, after your trials, we’ll investigate the incident further.”

I didn’t know what to think. Did he force The Others to the surface, or was he experimenting on me like the rest of the names on his list. Either way it was not good.

“And Cash? Did he come around?”

“Your mentor was nowhere to be found.”

My gaze shot to Lincoln for confirmation. He shrugged and took another spoonful of food. As far as I could tell he told the truth. All of my instincts rebelled against that. Cash would never leave me for days, not after our planned date. 

“The cook is still here, do you want me to order you something?” My father asked, taking his seat again and lifting the paper.

“No, thank you,” I mumbled. “I’ll just eat cereal.”

I poured myself a bowl and ate with my head resting on my hand, trying not to feel the heat of Lincoln’s stare on my face. 




















CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




WE WENT TO the second basement sub-level. The first trial was being held in a small auditorium similar to what I’d expect at a university. At the entrance to the door, a scanning device searched bodies as they passed through. 

A small crowd made up of Players… sorry, contenders—they weren’t officially Players, yet—crowded around the entrance. Their mentors were there, to see them off and give them well wishes. It all had a rather bourgeois vibe to it. Bored, rich parents seeing their children off at summer camp.

We shuffled forward in our place in the line. My breakfast hadn’t gone down well and rolled in my stomach. What had happened to Cash? Three days had gone past since I was supposed to meet him. Our date. He was going to cook for me. I closed my eyes briefly and remembered the way he looked at me in that hallway after training. Unfettered desire burned in his eyes. His warm touch on my cheek. Our bodies pressed together. My hand reached into my pocket for the Ducati keyring. I had to make it up to him.

A kerfuffle sounded from the back of the line. I craned my neck to look back. Despite myself, my heart flipped. Cash.

With Jed. They were elbowing their way through the line to get to us. I felt my father stiffen beside me. A space opened before us and we were almost at the entrance to the auditorium.

“Roo,” Cash said, face hard. “We need to talk before you go in.”

“You don’t have time,” Bruce said.

“You. Don’t talk to me.” Cash pointed at my father’s face, then he turned to me. “You don’t have a choice. Come with me.”

“I’ll be back in five minutes,” I said to Bruce. 

He was about to protest, but something in Jed’s eyes stopped him. Being an ex-police office must give you a vibe not to be messed with because Bruce backed down. “Fine. Five minutes. That’s all you have.”

 I caught sight of a group of people coming up behind Cash. It was House Cetus: Mathieson, Cygnus and Wren. I waved briefly at them as they walked by to take their place in the line. Wren gave me a small smile, but Cygnus, he completely shrunk away from me with a frightened feral look in his eyes. Alarm jolted through me. What was that about?

I didn’t have time to think on it because Cash promptly led me away from the bustling crowd to a quiet spot out of hearing distance where Jed waited.

“Hi Jed.”

“Hi Roo.”

“Jed, give us a minute.” 

Cash watched Jed step away and when his gaze locked back on mine, his penetrating stare drilled down to my bones. Then he moved us further down the hall.

“Are you okay?” Cash asked.

I frowned. Everyone acted weird. On edge.

“Roo, are you okay?” he asked again. “Are you hurt? We’ve been trying to get access to you for days, but—why is your shirt inside out?”

I glanced down. I’d had no time to change.

“Look, it doesn’t matter,” he continued. “Just tell me you’re okay.”

“I think so. But, three days? Why didn’t you—” I cut myself off, bit my lip and kept my eyes on the floor. Now wasn’t the time to make a scene.

“We couldn’t get to you, and short of starting a war by breaking down the doors, we were stuck. What happened?”

That’s what I’d like to know. It could have been a number of things. “I’m still piecing it together. I blacked out.” 

“For three days?”

If I told him about the voices in my head, he might think differently. 

He punched the wall next to my head, jarring me awake. Plaster crumbled to the floor, and my ears echoed the blast. But I wouldn’t shrink away. I wouldn’t be intimidated by his violence.

“Damn it, Roo. What aren’t you telling me? Tell me the truth.”

“I’m sorry, I blacked out.” I shook my head, but he cupped my jaw and forced me to meet his eyes. When I did, I saw such raw emotion that I almost lost my footing. “You weren’t there, Cash.”

He exhaled and dipped his forehead to mine. “I know.”

We didn’t move for a while.

“Something happened, and it scares me,” I whispered. “In a way, I can’t begin to comprehend, and I need to discuss it with you, but we can’t talk about it now.”

Cash pulled away from me and studied my face. “You’re right. Too many people around. We’ll continue this after the trial. But, don’t do that again.”

“What?” 

“Fall asleep for three days and then avoid me. I could see it in your eyes when I approached you in the line. You thought about going with your father.”

“For a second, I believed him when he said you hadn’t come around to check on me.”

“Bastard. I stood vigil outside your door for twenty-four hours. I only left when Jacine told me there was a better way. If you didn’t turn up this morning, we had a plan. Thank the gods you woke up. When this is over, you’re coming with me.” He tugged me into his embrace.

I sighed and softened myself to his body. How could I ignore this ocean of emotion between us? He buried his face in my neck. 

“Say you’ll come.”

“I—”

“I won’t wait next time,” he said into my hair. “I don’t care what they say. I’ll break down the door. Urser is not to be trusted.”

I thought back to my father’s poor excuse for what happened and Lincoln’s reaction to his words. The spoon dropping. Bruce had lied.

I wasn’t safe there. Not anymore. “I’m sorry. You’re right. Of course you’re right. Forget the evidence.”

“Hallelujah. We have Jacine’s and Felix’s vote. That’s two votes already in the Tribunal. If Urser wants to fight you coming to mine, he’ll have to overcome that. Concentrate on passing the trial, I’ll work on the housing arrangement.”

“Easier said than done,” I mumbled.

“You only need fifty-one percent to pass. And if you don’t, there’s two more trials you can do. You just need an overall pass. We went through the major points during training. As long as you’re with me, you’ll be fine.”

We started to walk back to the auditorium when Cash frowned and stopped me. He cocked his head as though listening to something.

“What is it?” I whispered.

He placed his finger on his lips. “Your father. I can hear him talking.”

I cast my senses out and felt the unique signature of my father’s aura a few feet in front of us, hidden in the alcove of another corridor. With him was another signature I recognized. Mathieson Cetus. The expression on Cash’s face darkened as he listened. He glanced at me and frowned.

“What is it?” I whispered again.

“Shh.”

I strained my ears to listen, but my hearing was nothing like Cash’s. 

Cash murmured, “They’re arguing about proof. It wasn’t what Cetus expected.”

“That’s what they spoke about at dinner the other night. Bruce wanted more of something, and Cetus gave him seventy-three.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll sort it out. Focus on your test and I’ll see you later.” Cash took my hand and continued to guide me towards the entrance to the auditorium. The line had thinned, and there were only a few stragglers being scanned. 

Bruce appeared. “That was longer than five minutes.”

“Well, I’m here now,” I said.

He noted my hand linked with Cash’s and smirked. “Lover’s quarrel over I presume?”

Cash’s hand tightened around mine. He leaned in to kiss my cheek. I felt something press into my other hand. When I looked down, I found my phone. Earphones wrapped around the handset. 

My heart swelled. My music. My center of gravity. I hit the home button, and the screen reanimated. Fully charged. I could’ve wept.

“Thank you,” I said.

“It took a while, but we found your luggage. When Jed handed it over for inspection, it got mysteriously rerouted. Very suspicious considering Jed’s and mine weren’t.” He darted a glance at my father. “I have a charger at my place. You can grab it when I see you later.”

I nodded. 

“Good luck,” he said and left to meet Jed who was waiting down the corridor.

I stepped through the scanner. Similar to something you’d see at the airport, I expected it to be searching for metal, or other dangerous objects. But it beeped when I walked through. 

The half asleep attendant jumped to action. 

“Please walk through again, miss,” said the man who looked familiar. I thought I’d seen him at the registrar’s surgery. He hit a few keys on his laptop computer. 

I stepped back and tried again.

Angry red lights flashed. 

What the hell? 

For a minute, I panicked. The Cauldron used to have a ridiculous little scanner at the front to check for witches. It never worked on me before, despite what I held inside. Why would it freak out now? Unless this scanned for something else.

“This happened at her registration,” my father said from his spot outside the door. “The nano-trackers went haywire. I would’ve thought you’d have it fixed by now. Just let her through.”

The attendant narrowed his eyes, but nodded. 

Suddenly I had the urge to pull the machine apart and help him locate the issue. It was such an odd urge. I’d never pulled anything electrical apart before. But Cygnus had… and I had a metallic taste in my mouth when I woke up. Could this mean that Urser made me drink Cygnus’s blood to capture part of his soul? I stumbled away, barely registering Bruce’s words: “Don’t forget, Roo. When you fail these trials, you’re mine.”




















CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




BY THE TIME I entered at the small auditorium, most of the seats were taken. I felt on display as I stood at the lower level, hand to my eyes, squinting up the steps for a vacancy. 

There’s something. Right up the back. 

I took two steps and then face-planted the staircase. Pain sliced my forehead when it hit the edge of the hard carpet covered concrete. I raised my hand to inspect the damage. A sliver of blood wet my finger, but the wound closed over before much seeped out. I wiped my hand on my pants.

A snicker to my right confirmed the source of my pain.

Ava.

You’ve got to be kidding me. She tripped me. How childish can you get?

I levered myself off the floor and stood, taking time to dust off. I considered giving her the evil eye, but thought I’d be the bigger person. 

Then she leaned into the aisle and said, “I hope you fail, cheater.”

Cheater. The word rolled in my gut. I knew she referred to the fact that she had been scheduled to download into this body, not me, but I refused to feel guilt over it any longer.

I kept walking and found a seat a few more steps up, next to Cygnus. I gave a weak smile as I landed next to him. The horror that stole over his face was the only warning I received before he jumped up, moved his lanky legs over the desk and into the row in front of me. Then he excused himself and bumped his way along the row until he exited at the opposite aisle-end and found a seat somewhere else.

Jeez. What was that about? I surreptitiously smelled my armpits, hoping his reaction was from my three-day-old sweat. But, no, I didn’t smell that bad. My shame became real. His actions cemented my earlier suspicion—I had somehow stolen a piece of his soul. 

My stomach cramped and twisted into knots as I dipped in my seat. I didn’t want to make eye contact with anyone so counted the corners of objects in the room. It may have made me look like an idiot savant, but I didn’t care. It kept me busy until the official attendant handed out the tests.

When the go was given to start, I didn’t read first, just launched into the questions.

First half—not so bad. 

In fact, I was a little gobsmacked, to be honest. Why everyone thought it was so difficult was beyond me. I spent the first twenty minutes, coasting through the test, laughing under my breath and checking to see if anyone else was having the same reaction as me. 

Nope. They all had their heads down, immersed.

As the test went on, I discovered a few harder questions, like, what to do upon death if your soul got stuck and didn’t return to purgatory. I left that one blank. The last questions on the test were the worst. As I struggled to find answers, I doodled in the margins of the paper. A lot had to do with the rules of engagement in the field, and I had absolutely zero experience in that. Vaguely, I remembered the first time I met Cash. He went on about how I had to mention being a Player first because I noticed his tatts. I smiled remembering how he stood at the bar at The Cauldron, all broody and gorgeous.

“You noticed mine first, so you have to say it first,” he’d said. Or something like that.

At the time, I thought they were just tattoos peeking out from underneath the rolled up sleeves of his shirt. I had no idea they were a secret star-map to his point of origin and only other Players could see it. My smile stretched, and I closed my eyes, daydreaming. His manly forearms. Little white scars down one arm from the accident he’d had when his first two soul parts had rejoined. I frowned. He’d had a hell of a life too. And now, he still fought for me, even though his own body failed him. 

And I was the idiot who kept using up all his time on my problems. 

My heart swelled for him. 

That’s it. Tonight, it was the Cash show. I’d help him figure out how to make his body work again. No more Roo-show.

I bit my bottom lip and looked down at the page for take two.

My lungs heaved in a sharp breath. What the hell?

In the margins, I’d written The Others, over and over again.

Sweet mother of Prince.

I tried to scribble the words out, but found new ones hidden between lines. I flicked the pages back and found more. Every time I finished blacking out a word, there was another. What the hell was wrong with me?

Relax, Roo. Relax. I closed my eyes and counted to ten, forcing the tightness in my shoulders to disperse. When I opened my eyes, I said a silent prayer to myself.

I get it, okay brain? I get that I have to figure out how to get these souls out before they make me do something I regret. What if next time, I take Cygnus’s entire soul, leaving him with nothing?

Using the pen, I wrote a list of priorities on my forearm. 

Others.

Cash’s body.

Bruce’s evil plan.

Then I added, Survive. After a few seconds staring at that last word, I crossed it out and wrote Live.

Time to get out of here. 

Skimming the final questions, I realized I had no clue to the answers, so made educated guesses. I picked whatever felt right, hoping my wayward instincts would serve me right. When I finished, I straightened my stack of scribbled test papers and walked down to the front of the room. Dozens of eyes burned holes into my back, but I ignored them because Cygnus finished at exactly the same time as me. He dropped his test on the desk of the instructor and rushed out.




When I got out into the corridor, it was empty. 

“Roo.” Came a voice behind me. “Wait up.”

I turned to find Wren jogging after me.

“Hi,” I said as she met me. “I didn’t think you’d want to speak to me after the reaction your brother just had.”

She fell into step next to me. “Can you blame him?”

“I don’t know. Can I?”

She gave me a sideways glance. “Are you kidding? I can’t tell.”

“No, I’m serious. I don’t remember what happened.”

“He said you did things to him.”

I stopped. “What?”

She checked behind her, and then in front of us to make sure no one was around. “He said you drank blood from his neck.”

I didn’t respond.

“He said our father asked for a demonstration. Then you latched onto his neck. He felt different afterwards. He felt… less.”

“I’m so sorry.” I hugged myself.

All my fears were warranted. I mulled over her words some more. To completely swallow someone’s soul, I had to drink their blood at the same time as siphoning their energy until there was no energy left. Cygnus said he felt “less” after I drank his blood, but if I drank and siphoned at the same time, the odds were I actually did take some of it. Especially when you added my urge to pull apart that machine, and my ability to finish the test at the same time… It was stealing. I’d taken a part of him.

No. Not me. Bruce. Before I’d blacked out, Bruce had turned to me and said something. The Others were taking over. And my father had something to do with it. In fact, he’d discovered a way to trigger it.




















CHAPTER NINETEEN




“IS THAT TRUE, Roo? Did you hurt Cygnus?” Wren’s eyes glistened as she waited for me to answer.

My mouth went dry. 

“I don’t remember, but… Wren.” A rush of air left my lungs and with it, my pride. “I think I have a problem. I need help.”

Her face crumpled, and for a minute she looked like she would walk away. I touched her shoulder, when she didn’t flinch, I continued. “Wren, I’ve told no one this, but I have these… passengers. These souls inside me and, they’re not all nice.”

“Okay, go on.”

“I’ve swallowed souls to protect the people I love. It felt like the right thing to do at the time, but they’re not gone. I haven’t destroyed them. They’re inside me. I… I know things they knew. I remember things they did. And, lately it looks like they’re able to take control of my body.” I paused, unsure whether to say any more. “One of them is a terrible witch, and it was the only way I could stop her from hurting Cash.”

“Shit.” She took a deep breath. “And you think your father has something to do with it?”

“I’m sure of it. He did something after dinner that triggered them. Or maybe, he didn’t need to do something. Maybe they can take over any time. Oh, jeez. I feel sick.”

I couldn’t breathe.

“It’s not your fault. I know they’re conspiring. Mathieson is up to something with Urser. After dinner, he went distant as though he was disturbed by what happened to Cygnus, but I think it was something else. I think he’s gotten in too deep with Urser now he can’t get out.”

“I can’t take this,” I cried. “I thought I could be strong, but this isn’t me. I need to get away. I have to go.” I had the keys to the bike. I could just get up and go. 

“There’s nowhere you can go where they won’t find you. Don’t you remember question number eighty-four? The trackers inside you report back to head office on a) your vitals, b) your location, or c) all the above. The answer was c) all the above.”

“Yeah, I didn’t know the answer to a few of those.”

“Well, you can’t leave. If you try harder, you can still finish your trials and go out on your own. After that, what you do is your own business.”

“If only I can keep control of my body.”

Wren flattened her lips. “I might be able to help with that. Follow me.”







Wren took me back to the depository. 

“I have a confession to make,” Wren said as she led me down to the darkened area of bookshelves we visited the first time. “The reason I knew where to find the books on Soul-Eaters was because I’ve been researching them.”

“Oh?”

She stopped at the same stack we were at last time and bent to retrieve a book. When she straightened to meet my eyes, her own were guilt laden. “I heard about you before you came. I was instructed to research you after my mentor had heated discussions with your mentor—”

“With Cash?”

“No, sorry, I keep forgetting. With Urser.”

“My father.”

“I guess. We don’t use that terminology here.”

“You don’t?”

She shrugged. “No, it’s not like that. Mathieson doesn’t provide us paternal comfort or anything, he’s just our sire and mentor in the Game, and if we pass the trials, we declare at the Libertine Ball, we pick him. That’s just the way it goes.”

“Bullshit. Says who? I’m certainly not declaring for Bruce.”

She smiled. “See, that’s what I like about you, Roo. You’re not afraid to go against the grain. C’mon. I’ll show you what I found.”

We found a table to sit at and made ourselves comfortable. The second she opened the book, my phone pinged.

It was from Cash. He’d gone to wait for me at the auditorium and I wasn’t there. He must be happy about me having my phone back; he gets to communicate with me wherever I am. I typed a message back, letting him know where I was. 

“Okay, what do you have?” I asked Wren, tension grinding through my body. 

“You said you didn’t destroy the souls you took, but kept them captive inside you. It made me realize that you’re not what you think you are. Take a look at this.”

She rotated the large leather bound book to my direction and pointed at a specific spot on the page. “It’s in Latin, but you don’t need help to read that.”

I checked the inscription. It was old, handwritten in ink of some kind, now stained brown on brittle, cream paper. 

“It says Soul-Eaters completely destroy the soul they absorb and temporarily take on the abilities and memories of the original.”

“That’s right.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You said the souls are inside you still, and sentient, right?”

“Yeah.”

“So, you’re not a Soul-Eater. I have another book that will give us a clue as to who you are.” She slid another leather book across and opened it.

“Who she is, is none of your concern.” Cash appeared from nowhere and slammed the book shut. The loud clap of the book shutting echoed through the large room. His face primed with pure fury when he looked at me. “What do you mean they’re still inside you, sentient?”

I gulped. “Uh… that’s what I was going to tell you the other night, but… well, you know, I slept for three days.”

“You know who she is,” Wren declared, pointing Cash’s way.

His face was stone cold dead. He gave nothing away.

“Cash, if you know, it could help me. There’s more I haven’t told you. The souls inside me have taken control of my body on more than one occasion.”

The blood drained from his face. “And you’re telling me this now? I let you stay at Urser’s, and you’ve been at risk this whole time?” His voice rose in decibels with every word. 

“You let me? Since when have you had control of me?” I folded my arms.

“I didn’t mean that.”

“Yes you did.”

“Roo, it’s for your own good. I can’t tell you until Marc is back.”

“What’s Marc got to do with this?”

“He forbade me to tell you. He’s the Gamekeeper. He’s in charge. We can’t talk about this here, and if you know what’s good for you”—he jabbed a finger at Wren’s face—“you won’t mention a word of this to anyone.”

“I-I-I won’t. I swear.” Wren took a few steps back.

“I mean it. If I hear so much as a whisper of her true identity, I’ll break every bone in your body, let it heal, then do it again.”

“Cash! What’s gotten into you.”

“Let’s go back to my place and I’ll explain… what’s this?” He took my arm and turned it to display the list I’d written, now in blurry blue ink.

He swallowed, his eyes met mine and softened. “You don’t need to worry about me.”

“If I may,” Wren interrupted. “I can be of assistance with the soul control, but it has to do with who you are to each other. I know you don’t want to talk about it here, so take the book and read it.”

Cash intercepted me when I moved to accept the book. He used his body to block me from her.

“Cash. She knows stuff.”

He frowned at Wren. “What do you mean who we are to each other?”

“Well, you’re stronger together, so Roo’s control should be stronger when you’re around.”

“What House are you from, Wren?”

“Cetus, but don’t think I’m on their side. I—” She looked around the depository and lowered her voice. “I will declare independent at the ball. Just like you did. You’re kind of a legend around here.”

“Really?” Cash’s stance relaxed. A little.

Wren nodded. “We’re not all sheep now.”

Cash whipped his gaze back to me. “What’s her aura say?”

“She’s telling the truth. She wants to help. I would never have gotten this far trusting her if I didn’t know that.”

He said nothing for a while, just studied me. Probably thinking about me not trusting him with my secret, but that stemmed from a deeper shame. 

“Will you betray her?” Cash asked Wren. “Say it. Say the words so she can check your aura.”

“Cash!”

“No, it’s okay, Roo. No, I won’t betray her.”

“Truth,” I mumbled, embarrassed.

“Good.” Cash collected the book in his arms. “If there’s anything else you think might be valid, please let me know. Roo, we have some talking to do. The next trial starts at five am tomorrow.”

“Damn straight we need to talk.” My stomach rumbled before I could speak. 

“We’ll do it over lunch,” Cash said. “You need to replenish your energy if you’re going to have a chance at holding the souls inside at bay.”




















CHAPTER TWENTY




WE DROPPED THE book off at Cash’s quarters then went to the Ludus cafeteria. It was a large room with a series of tables and a serving area, just like you’d find at a hospital or school, except this one had five star rated food. Because most Players were blond, there was a sea of various shades across the room, and each person had a distinctive star-map tattoo on their skin. One poor girl’s stretched half across her face. My own stark red hair stood out like a sore thumb. 

One group had the whale on the breast of their robes, another group had T-shirts with a bull’s head on the front, and a third wore blue baseball caps with another symbol I couldn’t see clearly from my distance. 

As I followed Cash to the serving line, I continued to survey the room, taking stock of the factions. There were kids with musical instruments, and a group that were so good looking I thought they were made from clay. Then I spied an odd selection of pale-faced people with black makeup around their eyes, goth style. Not a word was spoken between them but they seemed to communicate somehow. Then, as if they knew I stared at them, one by one, all four turned my way.

A shiver ran down my spine.

The smallest girl on the end of the table narrowed her eyes. 

I quickly glanced back at Cash’s back as he perused the food selection and moved forward. With so much to pick from, I dawdled in line, letting a few people go ahead of me as I took my time choosing from the all-you-can-eat buffet. Cash waited for me at the end of the line. He’d already plucked his lunch from the shelves and placed it onto his tray, yet I stood, ambivalent at the buffet counter. After a while I realized I’d been hesitating, not because of my poor skills of choice, but because of the guilt over my secret from Cash. 

I quickly ladled a bowl of soup and added a few sides. 

The line congested and Cash had left to find us a seat. While I watched him, the enormous guy in front of me pivoted and we collided. Soup sloshed over the edges of my bowl. He shot his hand out to steady my bowl, but threw a disparaging look at the same time. 

“Sorry,” I mumbled, a little intimidated by his size and long silver hair tied at the nape of his neck. The color was so striking next to his brown skin and ice-blue eyes like a wolf. It wasn’t a wolf emblem on his shirt. It was a snake.

Without a word, he moved away.

Sorry. I should say that word more often, I thought. 

When I joined Cash at an empty far table, it was the first thing that came out of my mouth.

He popped a morsel into his mouth and didn’t respond. Maybe he didn’t hear me.

“I’m sorry I kept that information from you, Cash. I feel terrible about lying after I’d been so horrible to you about doing the same thing. I’m a hypocrite and I deserve your apathy.”

He sighed and placed his elbows on the table so he could scrub his face. He looked tired. It was then I registered that, while I slept for days, he might have done the opposite. All because of me.

As if I didn’t feel bad enough, a dose of self-loathing gnawed my insides.

“I don’t blame you,” he said, glancing up. “I’ve not been forthcoming.”

“That’s not why I did it,” I said. His steady gaze gave me the confidence to keep going. “I was afraid.”

“Of me?”

“No. It’s because of what’s happening to me.” I looked down and spooned soup into my mouth. It had an odd nutty flavor that made it taste bitter and tingle my tongue, but I was hungry. I forced in another hot spoon. Liquid traveled down to my stomach, warming my body. “I don’t think I can control it. What if I hurt you?”

“That’s why you kept it secret, because you’re afraid of hurting me?”

I nodded. “You’re already suffering because I joined your soul parts together. If I hadn’t done that, your body wouldn’t be failing.”

“Roo, never think that’s a bad thing. I’m whole. You don’t understand how long I’ve waited for that.”

“You’re not the only one I’d hurt. I’ve been winging these abilities my whole life. Sometimes what I do works. Sometimes I make things worse. I feel like it’s wrong for all of us to have these powers. We have no right to be making decisions that affect humans. It’s irresponsible. We should just leave them alone.” Darkness seeped into my mind at the memory of what happened to the boy in Houston. I couldn’t get it out of my head. He’d been toyed with, experimented on, turned into a rabid beast, for no reason other to serve my father in his crusade to get back to the Empire. “My father…” The final words caught on a choke, my throat getting thick.

“It will be okay.” His confidence was a balm on my soul. We ate our meals for a while and then he spoke. “I was afraid too. When my memories came back, I—” he paused and toyed with the food on his plate. “I didn’t like who I was back then. I had to do horrible things in the name of the Queen, and I didn’t think I deserved to be around someone like you. That’s why I wanted to leave. Not to go back to her, but to save you from me.”

Our eyes clashed. And in that moment, the world passed between us. I ached to be closer to him. 

“But you were in love with her,” I said, throat getting worse. 

“Yes. I was.”

“If you saw the Queen again, what would you do?”

He gaped at my question, and I thought I’d gone too far, pried too much, but I had to know. I couldn’t have her hanging over my head. The pull of our souls had been tangible from the first day we’d met, and it wasn’t any less now. Every atom inside me strained to be with him, to touch him and to fall into his arms. 

His eyes glistened in thought.

“Honestly, I don’t know,” he said, eventually. “She became someone else at the end, obsessed with her project here on earth. It had been hard to get her attention. Not that I was demanding, but I’ve told you already, I don’t like who I became for her. If that same person came back… I don’t know.” He grew still. Then, like a river bank breaking, he reached across the table and took hold of my hands. His slender fingers clenched around mine. “But I can tell you this. For you—this person you are today, every part—I would do anything.”

My eyes watered. I rasped, “I don’t want you to hurt yourself over me.”

“That’s why I’ll do it. Because you don’t ask.”

I was about to say I felt the same way when wrongness welled inside me. My throat tightened. I thought my emotions closed it but it was something more. I couldn’t breathe. A sharp pain sliced my stomach from the inside and I doubled over, pulling my hand away from Cash to clutch my middle.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

I tried to say something, but couldn’t. My lungs struggled to work. Air couldn’t get in. 

I felt wrong. Sick.

Dizzy, hot, swollen. 

Bee stings all over my body.

My Nephilim body reacted, trying to counteract, to heal, but it failed. Broke apart. The bitter aftertaste in my mouth turned acrid. I looked at my soup bowl in horror as I realized.

Cash frowned, his nostrils flaring, scenting.

“Poison,” I mouthed and clutched my throat. 

“Shit.” Cash sniffed the bowl of soup and recoiled. Heads turned our way and a murmur of panic escalated in the crowd. Then he scooped me up in his steady arms and left the cafeteria as fast as he could.

My vision blurred, my head hurt, pounded. Everything hurt. Muscles seized, contracting in a fit.

I’m dying, was all I could think. I’m dying, again. One soul inside me would be sacrificed, so I might live. Panic rose inside. That couldn’t happen. If it was Leila, there would be nothing holding Petra back. 

Why wasn’t I healing fast enough?

“Fight it, Roo.” Cash’s voice came through a distant cloud. “Use your abilities to fight it. It’s cyanide poisoning. A large enough dose to kill Nephilim. I’ve seen it before.”

The ceiling with its fake daylight stars rushed overhead as we jogged through the halls. My head bobbed uncontrollably.

“It works by stopping the cells in your body from using oxygen,” he said. “Now you know what it does, fight it. Command your body to let the oxygen in.”

My brain fumbled. I couldn’t form a clear directive to my body. No fire ants erupting over my skin, no tingling sensations, just painful numbness. Ungraspable blackness. I gasped, trying to get in air. A fish out of water.

Oh God. Was this how Squid felt when I’d blocked his airways?




Bang!

We burst through doors into a room with yellowed lights. It hurt my eyes, blinded me. I couldn’t see.

“I need help!” Cash bellowed, his voice echoed in the room.

My head lolled to the side, resting on his chest. White heat rolled through me, searing my insides, clouding my mind. I focused on the stitching at the collar of his shirt to keep my brain from exploding, and my lungs working. 

Breathe, I commanded. Breathe.

We bumped and jostled as Cash moved.

“Put her down here,” a female voice said. 

“Someone poisoned her. Cyanide.” Cash.

“Jesop! Get here.” The woman.

Shuffling, scraping, more bumping. I was on a flat surface. 

Someone took hold of my hand. 

My lids shuttered.

My awareness collapsed. 




Pain.




White.

Muffled silence.




Blackness.




Sound bounced back.




“I’m here. What do you need?” Another male voice.

“Get her in the ice bath. The cold will slow her heartrate and slow the poison running through her veins.”

Hands on me, all around, then I drowned in mind numbing cold. I opened my eyes from the shock and caught a glimpse of three shadowed bodies around me, illuminated by the halogen lights beyond. Then, even the cold couldn’t keep me awake. I drifted…

“Convert this saline to hydroxocobalamin. I’ve got the stint.”




A prick at the inside of my wrist.




Then.




Ice in my veins.




“Give her oxygen.”




A tube in my nose.

No. I couldn’t breathe. Take it out.




“Once that’s in her, we need a bag of sodium thiosulfate and one of sodium nitrite. Put one in her other arm. Then alternate treatments until it’s flushed through her system.” 




No. Take it out.




Hands touched me everywhere. Demanding. Wanting something I couldn’t give. I wasn’t good enough to save them. 




My arms. My face. 

Chaos.

Pain.

A scream. 




Someone said something.

“No, that’s good. It means her lungs are opening up.”

The tube was in the way, I tried to remove it but a firm touch stopped me. No. Get it out of me. Water splashed. My teeth chattered. 

“Leave it there, honey, you need that for breathing.”

I tried to open my eyes, but they were too heavy. So cold. A moan came from my mouth instead.

“Her lips are blue.” A squeeze on my hand.

My shirt ripped open by someone. Two hot palms pushed me down, resting on the skin over my bra. They stayed there. Steady.

It felt good.

Calm.

Warm.

Slowly, air filtered through my shattered lungs, increasing until I could take a deep, full breath.

“Pulse is getting stronger.”

Hands moved to my head. I sighed. It felt so good.

“No sign of cerebral edema. Breathing returning to normal. Move her to the bed.”

Pressure on my hand, a gentle tug.

“Hear that, Roo? You’re going to be okay.” That deep, silken voice. I loved that voice.

A tear leaked from my eye. I squeezed him back.

“Sleep now, honey. Heal,” said the female. 




















CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




WHEN MY EYES peeled open, I felt like I’d been run over by an ice truck. Every bone, muscle and cell in my body ached and shivered. But I could breathe. Sweet, clean air.

My body lay on a hospital cot. A foil hypothermia blanket covered me to my chin. Both my arms rested on top, each had an IV drip stuck in. An oxygen tank with a tube led to my face and hooked around my ears and nose. The room was small, with buttons, tubes and technology on the walls. I recognized the same ceiling as my own apartment room, and the fake window had drapes pulled across. This was someone’s Ludus apartment turned into a medical facility. 

There was a movement, down near my hand.

Cash held it. An incredible warmth rushed through my body. He saved me. 

He slept, slumped in a chair by my bed, a tiny crease between his brow as though he didn’t like his dream. I ached to wipe that frown away. I must have twitched or something because he opened his eyes.

“Hi,” he said.

“You’ve been here the whole time?” 

He sat forward in his chair and caressed my hand with his thumb. “Yeah. You haven’t been asleep for long though. Maybe an hour. I’ll alert Lena.” He leaned over to a button on the wall and pressed it. “How you feeling? Warming up?”

“Cold.”

“They had to put you in an ice bath to lower your heart rate so the poison would move sluggishly through your veins while we fixed you.”

“I need a hot shower.” And I needed time alone with him. I tugged the tube from my nose. 

Cash stood up, alarm over his face. He tucked my blankets tighter. “No, you need more time to recover. Cyanide is bad. Even for us. You need more sleep. Your heart rate is still elevated. Your core temperature is too low. I’m sorry I didn’t detect the poison sooner. I wasn’t paying attention.” 

“It wasn’t your fault, Cash.”

“I should’ve smelled it. I should’ve noticed. I was too busy thinking about myself, and my abilities… they’re not as sharp as they used to be. Anyway, you need more rest. You’re in a safe place.”

He really seemed out of sorts and my heart went out to him. But I wanted to go somewhere, just the two of us. I felt on edge. Irritable. He was the only one I felt comfortable with.

“I’ve slept for days, Cash. I need to get out.” I focused on the needles in my arms and cringed. Yuck. Pulling them out won’t be fun. But I had to try. I placed my trembling fingers on the IV needle. I had trouble grasping it. My fingertips were numb.

“Honey, I have to examine you first.” A tall woman breezed in, leaving the door open behind her. Her long sliver tresses touched the waist of her floor length, blue robe, and her pale arms poked through slits in the side, like a cape. Thin gauze wrapped around her eyes to tie behind her head, almost hiding the shadow of damaged lids beyond. Blind, yet she walked around the room with precision and confidence. 

“Hello, Roo. I’m glad you are still with us. My name is Lena; Corvus mentor.” She tapped the crow emblem on her robe over the breast. “Do you know who we are?”

I shook my head, but then remembered Bruce saying she assessed me during my coma. “You came to see me at Urser House when I didn’t wake up.”

Lena hesitated. “I’m sorry, no, you must have me confused. I’ve never met you before.”

“But… my father said the Corvus mentor came to assess me. Are there more than one?”

From the corner of my eye, I noticed Cash tensing. 

“No, it’s just me at this Ludus.” 

Lincoln’s odd look over breakfast made sense now. My father had lied. Bastard. I darted a glance at Cash. Behind his eyes, I saw death. 

Lena continued speaking. “Our motto is Corvus Oculum Corvi Non Cruit.”

“A crow will not pull out the eye of another crow?” I questioned.

“That’s right. You speak Latin. Splendid. Then, you might understand we are healers in this house. We’ve taken an oath never do any nother life harm. That’s always been my goal, since the beginning, and I’m not going to change now. It doesn’t matter who or what you are. I’ll treat you the same as I treat my progeny. I will assess you now and see how much poison is left in your body.”

“Who, or what I am. You mean Soul-Eater, right?”

“It’s not for me to pass judgment.”

Lena touched my forehead. It felt good. I wanted to sink down into the pillows and revel in it like a cat rolls in catnip. She did something. Electrical. Metaphysical. She touched my soul.

The second person I’d heard during the emergency walked through the door with two IV bags in his hands. He didn’t wear a robe but a blue hoodie. When he turned to place the bags on a shelf, I caught the crow emblem printed on his back. His head was shaved, and he had high cheekbones and straight nose, giving him a hawkish face to match his mentor next to me. When he turned back, he saw me watching and gave me a quick closed mouth smile.

“This is Jesop,” Lena explained as she moved her hands to methodically touch my shoulders, and then throat. “He’s the one who converted the saline into the right treatment for you.”

“I’m an alchemist,” he said. 

“Thank you.” I returned his small smile. “That’s an incredible ability to have.”

“Yes, we are very fortunate to have him,” Lena said. “I couldn’t help but think we’ve got someone from the Corvus Constellation looking out for us when they sent him as our next contender.” Lena hovered her palms over my chest. Her forehead crinkled, and she paused. “This is still here. I sensed it yesterday, but thought it might result from your poisoning. I was wrong. You have multiple energies with differing emotive signatures within you. Inconsistent with your prognosis of identity.”

My eyes met Cash’s. He said nothing, waiting for me to respond. 

I inhaled deeply. Lena might be able to help. I had to trust people. But I wasn’t sure. For her safety and mine.

As if sensing my hesitance, Lena patted me. “Just like the human doctors, we’ve sworn an oath of privacy. What you say will never leave these walls. Do you have something you want to share?”

“Yes. I have other souls inside me. How could you tell? Can you read auras, like me?”

More routine hovering masked Lena’s surprise. She returned to her calm, steady and curious self before I was even sure I’d seen her jolt.

Jesop took a step back and his facial expression darkened. 

“I thought everyone knew I could do that,” I said.

“No. Not everyone. Sensing a life-force, reading auras and manipulating them are all very different things. And I can’t read auras. That is rare. It’s an insight into one’s private sanctuary, like reading minds.”

“Can people read minds?”

“There’s plenty that can read a human’s, a few that can read Nephilim but not so many that can read Seraphim. Still, it’s not the same as aura reading. An aura has your emotions, capabilities and intentions of the past, present and the future. A mind has broken pieces of conscious thought. Tell me what you see when you read mine,” she asked.

I focused on the energy surrounding her body. The air warped around her, and the longer I stared at it, the more her energy spread. Soon, I followed her essence around the room. 

“You’re everywhere, but you’re also here.”

“Keep going.”

“It’s how you see, isn’t it?”

“Yes. My eyes were torn out during the day we were banished to this planet. A creature attacked me. If it wasn’t for the queen’s enforcer protecting me from the prince’s abominations, I’d be dead.”

Cash straightened in his seat.

“Lena,” Jesop warned. 

“It’s okay, Jesop.”

“But she’s an Urser.”

I grimaced. 

Cash sat up, eyes darting to and fro, remembering. “Yes, Lena, you were there.”

“All Watchers were there,” she replied.

“No, I meant on that last day. When the prince died. What did you see?”

“It’s common knowledge what happened.” Lena’s head tilted to the side, inspecting Cash with curiosity.

“I need more details,” Cash said and strode around my bed to face Lena. “Truthful details.”

“Why?” Jesop interrupted. “Why do you care about the day my mentor’s eyes were ripped from her head? It’s a painful memory. One I’m sure she’d rather forget.”

Lena placed a calming hand on her progeny’s arm. “It’s okay, Jesop. I’ve made peace with it a long time ago. Please continue checking on the drip bag.”

Jesop turned a slow burn in Cash’s direction but came to check on the depleted bag that had been pushing fluid into me.

“Lena, please. If you remember anything, it can help my… situation,” Cash urged. “You know it’s not getting better.”

She sighed. “Yes, despite our attempts. That body is rejecting your soul, but how can my memory help?”

“Because I don’t think I have a Seraphim body to go back to. I didn’t come into this body through the normal Game protocols. I’ve been on this planet, reborn over and over again until finally, here I am. I’ve never left.”

Lena tapped her lip. “A minute ago, you said, ‘You were there, Lena.’ And it wasn’t a question, but a statement. How can you be so sure unless you were there too?”

A pause from Cash. “Because I was.”

Lena placed her palms on his temples. “Fascinating. Your hippocampus and frontal cortex are overactive, engaged in the long-term memory recollection. It’s unheard of. But then again, your entire situation is unheard of. You mentioned earlier that your soul broke and now it’s whole.” She let go. “Now you remember your original Seraphim life.”

“Yes,” he said. “Some of it. Can you tell me what happened on that day?”

“A librarian might be better suited to help you retrieve those memories. They can access the deepest archived parts of your brain, but with your body not healing, it’s doubtful you’ll survive the process.”

“A librarian can’t help me. I remember well enough until the moment I died. I want information for immediately after that.”

“When you died?” Lena looked thoughtful, as though she were piecing together a puzzle. “So, you’re saying I saw your death?”

“Who are you?” Jesop demanded, discarding the empty bag into a waste bin. “What do you want?”

“Jesop, it’s not for us to—”

“Judge, yes I know. But he’s lying to us, putting our house in danger.”

“I’m the queen’s enforcer.” Cash came to stand next to me and took hold of my hand again.

“Impossible,” Lena said. “I saw him die.”

“Well, I’m here. In soul, not in body.”

She shook her head. “No, I’m one hundred percent certain.”

“I’m sorry if this is disrespectful, but how can you be so sure if you were blind?” I asked.

Lena whipped around to face me. “Because watching the enforcer face off with the prince was the last thing I saw before the creature clawed my eyes out.”

“But did you see him actually die?” I asked, pressing on.

“Yes. He was there fighting the prince one minute. The next he was gone. Vaporized in the blue fire. It spread from the enforcer and blanketed the area for miles. It shot out of him, and every rabid creature dropped dead, including the creature attacking me. He saved us all.” 

“Sounds like something you’d do, Cash,” I mumbled. “Saving the world at your own expense.”

“So you see, hunter, it couldn’t have been you. That Seraphim died.”

“No. I remember you, Lena. You were young, feisty, and you worked in the medical center the queen set up for the human village. You were a good person, volunteering your time. Except, your hair was a lot shorter, shaved on one side—an odd fashion, if I recall correctly.”

Silence deafened the room.

She turned on Cash. “Are you telling me that the force I saw spreading was your very own soul?”

Cash lifted a shoulder in a shrug. “It appears so.”

“Then… your soul wasn’t the only one that dispersed. The prince’s did too. I remember sensing many emotions in that explosion of life-force, not all of them yours. When nothing surfaced, we assumed both of you had died. I owe you my life,” said Lena.

Jesop made a derisive sound. “The enforcer died. He could’ve found that information about your appearance from the histories.”

“I never recorded my hairstyle. And after that day, I grew it out. The only way he’d know is if he’d seen me.”

“Or someone told him,” Jesop insisted.

Lena shook her head. “I’m an Empath. I read emotions and sense where chi is focused. And the hunter is sincere. I’m sorry, Cash. If you are who you say you are, then your body has been destroyed. I’ve tried to use my ability to direct your chi to heal, but it can’t. Your body is too human. Or, it could be the strange immunity you have to metaphysical powers.”

“I’m with you there. I’ve tried to do that on him—focus energy to heal. It doesn’t work,” I said. “Back home a friend of mine was cursed by a witch and I un-cursed him by making him heal himself through my own hex. But Cash is immune. I got his soul parts to join, but soul manipulation is not the same as body manipulation.”

Lena went very still with her face directed my way. I nearly said something because it was beginning to feel awkward, when she spoke to Cash.

“Perhaps a Seraphim blood infusion would help prolong your body, hunter. We can schedule you in for sample collection and find a match. Jesop may even be able to convert something that’s close to a match.”

“Wait a minute. You hexed someone like a witch?” Jesop asked, gazing at me through cautious eyes. 

“Yeah, a witch tried to possess my mother when she was pregnant with me, but instead, I absorbed her and took her abilities. That’s why people think I’m a Soul-Eater.”

Lena clasped her hands together, intently listening. “That’s why you have different energies inside you? You absorbed them? Ah. It’s all making sense.”

I sighed. “I know what it sounds like, but… yes. I suppose that’s what happened. I battled a witch a few months ago and the only way to stop her from killing everyone I loved was to absorb her. She already fused souls with my sister. But now, I’m experiencing difficulties keeping them down and I don’t know how to get them out and separate them.”

Cash watched me with intensity and I thought maybe I said something I shouldn’t have. In silence, Lena returned her hands to hover over me, shaking her head. “Between the two of you, my power is getting a work out today.”

“Can you tell how many are left?” I asked.

“Souls? Maybe two, no, three. Four including your own. They are quiet, but…” Lena trailed her touch down my arm to where my hand met Cash’s. She continued up Cash’s arm.

He stiffened, uncomfortable, flaring his eyes at me, wary.

“Your soul is stronger here, through this connection,” Lena said. “I’m curious, you said you’re having trouble keeping them down. Does that happen around him?”

I thought back to all the times I’d heard The Others, or had them take over. None of those times were around him. Yes, I’d heard them in Houston, but he’d been away for most of that. Wren had said something similar when she handed Cash the book. I hadn’t forgotten about that conversation and mentally reminded myself to pick it up when Cash and I had some privacy.

“They’re definitely quieter around him,” I said.

“Fascinating. What other information can you give me?” she asked.

I started from the beginning and told her everything. How I could sample energy to strengthen myself, how I could manipulate biology like a witch, how I had the urge to drink someone’s blood and take in everything they had, including their abilities, memories and soul. How if I died, one soul in me would be sacrificed so that I may continue to live. I even told her my father might know how to trigger The Others. When I finished, I felt awful and barbaric. 

“I want them out of me,” I said. “Desperately. But I want my sister separated from the witch. I want to give her soul peace. If I could have that, I’d consider myself healed.”

“The only way to get rid of them is to kill yourself in a controlled environment until the last one is sacrificed.”

“But what if it’s me that is sacrificed?”

“With the hunter close by, I don’t think so.”

“But I don’t want that. I don’t want Leila gone forever. I want her free to reincarnate, or go to heaven, or wherever human souls go.”

“I suppose, the souls got into you one way. There must be another way out. And you said the witch fused two souls together. There must be a way to undo that. When a door closes, a window opens.”

“There might be a way.” Jesop stood forward. All eyes moved to him. “You said you needed their blood to take them in, what if I remove traces of their blood in your body by converting it all to yours?”

“You would first need to see what her original, untainted blood looked like,” Lena said. “So you had a reference point.”

“Well, that’s unlikely. It’s not like I keep a vial lying around. And I don’t even know my true identity, so no idea where my Seraphim body is.” I gave Cash a meaningful look. He knew who I was, but kept silent. My head flopped down on the pillow. 

“It’s not your Seraphim body we want. That blood is different to your aging Player body. If we were to transfuse your blood with a Seraphim match, it would convert you to Seraphim, then you’d become one. Immortal. Finding a match is almost impossible without your original body, so we need your Nephilim blood. Otherwise we’d breech the rules of the Game.”

Throughout our exchange, Cash didn’t mutter a sound, but something was going on behind those big multicolored eyes.

“Hm,” Lena mused. “Well, until then—I’d like to keep you in for observation over the next twenty-four hours. The poison appears to be gone, but we need to be sure. And you need rest. Nephilim can heal fast, but as Jesop said, you age and die, just like humans. Sometimes you need to rest like them too.”

“Thank you for everything you’ve done, but I’m feeling much better. I can’t stay.”

“You’re not going back to your father’s after what he did,” Cash said abruptly.

“I’m not staying here.” I wanted to get back to the Urser rooms to check that lab book. See if my name had been added. But the thought of stepping into that room with him, to be inches from my father, turned my stomach. What was to stop him triggering The Others again? This time, I could be out for weeks. Months. Maybe never.

“As long as you rest. I don’t mind where you do it,” Lena said. “And I have to let you know I reported this incident to the Tribunal. Assassination attempts on Ludus soil will not be tolerated. Roo, I’ll go and alert them to where you will stay in case they need you for follow up questioning. And your mentor would like to know, I’m guessing?”

“No!” I said at the same time Cash said, “I’m her mentor.” 

“If you’re talking about Bruce Urser,” I elaborated. “He’s not my mentor. I have to live there because of my situation, but I want nothing else to do with him.”

Her head angled towards Cash suggestively. “I could discharge you to another?”

“I’ll watch her.” Cash’s eyes projected determination. “At my place.”

“Very well. I’ll recommend that you stay with your mentor until you recover. We’ve come up with a few solutions to your unwanted house guest problems, Roo. I expect you to come back to see me after the trials to pick one of them to investigate further. Jesop, honey, thank you for getting a new bag of saline, but I think we can remove the IVs. We’re sending Roo home.”




















CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




“I’M NOT LETTING you go back to him. So get that out of your head in case you were thinking of going to spy. He can go fuck himself.” Cash’s arm around my waist tightened as we walked through the Ludus maze to his apartment. 

I was dizzy, cold and lethargic, but getting better. My fingers weren’t numb but my teeth still chattered. Before I’d left, they lent me some Corvus House merchandise to dress in, including a hoodie and some sweatpants. Despite the internal fleece of the clothing, the cold wouldn’t leave my bones. 

“I’m done with this nonsense,” Cash continued. “You belong with me where you’ll be safe. That’s what happens with all mentors and their progenies.”

I wasn’t so sure. After Cygnus, I had the sneaking suspicion that my being near him wasn’t safe for him. Not to mention I was fast becoming an assassination magnet. His abilities were failing him. Even Lena felt hopeless about his prognosis. Yes, he was a skilled warrior, and often instinctively brutal. My crushed neck was a testament to that. But what if the next time he woke him from a nightmare, he couldn’t protect himself? What if I was the nightmare—the one person who knew his weaknesses?

We arrived at his apartment and while he found his keys to open the door, I stepped back.

“Cash. I’m too dangerous for you to be around. I should go.”

“Talk like that again and I’m going to tie you down and lock you away.”

I gasped. “You wouldn’t.”

He opened the door and let it swing open. Then he hauled me over his shoulder in a fireman hold and walked into the rooms, kicking the door closed behind him. 

My legs kicked in the air, my arms hung down his back and I smacked him repeatedly. Each strike glanced off uselessly. He tightened his hold around my waist.

“Don’t test me, Roo,” he growled. “I’m the dangerous one.”

His immovable mountain of a body didn’t budge, except for his heaving chest with every fast breath. He waited with me dangling.

Eventually, I stopped fighting. “Fine. I’ll stay. But it’s your funeral.”

He dumped me on a couch, and when I scrambled to a sitting position, I met his eyes. So many emotions battled in them. He wanted to hit me, scream at me, hug me, love me. Everything was clear one minute, the next, he clammed up and shut his expression down.

“You’re cold,” he said. “I’ll put the shower on. Stay there. Don’t move.” 

He left me sitting on his couch, hugging myself, and stared at the wilting pot plant on the coffee table. I knew how it felt. I stroked the drooping leaves idly. It didn’t deserve to be neglected and wilted, kept in this underground concrete hideaway. A little buzz of life pulsed out of it, and my heart ached a little for its pain. I made a mental note to take it to the surface later for some natural light. I surveyed the rest of the room. It was decked out in cream, like the Urser apartment, only less opulent. No gold trimming. A flat screen television hung on the wall opposite me, and a dining table that seated four was in a corner. A kitchenette sat to one side, and on the other, the door Cash disappeared down. Must be the bedroom. 

In front of the door was my purple suitcase, sitting proud and tall. 

I teared up. Logically, I knew I shouldn’t be near Cash, but my heart ached to stay. Damned the consequences. Waking at Lena’s to find him waiting for me was the best feeling. He was my home.

I was falling in love with this man. His brute strength, his broody mood swings, his loyalty and affection—all of it. He was mine. I understood everything. I didn’t need to keep him away and he didn’t need to leave. We could enjoy this for whatever brief moment we had in this life. That’s what life was anyway, a series of moments joined together… right?

I followed in the direction he went. The soft sound of waves whispering on a shore hit my ears as I entered his bedroom. A large bed sat against the far end. A fake window stretched from wall to wall with a sunset over a beach illuminating the room. The sound of running water grew louder as I heard the faucet turn on.

When I found him leaning into the shower, holding his hand under the spray to test the temperature, he tensed. He glanced over his shoulder darkly at me. “I told you to stay put.”

“When do I ever do as I’m told?” I said with a little laugh, trying to lighten the mood.

He ignored me for a few moments while methodically setting about the room, getting it ready. Towels came out of the cabinet. Soap and shampoo set in the shower caddy. He dropped a foot towel on the floor. With each act, he paused and hesitated, as though he wanted to say something, but never did. By the time he finished, warm steam coated the room and his gray T-shirt clung to his torso.

He came to stand in front of me. “Strip,” he said.

I gaped. 

“You’re weak, Roo. I don’t want you slipping in the shower, so I’m going to help you.”

“I’m okay.”

“No, you’re not. You have no idea how close you came. When you were lying there at Lena’s, you had so much oxygen in your blood that your skin went cherry red. Like this—” His finger twisted around a lock of my long hair. A flutter low in my stomach. “The steam and warm water will lift your core temperature. Let me help you. Strip.”

Still, I hesitated. Nervous. 

His finger trailed from my hair, to my jaw, then along my collarbone and down, exploring my body over my clothes, efficiently checking—as if he didn’t believe his eyes, as if he needed to feel the reality. I was safe. Whole. His other hand joined in and soon, all I could feel was his touch. It was through a layer of fleece, but my skin sang in his wake. My heartbeat accelerated. Then he dropped his hands altogether, stepping back, frowning. Our eyes clashed.

“Roo, why do you doubt me so much?” Hurt flashed in his eyes. “Not just in this, but you keep wanting to go back to Urser. He’s abandoned you more than once, auctioned you off as a bride, caused you so much pain—physical and mental—yet you would rather be there than with me. Are you afraid of me? Have I ruined things so much between us?”

“Cash, it’s not you.” 

“Is it because I won’t tell you who you really are? I know I said I want nothing between us—no lies, no secrets—but your identity is not my secret to tell. You have to trust me on that. Marc will be back soon, and… just hold on a little longer. Please. Ask me anything else and I’ll tell you the truth.”

I placed my palms on either side of his face. His lashes fluttered and he leaned in to my touch. I hated this wall of uncertainty dividing us.

“I can wait for Marc. I trust you. I want nothing between us, too.” I said. “So, I need to tell you something.”

He gripped my wrists and met my eyes with a steel gaze. “What is it?”

“The other night, when I blacked out for a few days, it was because The Others took over.”

“Yes, you mentioned that.”

“What I didn’t tell you was that Urser said something to trigger it. He made me drink some of Cygnus’s blood and soul. He found a way to control me.”

“So why would you want to go back there?” He pulled my hands from his face with a frown.

“Because your name was on the list.”

He didn’t respond. The silence stretched. I squeezed my stinging eyes shut, too afraid to face reality. When bravery opened them for me, I gasped at his intensity. Fists pumped at his side. Veins writhed up his muscled arms. Redness coated his face as he attempted to stifle his anger. 

“I’m going to kill him,” he said through clenched teeth.

“Don’t you get it, Cash? He’s not the danger. I am. What if I am the catalyst for their experiments? What if I am the one who is turning people into monsters?”

Something snapped in him; his expression softened. “No. You would never hurt anyone.”

“It’s completely possible. I know how to change people at a molecular level. I can—”

“Stop.” He shook me gently. “It’s not you. I know.”

I didn’t want to be evil. “How?”

“I was there at the beginning. I saw the serum created. It’s him. It’s the prince. It’s Urser. It’s not you. I know you. Trust me, Roo. I would never lie to you about this.” He crushed me to his chest.

With his strength surrounding me on all sides, my inner walls crumbled. I wept in his arms and he didn’t let go. He had no idea how much I needed this contact. The touch. His confidence in me. I pulled him to me as tightly as I could. Suddenly, it wasn’t enough. I needed more of him. The heat of his body not only soothed my cold bones, but connected with a part of my soul. That recognition glimmered between us, beckoning, enticing. More. Two halves of a whole, he’d once said. Soulmates. In that moment, I believed it. 

I pulled the hoodie over my head, leaving me exposed with nothing underneath.

His breath hitched and he stared at me, trying desperately to keep his eyes on my face. A second ticked by. Then another. His lashes lowered. To my lips. My neck. My chest. His thumb traced his lower lip, naked desire fueling his stare. His eyes hooded. It was the sexiest damn thing I’d ever seen, and it gave me the confidence to hook my thumbs on the waistband of my pants and inch them over my hips. His gaze kept lowering, following the movement of my hands. When I was done, I stepped out of the pooled clothes, naked, trembling.

I didn’t need to kiss him to know what he was feeling. I could see it on every part of his body. His eyes glazed, his chest heaved, his jeans grew tight at the crotch. The sheen of sweat over his forehead was not from the steam.

I slipped my fingers underneath the hem of his shirt to feel his bare skin. Yes. Warm, hard, soft. Living velvet. Exactly what I needed. My cold touch drew a sharp hiss from him, but I didn’t stop, and he didn’t make me. I kept my fingers light as I trailed up his front, starting at the ridges of his abdomen then up to his broad, firm chest. When I got to the neck hole of the shirt, I slid my fingers through and continued up the strong column of his neck. Powerful. Hot. Mine. His shirt bunched to make way for my reach and I stepped into him, flattening myself against his now exposed torso. Skin to skin. Sighing, my fingers slipped behind his neck. I rested my thumb on his racing pulse and listened to his ragged breath. He wanted me. But he waited.

The sound of the ocean crashed from the fake window. It almost felt like Margaret River back home. The shower streamed rhythmically, lulling me, calming me. Slowly, I thawed.

All the while, he watched, silently assessing, respectfully never touching. Letting me use his body to infuse warmth into me.

His Adam’s apple bobbed on a swallow and I cupped his jaw between my palms. Stubble scraped my skin, rough and raw. I used my thumb to trace his bottom lip, just as he had done to himself a moment ago. He opened his mouth to me and I slid in, wetting my thumb on his tongue. When he sucked, I gasped, heat pooling at my core. My nipples pebbled against his chest and he growled. He caught my wrists in a vice and yanked them from his face, then he pulled them out of his shirt. The fabric dropped to cover his body, separating us. A crime. 

Rejection welled through me. It burned.

“I’m sorry,” he ground out. “I shouldn’t encourage you. You need to take it easy.”

“More,” I said. My ability to construct coherent thought was fast escaping me.

“You need to rest,” he said, gaze relaxing. “I almost lost you.”

“Touching you makes me stronger. Nothing between us,” I croaked, pleading. “I need you.” Crave you. Have to have you.

What was he thinking? What was going through that complex mind of his? Cash closed his pained eyes. Long lashes fanned against his cheeks. When he opened them, I knew I had won. The naked desire pouring out was an avalanche of emotion so powerful, I had to step backwards. He yanked his shirt over his head in one swift motion and dropped it. 

Exhilarated at the predatory challenge in his eyes, I backed away, toward the shower. My butt hit the glass screen. He kept coming, eyes locked on my body, drinking me in. I watched as he undid his belt buckle, then the button, then the fly. He pulled his jeans down and let them fall. He stepped out of them and kicked them wantonly to the side. He braced his arms on either side of my head, boxing me in. Naked.

“Yes,” I breathed. 

“Yes,” he said and brought his mouth to mine, crushing my lips with a kiss. 

I moaned as the onslaught of his hidden essence slammed into me, lifting me, kindling me, consuming me. It flowed towards mine; a river to the sea. This was something that couldn’t lie, no matter what walls were between us. He needed me too, desperately. I gave back and we were long lost lovers dancing around each other. Breathless. Weightless. Lena was right. We were made for each other. A magnificent avalanche of rightness surged through me, and I knew he felt it too, because he sighed with his body. He relaxed into me all the way, deepening the kiss. He tasted salty, sweet, heady. He took my hands in his and lifted them over my head so he could flatten himself against me.

“There’s no going back,” he whispered. “No running away, Roo.”

“Yes,” I repeated, panting.

“Yes, what?”

“Yes, more. Yes, you. Everything.”

He smiled. I melted against him. “I feel the same way,” he said.

“I can tell.” I nudged his erection with my hips. He gave a pained moan. “Now”—I trailed a teasing finger down his neck, to his chest, lower—“if you keep talking, I’m going to go mad.”

“I’ll show you mad.” He playfully nipped my bottom lip with his teeth and then hitched me up by the waist.

I wrapped my legs around him and our bodies touched at the most sensitive parts, still separated. I slid and ground against him, impatient, letting sparks fly in my body. Gods, he felt good. More. Now. No more waiting.

He pushed gently, the tip of him asking permission.

“Are you sure?” His voice was husky, broken.

I reached down and guided him in. It had been too long since I’d been with someone. It was almost too much. I cried out. 

“Did I hurt you?” He hesitated, drawing out.

“It’s okay,” I breathed and pushed toward him again, bringing him deeper.

He cursed into my neck and slid in another inch, paused, then another, and another until he sheathed himself fully inside me. On exhale, his head dropped to my shoulder, teeth on my flesh. He squeezed my rear and circled his hips, groaning in appreciation. He moved, in, out, languidly, taking his time, holding me in his strong arms against the screen.

My eager hips thrust to meet him with every painfully deliberate stroke he made. I needed—“More,” I demanded. 

On my skin, his lips curved in a smile. He ignored my followup whimper and kept himself slow, relishing. He shifted my weight to one arm and brought the other to my front, thumb reaching down to my sweet spot, rubbing gently, sending me insane. Yes. This was insanity. This slow, aching build of tension.

“Cash,” I gasped. Both a plea and a warning. “Faster.”

His hot, wet tongue explored my earlobe, my jaw, and then my lips. I gripped his hair and pulled tight. His essence trickled through our contact. It tickled mine, teasing, probing. I shot mine back, invigorating him, urging him on. But he dipped his tongue into my mouth with the same leisurely rhythm as his hips. Bastard. Where was his heat? The passion. The raw, powerful energy I’d seen so much in him. He was being too gentle. Too careful. I wanted more. All of him. No holding back. I caught his tongue and sucked, eliciting a suppressed groan from deep in his throat. 

The glass behind me creaked with our force; the heat beyond making it weak.

“Shit.” He stopped, panting, hands supporting me from underneath. The strain of holding my weight pulled every muscle in his body taut. His face flushed pink and adorable, dazed. I wiggled, wanting more. He cursed again. Another creak behind me. He grunted. “Glass will break. Open the shower door.” 

I reached out with my power. The door to my side telekinetically opened. Captive steam puffed out and he rushed us inside until my back pushed through the hot stream to land against the cooler tiles. Oh God, that sharp shock of temperature. 

Water cascaded down his body. Rivulets ran over every crevice and sinewy mound of flesh… it drove my heart into hyper-drive. I couldn’t get enough of him. I touched him everywhere. Everything inside me ached for him to go faster. Now, Cash. Now. Sensing my urgency, he moved with more lust, more drive and speed until I felt that sweet pressure build again.

“Cash…” I was helpless to do anything but hold on to him. “I’m going to…”

“Yes,” he said—grunted.

Tightness coiled at my center, pulling and growing at the same time.

“Roo.” He thrust, demanding.

I clamped down on his shoulder, biting down, about to explode, and then erupted around him, screaming his name, fighting for breath. My skin was on fire, my lungs burned, my vision went white. I clung to his shoulders for dear life.

He kissed my neck while the stars fell around me, and my legs weakened with aftershocks, then he plunged one last relentless time. 

“Fuck.” His body grew tight, his shoulders tensed, his torso stiffened. He shuddered, breaking inside me. 

Cash’s hold underneath me weakened, and my legs slid to the floor, supporting myself once again. I stroked his hair gently as he rested against me, catching his breath.

“Are you okay?” He ran his fingers down my front.

A sigh was all I could manage, and the sound of running water was all I could hear as we held each other close. Then he drew me off the wall. Wet, his long lashes clumped together. His cheeks flushed, and his lips were just-kissed-swollen. I could only imagine what I looked like.

“Let me wash you,” he said, reaching for a bottle of body wash in the caddy. While he squeezed a small amount onto his palm, for the first time, I noticed a slight discoloring on his torso under the ribs.

“What happened?” I touched a dark spot.

He sucked in a breath, abdomen pulling tight. “From our training.”

I gasped. “I did that?”

He lathered up and placed his hands on my collarbone where he massaged the slippery suds over my body with severe concentration, taking special consideration at the knots in my shoulders. I almost forgot what I had been saying.

“Cash,” I prompted. “Did I hurt you?”

“I’m fine. Just healing slower than I’d like to admit. I want to wash your hair. Turn around.” Without waiting, he rotated me by the shoulders until I faced the wall. He tugged me back against him until the hot stream hit my head and ran down my back.

Gently, he pushed me out of the stream, put shampoo on his hands and rubbed my scalp in slow, orgasmic, circular strokes. Heaven. This must be what heaven felt like. My eyelids drifted closed, and I swayed. My hands shot out to steady myself against the tiles. What was I saying?

“Roo. You’re tired. Let’s get you out. Another big day tomorrow.” He rinsed my hair then turned the faucet off.

“Cash, I’ve never felt better.”

Ignoring my answer with a smile, he wrapped a towel around me, then himself. He picked me up and cradled me in his arms as he walked to the bed.

The last thing I remembered was the sound of the ocean singing me to sleep as his strong arms pulled me into his warm embrace. I thought, I’ll never go cold again, and, this was a moment I’d like to repeat.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




SOFT LIPS ON my neck woke me from my sleep haze. 

“Roo, wake up.”

“Mm.” I opened my eyes to Cash’s gorgeous face staring down at me. 

I grinned, licked my lips and eyed him off suggestively.

A solitary eyebrow lifted over his amused eyes. “As much as I’d like to entertain that thought I see flittering in your eyes, we have to get moving.”

But I drew him close and kissed him. His heavy body melted into me for a tiny minute then he pushed back. “Tonight. I promise.”

When he walked away, I registered he was fully clothed. “What’s so important?”

“Your second trial. Five am start, remember?”

I sat up sharply, pulling the blankets to cover myself. “Already?”

He nodded. “I let you sleep as long as I could. You needed your rest.”

“Shit,” I said. “Shit, shit, shit. How much time do we have?”

“About twenty minutes.”

Adrenaline pumped in my veins and I surged out of bed to search my suitcase for suitable attire.

“What do you want for breakfast, bacon and eggs?” Cash called from the kitchen.

“Sweet mother of Prince, I’m never leaving here. You treat me like a queen.”

His silence expanded awkwardly. What did I say? Prince? I meant the musician. Maybe he thought I meant the evil one. Or was it… Oh. Queen. Idiot.

“I’m sorry,” I mumbled, thinking of his interstellar ex-girlfriend. “She must have done you over good.”

“She did. But I’m with you now.” His head poked back around the open doorway. He pointed at some clothes on the end of the bed. “Wear those.” Then he left again.

What he said hit me.

He’s with me.

As in… are we, really? A flash of our hot, steamy shower entered my mind. The feel of his hard body next to mine. The smell of him. The taste of him. I pulled a strand of knotty hair in front of my face and sniffed the residual shampoo scent. I smiled, falling back into the pillows and curling my toes. Yes. I’m with him and he’s with me. 

He called my name from the kitchenette. 

Shit. Trial. I dressed in the pair of black yoga pants and racer back top, then shoved on my joggers, tied my hair into a hasty bun and followed my nose.

In the kitchen, Cash’s mood had soured. His posture was tense, and he prodded the bacon with discontent. I shouldn’t have mentioned her. The infamous, demanding queen, always finding a way to leech into our lives. I disliked her already.

“Here,” I said and nudged him aside from the sizzling pan. “Let me take over. You’ve looked after me enough. Sit.”

He didn’t sit. He stood behind me and slipped his hands around my waist, nuzzling into my hair. “You smell good. I could get used to this.”

I smiled. “Me too. It’s almost—” 

“Domestic?” He gave a short laugh through his nose. 

“I was going to say, too good to be true, but… that’ll do.”

“Don’t get used to it. Our lives aren’t our own, we’ll be on the road soon enough.”

I pushed the eggs around for a bit. “Cash?”

“Mm?”

“I’m sorry I ruined the mood by bringing her up. Do you want to talk about it?”

He tightened his embrace, but said nothing. 

“Okay,” I said. “You don’t have to talk about it. I’ll just remove the foot from my mouth and we can carry on.”

“It just that…” He paused.

I held my breath, hoping he’d continue.

“I knew there was something wrong,” he said, “and I didn’t listen to my instincts. I let her convince me she knew what she was doing that everything was okay. I should’ve stood my ground, but I didn’t, and in the end, we lost everything. Now I’m here, together with you, and I have the chance to start over… I don’t want to ruin it.”

I turned in his arms to find pain flickering behind his eyes. My heart broke. 

He focused on me with grave concentration. “When you told me you would stay with Urser, I let you go against my better judgment. It won’t happen again. You’re coming back here after the trial. Don’t even think about arguing.”

I gently pressed my lips to his. “Okay.” 

“Okay?” 

“Yup.” Bacon popped in the pan and I turned back to it.

Cash squeezed my hips in a show of solidarity, then let go. He held out two plates, and I dished up in silence, brain caught on a kernel of foreboding. Twice someone tried to kill me, and twice The Others took over. I wasn’t any closer to getting them out of me than I was days ago. In fact, it was getting worse.

Kill myself multiple times in a controlled environment, was Lena’s suggestion. Maybe she was right. I should book in an appointment with her as soon as the trials are over.

Cash placed our plates at the dinner table, and I was about to join him when I spied the lonely pot plant on the coffee table. It looked a little better than yesterday. I quickly retrieved it and placed it between us at the table, then poured some water from my glass into the plant. Its leaves immediately perked up, and I sensed from its tiny life-force that it was grateful. I shook my head. Must be imagining things. How could a plant talk to me?

When I looked up at Cash, he was watching me with an odd look.

“What?” I said. 

“Nothing. You just reminded me of… never mind. Eat your breakfast.”

We ate our food. Me savoring my bacon, eying the plant proudly, Cash shoveling his meal into his mouth.

“Do you know what the second trial involves?” Cash asked when his plate was clean.

“The first is the written component, the second is the physical, and the third is the practical. But that’s all I know.”

“Right, well, we’ve done all we can in the time given for your physical training. You’ll also be demonstrating your abilities with another contender. Let’s hope you’re paired with a non-powered Nephilim. Hurry and finish your meal.”

I spooned eggs into my mouth, chewed and swallowed. “See, this is where this game gets confusing. We’re tested on our abilities, but we can’t use them in public. What’s the point?”

“You’re forbidden to let humans discover your skills, but you can use them on each other. This is to demonstrate what your skills are to the Tribunal—a way for them to catalog your abilities so they can keep track of you in the real world.”

“Won’t we risk hurting everyone in the crowd?”

“There’s a trans-astral portal that protects every one.”

“You said the trans-what now?” 

“It uses the same technology as the windows in the rooms, but samples a physical space,” he explained. “The contenders move to another location we can see, but can’t be affected by. Kind of like a mechanical version of what Marc does. It can never go far though, a few hundred kilometers. Don’t worry about that. What’s going on in the background is of greater significance.”

“Like what?” I moved the food around my plate, suddenly not hungry anymore.

“Testing competing Houses for weakness. Picking off your competition. Gambling.”

“You can die in this trial?”

His grim face was my answer.




While we walked through the Ludus halls to the training arena, Cash drilled me on appropriate expectations. 

“They all think you’re a Soul-Eater, so let it stay that way.”

I bit my lip, stifling my protest. Waiting for Marc was proving harder than I anticipated. How could I truly live up to my destiny—whatever it was—if I didn’t know who I was? But I said I’d wait. So I would.

“We can explain any other powers,” he continued, “that surface from your true self as being something you’ve absorbed. When it comes time to show off your abilities, just keep that in mind. Only give them enough to be satisfied. We’re not in this for the betting, we don’t care who wins, we just want to stop Urser from destroying this world. And survive.”

I remembered the list I wrote on my arm. “And live,” I added.

He looked askance at me. “That’s what I said.” 

One day, I planned to show him what I meant by living, not just surviving. Last night was a perfect example. I felt whole with him. And not just in the biblical sense. We were two opposing ends of a magnet snapping together. Over and over again. In the shower, on the bed—liquid heat shot to my core and my face echoed a flush. How quickly my thoughts derailed around him.

Cash stopped walking and blocked me with an arm, halting me. I bumped into his solid body. He stared down at me, consternation on his face.

“Stop it,” he said. “You need to concentrate on what I’m telling you.”

“I am.”

“I can smell your mood, Roo. I know what you are thinking.” He folded his arms. It only served to make him look even more desirable. He wore a similar shirt as yesterday. It stretched nicely across his chest, showing off his manliness. 

I fought back a smile and stared at my feet. 

A sound something like a grunt came out of him. “What did I say?”

“Uh, that I should fly under the radar.”

“Right. That’s close enough. Come on.” He touched my arm lightly to spur us onwards. “As long as you don’t die, you can’t fail this trial. Even if you lose the sparring match, you still get let into the Game, so just take it easy.”

“That, I can do.”




















CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




A DOORMAN MARKED our arrival to training arena as we entered. He gave us a paper program that held the order of proceedings and directed us to preordained seats—down the front and to the right. Row one, seats four and five. 

A group of people chanted “Carpé Ludus” and I cringed. Seize the Game. 

Sports were never my thing in school. I was more likely to be found in the bathroom stalls sharing wine from our vineyard with my troublesome friends. Anything to get the attention of my absentee father. It never worked. These days, I did everything in my power to avoid his attention. 

We made our way down the concrete steps to where the numerous training mats had been removed, and an enormous central one replaced it. To the far side sat a bench with five empty seats in front of it. That must be the Tribunal’s panel. Spectators filed into the stadium, nicely filling it up. From all the pre-game chanting and laughing going on, obviously this trial was a favorite. Except for me.

Sweat prickled my skin.

“How many do you think are here?” I whispered to Cash.

“About fifty or so, but my guess is it will fill to around a hundred.”

“Whoa. Good turn out.”

“The trials and the Libertine Ball are the events of the decade for each nation’s Ludus. All the Watchers around the country come.”

“Every decade?” I asked. 

“There are smaller events and trials, like the one I was in a few years ago. But this particular trial coincides with the breeding program.”

“Are you saying I might have a ten-year-old sister or brother around?”

“It’s possible. But, stop thinking of them as your siblings. They’re not. And children aren’t allowed into the Ludus. They can’t keep it secret. That’s why Nephilim aren’t inducted into the Game until they mature. Here we go.” 

We’d made it to our seats.

Like a gentleman, Cash stood back so I could enter the row first. We passed three strangers and then found our empty seats. Next to those sat Bruce. Next to him was Lincoln and then Ava with the rest of Epsilon House, including the mega douche-bag who spiked my soup with cyanide. My father glanced up from reading his paper program. 

“You appear to have made a miraculous recovery.” The tone of his voice suggested the attack on my life was more like an illness, or a common cold. Something a bit of rest and relaxation could fix.

“Not too shabby for the second attempt on my life, right father dearest? This meat-suit is getting a thrashing. At this rate, you’ll have nothing left to marry off.” 

Anyone within earshot gasped. 

Nerves jangled in my body. My mouth went dry and wouldn’t work. Perhaps that was too much.

Bruce narrowed his eyes but didn’t say a word. No way in hell he’d sit there calmly when I’d spent the night away from his apartment. He was up to something. 

I noticed a few familiar faces in the crowd. Cetus House with the delicate Wren and puppy eyed Cygnus looking less peaky than before. Then there were a couple more familiar faces with Aldebaran House. They looked buff, beefy and ready to crush some skulls. Most of the chanting came from them. Lena was here with Jesop and a medical standby kit. A few rows back, I spotted Jed watching with a severe cast to his gaze.

Cash side-stepped me and positioned himself in the seat next to Bruce, blocking my view of him. The action irritated my father, but put fire in Cash’s steady gaze. It made me smile as I sat.

“You’ll be called up at some point and they’ll tell you what to do,” Cash said to me, his voice almost drowning in the roar from the crowd as it escalated.

Excited people equaled high energy and the sudden burst made me almost swoon. Breathe in. Breathe out. I could handle this. But… so much power… it stung my eyes.

“Carpé Ludus.”

“Carpé Ludus.”

My heart-rate increased. Dizziness engulfed me as I thought of what happened last time I was in an excited crowd this big. It was a beach party in Margaret River. They were all drunk, and I got drunk off their energy. Intoxicated, more like it. I had no control over myself. I’d mashed people’s auras together, causing them to fall instantly in love with the person next to them. I still don’t know what resulted of my metaphysical manipulation. Did those people still love each other? Or did they turn obsessive, like my ex-boyfriend Steve. Shame speared my heart when I remembered I’d tried to manipulate Cash’s energy back then. Thankfully, he’d sensed it and was able to draw away. What scared me the most was that was only a taste of my full skill-set. I’d grown since then. What if I fucked up right now? Before the trial started? 

My fate would be like that boy who got canceled at the registrar’s office.

I started to hyperventilate.

“What is it?” Cash squeezed my hand.

“Energy. Crowd.” Two words. That’s all I could get out, but he knew what I meant.

“Don’t let it in. Fight it.” He rubbed my hand with his thumb, and I focused on that sensation. Stronger together. I forced my lungs to slow. 

“Good. Keep it up. Look at me. No one else. Breathe.”

I did. Soon, the buzz of the crowd was nothing more than their voices. 

I dipped my head to his shoulder and soon I filtered all my nerves into my feet. They tapped erratically on the floor, and my nails found their way to my chattering teeth. I didn’t swoon, I didn’t lose control, but the bad feeling never left.

Cash’s arm stretched around me to rest on my shoulders and he pulled me into his body. He frowned. “We’re going to have to work on that control.”

The stadium lights dimmed and then brightened a few times. The main event was about to begin. I stiffened.

Cash moved our joined hands to my thigh, and I let go of my breath. On exhale, I caught Ava glaring at Cash’s hand on my leg, then at my face. Her eye twitched. Her aura echoed. 

A shrill whistle sounded in the arena, capturing our attention. Immediately, the room stood, and I followed. 

In walked five Tribunal members. Jacine in the lead with her pink bob and tight white dress. Octavia and Felix followed her. The fourth and fifth, I’d never seen before. Perhaps they’d flown in for the occasion. One man had long silver hair with an ageless face. He wore a white suit over a slim figure. The second man had light brown hair with a clipped beard. He also wore a suit but filled out the fabric with his muscular physique. His gaze raked over the front row until it hit Aldebaran House. He nodded in their direction, and then I understood where the muscles came from. Perhaps he was a mentor for them.

Each of the five stood at the panel desk, raised their right arm and took a blood oath of impartiality and fairness. Jacine added that although she was the head of Vernalis House in Europe, today she put her house ties aside to stand on behalf of the Gamekeeper who was off world. This disturbed me most of all, and I began to wonder if Marc would ever return in my lifetime.

“Let the second trial begin,” Jacine said, her voice amplified. “As is with Ludus tradition, we will pull the competitors names from the traditional Ludus Patera.”

I sat up, curious. A male attendant stepped up to the desk holding an ancient looking flat, ornate, gold bowl. Jacine reached into it and pulled out pieces of folded paper. “Our first two contenders are Drew Lyra and Darius Eridanus.”

The crowd murmured with anticipation as the two stood and took to the mat.

Drew, with his backwards cap, designer muscle T-shirt and baggy shorts looked the opposite of the tall, lithe Ken doll that was Darius from Eridanus House. Wren and I had laughed at the Eridanus motto at the depository—Always Virile—but now I saw it was no joke. Darius sauntered down to the mat with edgy, well-oiled movements, making me think he was completely aware of being admired. His slicked, blond head stood a foot taller than Drew and he wore the compression attire that athletes favored. His physique was, well, it was virile. The perfect specimen of a man. 

“Referee, be a dove and activate the trans-astral portal. Set the timer for fifteen minutes. We’ve got a lot of people to get through today. Let’s make it snappy.” Jacine returned to her seat.

The referee, a man with short hair and a striped shirt, made his way around the center circle to hit a button on a series of half pillars. There might have been fifteen or twenty of them at least. When each was activated, a tower of energy shot up to hit a receptor on the ceiling. Upon final activation, an enormous sucking sound emitted from the pillars and a circle of light joined them. The mat disappeared. Instead of standing at the center of the arena, Drew and Darius stood facing each other on a sunny grassed field. The sucking sound died down to a small hum. The original Ludus crowd was no longer visible behind the circle, but replaced by a backdrop of distant mountains, tall trees, and flashes of blue sky. It was like watching a lifelike hologram.

“Oh wow. That’s amazing.”

“Yes,” Cash murmured, half in thought. “Those are the Kaskasapakte mountains in Sweden. The trans-astral reach has improved since the last time. Cetus must be making progress with technology.”

“That’s good, right?”

“Not if they use it to figure a way off this world.”

And take the dark serum with them. 

“But they’re a long way from that happening. It’d be quicker to get the old star-gate functional than to develop new technology.”

“They can do that?”

He smiled briefly. “No. I made sure of that.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. The queen’s bio-key is needed to activate the controls, and seeing as she’ll never physically return to this planet, there’s no risk.” 

His words made me look for my father. To the left of Cash, he already watched us. 




















CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




WHEN DREW AND Darius’s fight ended fifteen minutes later, the scenery returned to the arena, showing faces of the crowd across the way ready for the next show. Both participants walked off the mat with only minor bumps and bruises. 

Despite my pre-fight prejudice, it turned out Drew kicked Darius’s ass. The sound inside the pillars had come through muffled and disjointed, like a broken radio frequency. This effect had been welcome because Drew was more than a disrespectful party boy. He’d created thunderous sound vibrations when he clapped his hands. Darius not only cowered from the sonic boom, but had been hurled against the invisible barrier five feet from my face. Like a total newbie, I’d thrown my hands up to protect myself. Nothing came of my freak out, except Ava’s sneer in my direction.

I blinked at the memory, hands itching to reach Cash for comfort. Instead, I flexed my fingers on my knees and searched the arena for corners to count. There weren’t many in the round room, but I tried regardless. 

The trial carried on for hours, and name after name was called. A shapeshifter, an illusionist, and a puppeteer were among the stand out abilities. One of the goth people I’d seen at the cafeteria had precognition—amazing!—except I wondered if that’s why she stared at me with suspicious eyes from her cafeteria table. She’d known I was about to be poisoned but did nothing to help.

Some people simply fought each other with few special abilities in sight. These rounds were a game of physical prowess in lieu of supernatural power. 

“Lincoln Urser and, ooh, let me see. I can’t—” 

I looked up to catch Jacine fishing in the ceremonial bowl.

“Oh, yes. Here we go. I’ve got one now.” She unfolded a square of paper, then frowned at the referee holding the bowl. She held the paper out for him to read. “This can’t be right. That’s not a name.”

The referee pointed and said something under his breath.

“Okay.” She read the paper again, making an effort to annunciate carefully. “Crank Lyra.”

A loud whooping sound came from somewhere in the audience followed by some youthful cheering, probably from Drew, now finished his part in the trial and allowed to sit wherever. Whatever the case, it lightened the mood.

A few seats to my right, Crank stood up and wiped his palms down his thighs. Like Drew, he wore his cap on backwards and wore the same baggy workout clothes. No gold chains in sight today. Lincoln, in comparison, wore a sweatband around his blond ringlets, a pair of jeans and a white T-shirt turned inside out. The short sleeves were rolled up and had a pack of cigarettes tucked into one arm. He walked from my left to meet his friend at the entrance of the mat and mock bowed to each other, grinning. 

Everyone laughed.

Except my father. An unreadable expression stole over his features that, when combined with his suspiciously still aura, churned my insides. He was the calm before a storm. Razor sharp focus on Lincoln didn’t waver. Bruce’s body didn’t move. Not a twitch. I couldn’t place my finger on it, but the gleam in his eye was more than parental concern. 

If I hadn’t already been watching him, I might have missed it—the almost imperceptible nod he made toward Crank’s mentor a few seats to my right. 

I tapped Cash on the thigh. “Did you see that?” 

“See what?” he replied.

My father looked my way, as if he’d heard, so I mumbled, “Never mind.” 

Lincoln spoke to the referee who then moved to a computer tablet and tapped it a few times. When the pillars activated, the scenery changed. I almost laughed when I recognized the new landscape—the meadow from Lincoln’s fake window with Palomino horses grazing in the distance. It was Lincoln’s personal rebellion to my father for rarely letting him out of the Ludus. 

The performance began with Lincoln pulling out a cigarette, lighting it up and sticking it in his mouth. He rotated until he stood side-on to Crank. It all had a rather tawdry magic show vibe. I half expected them to pull out a rabbit from Crank’s baseball cap, or to get one horse to disappear. As it was, Crank sized up Lincoln’s cigarette with exaggerated attention, aimed, and fired something from his mouth straight at it. The cigarette knocked right out of his mouth. A collective gasp of surprise and more laughter erupted around me. Perhaps this wouldn’t be so bad.

The next time, Lincoln stood the cigarette packet on his head for Crank to shoot off. The crowd responded raucously, out of control. The Lyra mentor stood in his seat and whistled at such a pitch, we all blocked our ears and stopped talking. I caught his shared glare with Bruce before he redirected his piercing whistle through the barrier. I winced at the sharp crack of sound and noticed something I thought no one else did. Maybe it came from my ability to sense auras, but the sound the mentor made became visible as it traveled from his mouth. A thin line of air warped like the tailwind of a flying bullet. Inside the pillars, the sound wave found Crank. He jerked as though hit and then straightened himself. Amusement dropped from his features, fun time over.

Lincoln’s mouth moved as he spoke, but from where we sat, only muffled sounds came through. Crank didn’t respond, but advanced until he punched Lincoln in the face, sending him flying backward onto the grass. Crank towered over him, scowling. Then he kicked Lincoln in the side, making him hunch to protect himself. He kicked again. Lethal and precise. Lincoln rolled to the side and scrambled to his feet, holding his palms out in surrender. Crank didn’t seem to notice, or care. He pursued. 

The jovial vibe in the arena morphed to antagonistic. The bloodthirsty crowd cheered and jeered. Some volleyed for Lincoln, most for Crank. 

Crank’s mentor stood and yelled, “That’s my boy. Show them what you can do.” 

Crank cocked his head our way as though he’d heard, then turned back to his opponent and puckered his lips, whistling. The sound increased in crescendo to a point we heard clear as a wailing banshee. Lincoln suddenly seized, his eyes flared wide. He blocked his ears and dropped to his knees. A trickle of blood oozed out of his nose. 

“Do something.” I launched to my feet, head swiveling toward my father, panic closing a fist around my heart. “Lincoln is in trouble.”

Bruce ignored me, but he heard. I knew because Ava looked my way with a tiny smile curving her lips. 

“The barrier won’t come down until the fifteen minutes is up,” Cash said. “Lincoln is on his own.”

I growled in frustration. How could he sit so calmly while Lincoln was in danger?

The whistle rose in pitch until everyone in the front row winced, yet my father still did nothing.

Lincoln wreathed on the grass, hands to his ears, face screwed up, blood oozing from orifices. Crank stood over him, relentless, head cocked to the side like a mad scientist watching an experiment.

“Bruce. Do something!” I yelled to be heard over the piercing whistle. “He’s killing him.”

“If he can’t take fifteen minutes within the pillars, he has no business being in the Game.” 

The bottom of my stomach dropped, and I went cold. He’s written him off. Just like he did with me when he thought I was a witch instead of Nephilim. That bastard. Son of a bitch. All of it. I hated him. Truly hated him.

“Cash!” I pleaded.

“Only Marc can cross the barrier, Roo. I’m sorry. This isn’t unheard of. Contenders don’t always make it to Player status. Better to let this play out. Under the radar, remember?”

My father might not care, and Cash had given up, but not me. I couldn’t watch Lincoln die while people cheered and booed. It was sickening. The perfect example of why this Game should be ended. We were temporary fixtures in these bodies, but we still had feelings. We mattered. 

I bit my lip, eyes wide, staring at the horses in the distance mostly unaffected by Crank’s audial onslaught, but the ones closest to him were restless. The worst of the sound-missile had focused on Lincoln. A glance at the Lyra mentor to my right sparked a recollection. His whistle had gone through the barrier to hit Crank. It went through. When Drew had used his thunderclap, we’d heard it from our seats, also penetrating the barrier. They said nothing could break through, but that wasn’t exactly true, sound could. 

First Drew, then the mentor, now Crank. Lyra House were all Sirens. 

Myths and legends told tales of sirens luring sailors to their deaths with song. Perhaps this was something similar. The Lyra mentor had tampered with the trial by sending a suggestion through the barrier because, initially, Crank was happy to play with Lincoln. That was until my father had nodded at the Lyra mentor. 

I couldn’t sit around waiting for Lincoln to expire. If Marc could cross that barrier, then maybe I could too. The sneaky start of a plan formed in my brain. I’d crossed the in-between with Marc before. Numerous times. My body could take it. 

Lincoln’s movements on the grass slowed. The fight left his body and his eyes locked on the horses in the distance. The Ludus system had victimized him more than anyone. It promised he’d have abilities to befit royalty, but he was born with none. He put up with living underground and he partied to numb the pain of rejection. I’d pushed through my father’s rejection with the help of my friends, Kitty and Alvin. But when your own friend turns against you, what else was there to live for? My eyes stung, and I furiously wiped the tears before anyone noticed.

Stupid Game.

I couldn’t let him die. 

Without warning, I jumped out of my seat. Cash reached to stop me, but I sprinted across the walkway. With a powerful surge from my thighs, I launched at the barrier, throwing my hands up to shield my face.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




THE TRANS-ASTRAL barrier passed through me with a tickle. I’d expected resistance or pain, but there had been none. My body launched into the field like a rocket, proving my instincts rang true. A thousand sudden needles pierced my eardrums from the sound onslaught coming from Crank’s mouth. I crashed on my shoulder behind Crank. On instinct, I tucked my legs in and rolled to avoid doing major damage and then threw my hands up to block my ears, as if that would protect me. The sound wasn’t even directed my way. In a sheer moment of panic, I thought, what the hell had I done? But then my wits returned, and I used my power to stuff hardened air into my ears like virtual earplugs. Instantly, the sound softened, almost disappearing. It was enough to help me gather myself and stand on shaky feet. 

I surveyed the trees and restless horses. Manure bloomed in the air. The Ludus had disappeared—sight, scent and auras—all gone. The midday sun shone brightly on my head, warming my scalp under its touch. A movement to my right brought my head around to catch a butterfly flittering past. It really was a portal to another place.

“Crank,” I yelled. 

He ignored me. I tried to siphon his energy, hoping to make him weak, but something blocked me. His life-force pulsed beyond my reach, as though behind a film of plastic cling-wrap. Shit. Lincoln’s life-force flickered and his body stopped moving. Adrenaline surged in my blood. I pushed and prodded Crank with my power, testing the block until I found a weak spot, a corner of the Band-Aid not stuck down. I ripped it off and yanked on his energy, soaking it up. A tidal wave of life smashed into me and I staggered with the hit. 

Crank sagged and faltered.

He stopped whistling.

“Crank,” I yelled again. This time, he turned around. He shook his head as though waking from a daze.

I eased the air out of my ears, but held firm to his energy, keeping it ready and within reach in case I needed to pull on it again..

“Roo? Where did you come from?” 

Relief coursed through me and I relaxed my assault.

Then his face darkened. He closed the gap between us in two strides and struck me with the back of his hand.

Agony sliced my cheekbone, and I fell to the side. Crank came at me again. My self-defense lessons kicked in and I used my low vantage position to grapple with him. His falling momentum helped me to power my roll to end on top of him. Crank’s eyes widened a fraction, his arms splayed out in shock. He brought his palms together on my head, boxing my ears painfully. God that hurt.

My vision blurred and my eyes sprung leaks. I closed them for a second, only a second, and Crank knocked me off balance. I went face first into the muddy grass next to us.

Retaliate, The Others cried out. Drain him. Take his life.

Panic surged at the sound of my passengers. Lena said they were stronger when I was apart from Cash. He was in Australia and I was... somewhere else not the Ludus. If they took over my body while the crowd watched. The thought spurred me into action. I had to end this.

I scrambled to my feet and faced Crank. We circled each other. I dared to break eye contact to check on Lincoln. His energy became steady which meant his Nephilim body repaired. He was alive. Just.

“Stop,” I said to Crank.

“We don’t stop until the barrier comes down,” he replied and whistled. I stuffed my ears again, to block the sound. 

“Don’t make me hurt you,” I said, advancing on him.

He laughed. “You can’t hurt me. You’re a girl.”

“Wrong thing to say, buddy.” I swiped the air in front of him. My newly absorbed energy snapped out of my body, eager to expend. It sliced in a razor sharp line until a red slash appeared on his chest. The bloody wound showed through his gaping shirt. There were many gifts in my repertoire. I didn’t need to escalate to soul stealing just yet.

Crank’s hand went to his middle, testing. The shallow wound closed up, but he saw it for what it was—a warning. The next one would be worse.

“You won, Crank. You don’t need to keep hurting us.”

“I didn’t win if you’re alive. That’s what he said. No one but me left alive.”

He must be his mentor. “But all the other battles had two people walking off. You can pass the trial without killing.”

My words didn’t fit with his logic and he faltered, glancing at his friend. Registering what he’d done, he kneeled on the floor, eyes wide. Then Crank covered his face in his hands.

I rushed to Lincoln, landing near his head. I felt for a pulse, just to make sure. Yes. It was there and steady.

“Lincoln,” I whispered.

He groaned. “I feel like I’ve been trampled by horses.”

“Just Crank.”

Lincoln wiped the blood from his nose, leaving a smear across his face. The look of betrayal on his face was heartbreaking. 

He’d almost died at the hand of his most trusted friend. It left me cursing the brevity and fickleness of the Game. You couldn’t trust anyone if you wanted to live.

The trans-astral barrier came down and, suddenly, we weren’t alone. The entire auditorium at the arena came into sharp view. There should be more sound. Where was the cheering I’d heard before?

Cash stood at the edge of the edge of the barrier, arms folded, and with a dark and furious expression. My father looked oddly triumphant from his seat.

A hush had settled on the crowd.

All eyes were on me. 

The rule-breaker.

The cheater.

I averted my gaze to prevent the prickly heat taking over my body, but it rose, itching my arms, neck, and cheeks. My fingers heated and sparked. Damn it! Damn it all to hell. Why did my body have to betray my self-doubt? I grit my teeth and forced my emotions to settle enough to offer Lincoln a hand up.

He winced and slapped it away, preferring to help himself to a sitting position. I’d saved his life, but he might not see it that way. I guessed having your ring-in-sister bust into your trial to intervene may have been a little emasculating. But if I thought the look he gave me was bitter, the one he shot Crank, his best friend, was vitriol. His body healed, repairing the damage, but would their friendship? For his sake, I hoped so.

Jacine marched onto the mat, flames glittering in her icy blue eyes. Her fairy-floss pink hairdo lifted with static electricity, a sign that her potent aura swelled with emotion. My eyes watered from her vibrations of power as she stood in front of me. I expected a berating for interrupting the natural order of things, but that was not what I got.

“What have you done with the Gamekeeper?” she barked.

“Gamekeeper? Nothing.”

“We all saw you cross the barrier. You have his skill. Explain how you can do that unless you stole it from him. Have you killed him? Is that why he’s been gone so long, because he’s dead?” 

“Whoa. He’s only been gone a week. Relax.”

“Don’t tell me to relax. He said he would be back as soon as possible. He’s not.” The animosity in her eyes surprised me. Where had it come from? 

Lincoln and Crank scrambled off the mat, leaving me to fend for myself. I opened and closed my mouth, unsure what to say next. Marc once warned me against revealing he’d pushed some of his essence into me. We’d both be in trouble for it.

Veins bulged in Jacine’s forehead. “I swear to the queen, if you did anything to hurt him… Answer me, dove, or I’ll force it out of you.”

I flinched. “I would never hurt Marc.”

“Oh, so it’s Marc, now, is it? Players are to address him by his official title.”

“Jeez, the Gamekeeper, okay? I took nothing from the Gamekeeper, okay?”

“I’ll thank you to give me more respect.” She moved as though she would attack me.

Movement to my right showed Cash readying to intervene. Jacine noticed and backed off, but her questions didn’t. She asked again, how I came to have the same skill as the Gamekeeper.

Shit. Well, it was his fault. I didn’t ask for his skill. The first time we’d met, he tried to hit on me, like, romantically. When he found out I was a soon to be Player, he sulked. He gave me a parting kiss to remember him by. The kiss came with consequences. We were friends now but, still, I always put my ability to travel through the in-between down to that day.

“He gave it to me,” I confessed. I wasn’t going down because he was a randy god who couldn’t keep it in his pants.

The look of sheer horror on Jacine’s face was one of many—shock, disgust, jealously, fear—I couldn’t decipher them all, but they traversed her features leaving me with the feeling she balanced on a razor’s edge.

I darted a glance around the arena, my heart skipping madly. The prickly feeling I’d fought earlier crackled and skipped over my skin—electric shocks of power. People whispered in the ears of their neighbors while staring at me. Freak show on display. All I needed was to be naked, and then my worst nightmare had come true. 

When Jacine had her emotions under control, she said through gritted teeth: “He is not allowed to show any Player or registrant favor.”

“Oh, it was before I was registered.” I waved her off. “He kissed me—”

“He kissed you?”

The sharp tone in her voice made me jump and a spark shot out of my fingers, searing the rubber mat at my feet. A chemical curl wafted into the air, a reminder to calm the fuck down, Roo, else you’ll be carted off to another prison. Worse. She could end me right there.

“Yeah, but it was a joke, right Cash?” I glanced at him with a small laugh.

In the time we’d talked, he stalked towards us. His movements were small as to not startle. I had the sense he stepped toward a loony with a gun.

But was that me… or Jacine?




Cash made it to the mat and placed a steady hand on my shoulder. Immediately, I felt better. The energy surging through my pulse calmed under his weight. 

“Jacine,” Cash lowered his voice. “I think we can continue this conversation later. Let’s focus on the rest of the contenders who need to finish their trials.”

Jacine’s troubled gaze swept across the room and landed on the Tribunal. They’d remained confident and proper the entire time. Nothing, not even my disruption, had stirred their resolve. As though activated to life by Jacine’s attention, Felix rose to his feet.

“The hunter is correct,” he said. “We have more registrants to get through. Seeing as this woman halted proceedings, I call for her effort to count as her trial.”

Murmurs from the arena and Tribunal bench broke out. 

“That’s an excellent idea,” Cash replied. “She demonstrated her abilities. The trial requirements have been satisfied. In fact, she stopped a very suspect assassination attempt.”

“What do you mean suspect?” Felix asked.

“Well, unless you’re blind, you would have noticed the mentor from Lyra House stand up and use his power. You all know a Siren’s voice can penetrate many barriers. You’re not blind, are you?”

Silence.

Nervous glances darted between the five. All knew that if they had to investigate the trial, one of their own precious Watchers would have to be put under the microscope. None of them wanted that. Perhaps because it meant they’d all be under scrutiny. What secrets did they know about each other?

“I concur,” Jacine said hastily, giving me daggers. “Shall we vote? All those in favor of—what is your name again, dove?” 

Right. As if she forgot my name. “La Roux Urser.”

“Urser. Of course you bloody are. All those in favor of having this count as Ms. Urser’s trial, raise your hand.”

Four Tribunal members raised their hand.

The fifth, Octavia, shot me daggers. Her gaze flicked to over my shoulder toward Bruce and then her voice rose in discord: “She cheated, she must be canceled.”

Jacine pinched the bridge of her nose and gave a dramatic sigh. “Must you disagree with everything, Octavia?”

“She cheated.” Octavia glared at me.

“Fine. The vote must be unanimous, we must come to a decision. Considering the trials have been halted enough already, I propose we continue this conversation tonight. In private. All those in favor?”

All five lifted their hands.

“Good. It’s settled then. You two may leave until further notice.”

Cash took my upper arm and guided me off the mat with haste. I wanted to check on Lincoln, but his seat was empty. My glance shifted one seat over, to my father, whose triumphant glaze had remained.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




THE SECOND WE left the arena, Cash let go of my arm as though it were on fire. He rounded on me, fuming.

“Why?”

“Jeez, so many things I can say to that. You’ll have to be more specific.”

“Why did you put yourself at risk when I told you to wait it out?”

“If you’re referring saving my brother’s life—”

“He’s not your brother!” His voice boomed in the narrow hallway, shocking me into silence. 

My already racing heart kicked up a beat. I stared him down while I caught my breath. We were alone, but not for long. In fifteen minutes, the current trial would be over, and it was possible more people would leave. I thought of the empty seat next to my father, of the pained look Lincoln had given those horses as he laid in the field dying.

“He’s worth saving,” I said.

Cash ground his teeth, tendons in his jaw popped. “Not again.”

“Again, what?” I shook my head. I’d had enough. “I’m tired of being told what to do, and how to behave. First my father, then the frigging Others, now you!”

Someone cleared their throat behind me.

I spun, ready to berate them too, but it was Bruce. Should’ve known. Should have sensed him. Peachy.

“What do you want?” I spat.

Amusement shone in his eyes as he darted a glance between Cash and me. “A word, daughter?”

“You can say what you need in front of my mentor.” I folded my arms. I may be pissed off at Cash, but I wasn’t stupid.

Behind my father’s rugged face, more people filed out of the arena. Too many, as though it had finished.

“What’s going on, Bruce?” Cash asked, waving to the crowd.

“At my suggestion, they’re convening for the day.”

“You expect us to thank you?” Cash said.

My father shrugged. “I don’t give a shit what you expect, but we need to move out of the way.”

He was right. The hallway got crowded, and if the loaded stares I received in the arena were bad, these drilled through to my bones. 

Sick of it.

I was goddamned sick of being treated like a pariah. 

“Bruce.” A tall, brown skinned man approached my father. His eyes were green and his brown hair had been cut short, close to his scalp. He moved like a panther and wore a black sports jacket with a snake emblem. Epsilon. 

Ava trailed behind him, her wild hair free and flowing, untamed. Two more Epsilon members joined her. One of them was the poisoner. His blond hair was like Ava’s, long and unruly. He tied it back at the nape and slicked the frizz with grease. He must be Rus, and his companion, another male, Val. Val’s hair had been shaved off.

Cash’s energy exploded from his body and hit me like a wall of heat.

Shocked, I checked him. His aura rarely made a public appearance. It’s what made him a great hunter. When he wanted to, he could move like a ghost, quiet, fast and lethal. Coupled with his undetectable aura, he was a formidable opponent, even to soul sensing people like me. 

Cash’s stony gaze pierced Rus with the force of an arrow. The man had the decency to look worried. 

My father turned to his friend. “Pontius.”

“Dinner still on for tonight?” Pontius glanced at me with curiosity.

“This isn’t over.” Bruce pointed at me and then stepped away. 

I narrowed my eyes at our friends in Epsilon, still standing close by, eyeing me off in return.

“I know you’re behind the poisoning.” I thrust my chin at Rus.

Ava glanced at her mentor and my father talking, then rounded on me. “It’s no secret we don’t like you.”

“Are you admitting to breaking the terms of the Ludus, Ava?” Cash’s voice had the calmest tone, deathly smooth.

“What would Bruce think?” I knew she looked up to him. 

In response, she leaned in close and lowered her voice. “Who do you think told us to do it?”

I gasped. Air solidified in my lungs. Why would he want me dead? He wanted me to fail, to breed, to be his catalyst, not die. This confession cemented Cash’s declaration: I wasn’t to blame for the serum… just some other part of Urser’s plan.

 A small smile spread across her cocky face. “Next time, you won’t be so lucky.”

“You won’t be so lucky when I’m done with you,” I replied. Oh, great, Roo. Just great. Act like a third-grader, why don’t you?

She laughed cruelly. “You? What can you do? You can’t even control your power. Half of it is locked away inside you. And being Nephilim, you’re not even strong enough to handle a librarian’s touch.”

“Goddamn it.” Rus slapped her across the shoulder. “Idiot.”

Fuck, she was right. I hated her, but she was right. If I had full access to The Book of the Dead, I could rewrite everything! I could control the demons inside me.

Cash sized the two up, calculating his odds. 

“See you at eight.” Bruce spoke to the Epsilon group. With his words, he showed his back, dismissing them. He gestured with his hand down the hall where it was less crowded. “Roo-Roo, a word.”

Bastard. When he used that name, he wanted something. Probably another soul-sucking demonstration at dinner. My heart beat faster at the thought of sharing a meal with those people. 

I wouldn’t do it.

I wouldn’t put myself within reach of those people again. I didn’t care if it was the duty of a royal. Royal my ass. They poisoned me in public. They’d have no qualms with doing it privately.

Cash’s warm hand landed at the base of my neck, instantly soothing me. I almost melted into him. Instead, I inhaled and followed my father to the quiet spot. Cash followed immediately behind, never leaving my side.

Bruce noticed, glared, then ignored him.

“I will not go to another dinner,” I said to Bruce. “I’m done.”

That amusement flickered in his eyes again. “Good. Because you’re not invited. This is for your brother’s betrothal arrangement only.”

The air expelled from my lungs, and I let it ride out, long and slow through my teeth.

“Considering his feelings for you, it’s best you stay away from the apartment for the night, anyway.”

“Lincoln’s feelings?” I frowned. “Because I saved his life?”

“You embarrassed him.”

“But I saved his life!”

“Like any Player worth his salt, he would rather die than admit weakness. I don’t know whether to be proud of you for showing strength, or to punish you for disrespecting our House and the rules of the game.” He shot a scathing look at Cash. “You obviously didn’t use your two weeks together for training.”

“Fuck you,” Cash snarled.

My father clicked his tongue in a superior, disapproving way. “So uncouth. Roo, stay out the apartment tonight. I expect you back in the morning.” 

Then he walked away. 

Cash wasted no time in pulling his cell phone out to dial a number, watching me. Thoughts collided behind his eyes until someone answered. “Jed, meet us at the cafeteria in two minutes.”

Why all of a sudden did Bruce accept my independence? Why let me stay at Cash’s. He owned my body, he’d said it on numerous occasions. While Cash had a plan, I was even more confused than ever. 




Jed met us at a corner cafeteria table. 

Between Bruce’s shock acquiescence, and my flashbacks of being poisoned, my stomach was in turmoil. Cyanide was more than a memory. I could actually taste its bitterness in my mouth. I refused to eat the food, instead content to glare at groups congregating at other tables. With the remainder of the second trial suspended until tomorrow, and little else to do in the underground, most came here to feed.

The creepy goth girl from Astraia House with precognition watched me with spectacular interest. No more hiding behind black painted fingernails in her teeth. Her four friends gave me occasional glances, but she never took her attention off me.

“I’ll get you some food,” Cash said, bringing my awareness back to him. “You should try the Lamb Brisket. It’s nowhere near as good as Ma makes, but Jacine said it’s not bad.”

I sensed an attempt at cheering me up. I liked meeting his mother and enjoyed her cooking even better. But it was no use. I wouldn’t eat here.

“How about I get you a bowl?” He got up to leave. 

I stopped him with a hand to his wrist. “Can’t I eat back at your place? Less chance I’ll be killed there.”

“The food is all from the same place, Roo. Eat.”

“Yes, you should eat.” Jed approached our table.

“No,” I replied then shrugged. “You can’t blame me.”

“You’ll go hungry then.” Cash waved for Jed to sit down.

“Would you eat at the place you were poisoned, Jed?”

“Uh, I don’t think you have a choice, Roo.”

“Yes I do. I’m going topside to get something later.” 

Cash slapped his palms on the table. “Not on your own, you won’t.”

“You don’t own me, Cash.”

“I don’t care.”

“Yes, you do care, Cash. You care so much you think you can tell me what to do and say.”

A dangerous intensity crept into his voice. “You know you can’t go out in public without a guardian. That’s not my rule.”

“I should come back later.” Jed rose halfway to standing.

“No!” I yelled at the same time Cash said, “Sit down.”

Cash returned his glower my way. “Why are you arguing with me?”

I glared back. “You tried to stop me from helping Lincoln.”

“No, I tried to stop you from hurting yourself. I don’t give a flying fuck about Lincoln.”

My fist slammed on the table. “I do.”

He exhaled, shaking his head. “Why? I told you, he’s not—”

“Don’t say he’s not my real brother. I know. I’ve been reminded ten times over. There’s no need to patronize me.”

“So, why? Help me understand.”

I pressed my lips together because I couldn’t tell him. I didn’t know. Maybe I was a sucker for my father’s use of familial words, or maybe it was the gift horse Lincoln left on my bedside table when I was comatose. Bruce didn’t fight for him, so I did. Every soul deserved a chance at happiness.

“There are more important things for us to be doing, like figuring out how the hell we’re going to stop those names on the list from being crossed out.”

Jed picked at a spot on the table. “Names on a list?”

I took a deep breath. We hadn’t told Jed, yet. When I relayed what I’d found, his expression darkened. 

Cash moved to stand next to me. “If we weren’t wasting time on Lincoln, I wouldn’t have to spend the evening with the Tribunal pleading your case. We could be working on the list, or preparing you for the next trial.”

“I’m not apologizing for saving him.”

Cash’s head shot up, eyes speared toward the cafeteria entrance. I followed his gaze and regretted it.

“Great.” Bitterness twisted my mouth out of shape. “Just what I need.”

Jacine walked toward us, swaying her hips, clicking her heals. All heads swiveled her way. I had to admit, she was hard to ignore. Perfect body, perfect face. Jealousy speared through me when I caught Cash and Jed’s eyes glued to her approach.

Her eyes were for my mentor only. “My quarters in five, hunter.” 

“Can it wait?” he asked rudely.

“No.” She sniffed, looked fixedly at me, and then turned around and left, seductively sashaying as she went.

I snorted. She and her perfect ass can bite me. “We don’t have to do what she says.”

“You weren’t invited, Roo,” Cash said, then turned to Jed. “I won’t be long. Don’t let her go anywhere.”

My jaw hit the floor.

“Stop gawking, Roo,” Jed said as Cash walked away. “She’s the boss. If she wants to shake her perfect ass in his face, then she can. He has to go.”

I shot Jed accusing eyes.

“What? She’s hot. We’re not blind.”

“What the hell has gotten into you all?”

He shrugged. “She’s the Goddess of Love.”

Oh for heaven’s sake. I stood up. “I’m going above ground to get some real food.”

“Didn’t you hear Cash? He said not to go anywhere.” 

I shrugged. “He can tell me to my face instead of talking over me and acting like I’m not here.”

Jed scratched his ears. They poked out from under his auburn hair. I used to find it adorable. He’d been my probation officer for three years. When half the town stayed away from me because they thought I was a witch, he’d been my friend. Even before we knew we were both part of the Game. Now, he was irritating me as much as anyone. 

“I’m coming with you,” he said, standing.

I slid him shifty eyes. “Suit yourself.”

I left the room, not caring that the goth girl from Astraia House followed me with her eyes the entire way.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




“IT’S ODD,” I said to Jed as we walked down a busy street, away from the Ludus and the Opera House. “Why wouldn’t Bruce want me at dinner when he’d insisted every other time?”

The summer evening stifled and the harbor water lapped nearby. The night was perfect for a walk, and many people must have agreed with me, the walkways were packed full of commuters heading home after a long day at work. Passing by shop windows, it was hard not to catch the Christmas decorations. So much had happened in the past month that time had run away from me. I turned from the windows, back to Jed.

“I don’t know,” he replied. “But you can’t tell for sure he’s behind the assassination attempts. You only know what Ava said to you. Don’t let your emotions rule your judgment.”

“Jed.” I stopped walking. I couldn’t help the derisive tone that bled into my voice. “It’s dinner with Epsilon House. They’re clearly working together.”

“I’m not so sure about that, but I agree with you about not wanting you at dinner. It’s out of character.”

“What do you think is his character?” I asked and continued to walk. I was unsure of the answer myself. Bruce had been determined to have me live with him and abide by his rules. It was the one thing he’d made a big deal about—keeping me close for my royal duties. “I mean, does he have a history in this world? Is he the basis of some human myth, just like Jacine and Marc? Do you know? I don’t.”

I shoved my hands in my pockets and walked in silence next to Jed, also lost in thought. Or, perhaps he left me to sort through my messed up mind on my own. There were still a few things irritating me. 

Like Jacine for starters. The Goddess of Love with her mitts all over Cash. 

“Do you know who I am?” I asked Jed, out of the blue.

“What do you mean?”

“You know, like I just said: Cash is Orion the Hunter, or the Archangel Michael… whatever you want to call him. Ava is some warrior princess from Ursa constellation. Even Lincoln thinks he’s the God of War. Anyway, that’s what I’m talking about. Most people know they’re from a certain part of the Empire. They stick together in Houses. You have a map. I’ve never seen it, but I’m assuming you have one.” He nodded in the affirmative. “Right, so everyone has a map. But not me. Cash said he knows who I truly am but he won’t tell me. Marc has to do it.”

“He’s right. Don’t listen to the myths, Roo. Despite what you think, or what you’ve been told, it’s all conjecture. The Gamekeeper is the only one who knows for sure who any of us might be. And he doesn’t tell. For all we know, the myths were made up by him in a drunken haze.”

“Do you really believe that?”

“All I know is we can’t remember the truth. We don’t all have the power to search our memories or past lives like Cash.”

His words struck me and I halted. Ava was right.

“What’s the matter?” he asked.

“We can’t remember,” I said.

“That’s what I said.”

“But what if we could remember?”

He narrowed his eyes. “I don’t understand.”

“I’ve been going about this all wrong. I thought I’d find the answers at the depository, but all I need to do is reach back into my own mind. I need to see the librarian.” 

“Sorry. Still don’t get it.”

I shook him by the shoulders, grinning. “I have the Book of the Dead inside me. When I absorbed Petra’s grimoire, it tried to self-destruct, but it’s still there, and it has answers.”

“Where are we headed?” Jed asked, changing the subject. “There’s a nice restaurant at the end of the gardens.”

It was then I noticed we’d wandered away from the Opera House and into Royal Botanical Gardens. The life-force of nature infused me with warmth. I sighed and smiled, head tilted to the night sky. Those fake windows in the Ludus were marvelous, but they were no match for the real thing. I missed this fresh air, the buzzing electricity of nature. Ever since I discovered I could sense the auras, I found I could also feel life emanating from everything around me. Like that little pot plant at Cash’s apartment. Here it was magnified. The trees, the ants, the animals. It was all connected.

I thought of Wren. She spoke to animals, but her mentor wanted her below ground, working with the rest of Cetus in the depository. I frowned. The more time I spent here, following their rules, the more I had the urge to break them. To free everyone. If only I had the power.

My stomach clenched into knots, hungry, reminding me of Jed’s question about restaurant choice. I was about to reply when I saw a familiar person sitting on a park bench under the bright light of a lamp. 

A despondent Marc mumbled to himself as he twirled something in his fingers. It looked like a tiny vial of something. He wore Cricket whites, zinc on his lower lip and a baggy green cap on his head. I’d recognize that potent aura anywhere. 

“Marc?” I said tentatively, stepping closer. 

“Love?” His sorrowful eyes cleared when they noticed me. His fingers closed over the item in his hands, hiding it from view. “You have no idea how good it is to hear your voice.”

I didn’t care that Jed was with me that he would see my affection for the one person off limits to Players. I rushed to sit next to Marc and hugged him tight. “I missed you.”

“And I, you, love.” 

His large hands tightened around me. I buried my face into his neck, smelling the forest and life within him. It was a scent I always smelled on him. I waited for his usual innuendo, or butt grab. But he did none of it. He held me tight. Respectable.

Something was wrong. I pulled back.

“We’ve been waiting for you to come back. The trials have started,” I said.

“Without me?” Incredulous, he blinked. “They couldn’t bloody wait a couple of days?” Then he drooped. “Doesn’t matter, anyway.” 

“You’re not your usual jovial self. Did you lose a game?” 

“Game?” He looked wistfully over my shoulder. “The bloody Game.”

“Yes, Cricket. Did you play a game?”

He came to his senses and glanced at his attire. “Oh, this game. No, love, I only played a spot to cheer myself up. Cricket always lifts my spirits. I changed my face to match the captain and then made him fall asleep in the change room. Done it before without a hitch. Just not tonight.” He sighed and placed his palms on his eyes. “I lost it in front of them all. A test match. Thousands of Simons at the Sydney Cricket Ground. Recorded for them to play on their Tele-boxes. Too wrapped up in my misery, I was. Just couldn’t hold it. My face changed back.”

That wasn’t good. Usually it was his job to hide the mistakes of Players from the world. Who would hide his mistake?

“Maybe we can break into the studio, or something. Erase the tapes.” I placed a gentle palm on his arm. “Or maybe the camera wasn’t on you.”

He gripped my hand fiercely with his own. Sadness consumed him, from his eyes to his aura. I couldn’t protect myself, it leaked into myself. My heart ached. 

“I can’t do it,” he said. “I tried. Walked here from the SCG, but as soon as I got this close, I couldn’t do it. Been sitting here, thinking, for hours.”

“Marc,” I breathed. “I’ll help you get the tapes. Jed, too. Just point me in the right direction. Better yet, take me there now.”

“You always were the pragmatic one, Sephie.”

“Who’s Sephie?” I asked.

He jerked as though being shot. His eyes widened and he let go of my hand. “I’m sorry, love. I can’t do it.”

And then he was gone. 

Electrified silence filled the air while Jed and I stared, gobsmacked. Nothing left, but a crumpled up white Cricket suit. I used my index finger to lift the fabric. Real. He must have dressed in the actual captain’s uniform. Not an illusion. 

Jed shrugged at my questioning glance. He had no clue, either.

I got to my feet and dusted myself off. “Probably a good idea we let Cash know Marc is back. Let’s get back to the Ludus, I think I saw a food truck at the start of the park.”




















CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




I WOKE IN the morning to an empty bed, room and apartment. No sign of Cash anywhere. The separation anxiety that took root in my heart squeezed and suffocated until I had difficulty breathing. He wasn’t here.

He hadn’t come home.

He left you again, my passengers said.

I got out of bed and checked my phone which had been charging in the kitchen.

One message. From Cash:




—Running late. Don’t wait up.




That was it.

Running late.

I didn’t know whether to be happy or annoyed. He’d contacted me, but barely. I settled on annoyed because I needed him. Marc had come home, and I had no one to talk to about his weirdness. I shot a quick text back, telling Cash I wanted to speak with him. Minutes passed with me staring at the blank screen on my phone, waiting.

A quick shake and I snapped out of it. If Kitty could see me now. 

Guilt speared me at the thought of my best friend. There were a mountain of unanswered texts from her on my phone. The urge to speak with her overwhelmed me. Having dated half the town, she had uncanny insights into the minds of men. She might be able to help talk me down off my ledge. The last time we spoke was when I landed in Sydney, but that was days ago, and even then it had been a five-minute call because I couldn’t exactly confide in the true nature of my life. She knew I was special, but not gods-playing-on-earth special. 

First rule of Game club, don’t reveal your supernatural status to humans. 

They were my friends. But they were human.

The sooner I got these souls out of me, the sooner I finished the trials, and returned to my normal life back in Margaret River, working a monotonous job at a touristy bar. Sounded like a dream.

If Kitty were here, she’d say, “Babe. You gotta take the wins where you can get them.”

It was almost over. As long as the Tribunal didn’t rule against my interruption of Lincoln’s trial, I had one trial left. Then freedom. 

I shelved my angst and got dressed into some clothes. My wardrobe ran thin. Just another reason I needed to get back to work at The Cauldron. Whether it was the old motocross bike I bought from saved tips, or the perfume that smelled like freedom. I worked hard for my things, and I was proud of it. The stretch jersey dress I pulled out of my suitcase had seen better days, but I paid for it. The hem had a runner in it, and the thin straps had lost a bit of elasticity, leaving me to gather them and tie them into a racer-back style with a ribbon. You’d only noticed those things if you looked closely. 

I checked myself in the small bathroom mirror. Not too shabby.

The beige cotton clung to my torso, accentuating my curves, and then hung loose to my ankles. The color blended with my tanned skin. I looked good. Too bad Cash wasn’t here to see me.

There must be an emergency. That’s why he took so long. The Tribunal hearing went over time. 

Or perhaps Jacine wants him for something else?

“No. Cash isn’t like that.”

You’ve only known him for a few weeks. What makes you think you know him?

“I know him plenty.”

You know how he likes to wash you in the shower, but do you know what he thinks? What he truly desires? Has he told you?

“He wants me. I know he does.”

Or does he simply want someone not the queen?

“Shut up!” I yelled at my reflection, heart skipping wildly. 

When my bright, fiery eyes blinked back at me, I realized I’d been talking to myself. I grabbed a brush off the bench and yanked it through my tangled red hair, the bane of my existence. The color stood out like a sore thumb.

Red hair.

My gaze narrowed on the strands.

That’s when all this nonsense started, when my hair had changed. I’d showered one day and took the towel off to discover my hair had inexplicably turned red. Tommy had said I looked like a fox on poke berry day, or something like that. Oh wait, it was redder than a fox’s ass on poke berry day. 

A lethargic breath consumed me. My heart grew heavy, and I ached to be with Cash wherever he was. 

You should’ve known this would happen, The Others taunted me. One night was all it took for you to fall hook, line and sinker, and one night was all it took for him to fall back into old patterns. 

Gone.

Again.

“Shut up,” I screamed and threw the brush at the glass. It bounced off and clattered onto the counter. In the deafening silence that followed, I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. Time to take control back. I didn’t need Cash with me. I could do it on my own. With concentration and willpower, I glared at my hair in the mirror.

Brown.

Turn brown.

I urged my hair to change appearance, just the way I did when putting up a disguise. Start small. Think big.

I owned this. I controlled this. It was my body.

Turn brown.

Tingles and prickles broke over my scalp in a wave, and the color bled from red to auburn, to light brown.

I smiled, elation lifting my chin.

Take that, Others. 

Now the trick was to keep it that way. 

Brown, brown, brown. My new mantra.

With a hop, skip and a jump, I flicked my hair dramatically over my shoulders and entered the main room. Brown. My hair is brown. I kept repeating the words until my eyes snagged on the little pot plant still on the dining table. I watered it, then returned it to the coffee table near the couch. When I leant down to place the pot on the surface, my foot kicked something under the table. I bent down to have a look.

It was the book Wren found at the depository, the one Cash had taken from her arms. I pulled it out and dusted the top of the leather jacket. It was heavy and about the length of my forearm. When I opened it, the first page had the oroboros symbol etched on… but this one was slightly different. This one had two snakes entwining before eating their own tails. One snake symbolized ones eternal soul. So two snakes, perhaps infinity linked together. My finger traced the outline of each circle. Soulmates. Written by someone who’s name started with S. The rest of the inscription had been smudged and stained by water, as had much of the book. Time hadn’t been good to the pages.

I flipped the pages carefully, reading with unbridled curiosity. Much of the book was about using blood to link souls. Nothing much new. I already guessed that through my abilities. There was more in the book, mostly equations I couldn’t understand, but what I found most interesting, was the reference to The Book of the Dead. The same soul-scientist who’d written this book had also written that one.

The S person. 

In the park, Marc called me by a name that had started with S.

I shut the book. I had to know. All the secrets could be locked away in my memories. I left the apartment, ignoring the queasy roll in my gut. People in control didn’t second guess themselves. People in control had the power to never be alone again.




I went to the entrance to the Ludus and forced the timid admin guy to show me where I could find the librarian on a map. Then I went there. 

I did not have breakfast, did not collect two-hundred dollars, and did not pass go. I went directly to the librarian where I was ready to gamble my way out of my predicament. 

A girl stood outside the nondescript opaque door, arms folded, chewing her nails. She looked up, and I recognized her—goth girl. I should probably ask about her name. Goth girl was getting tired. 

“Hi,” I said as I approached. “I’ve seen you around, but I’m afraid I’ve not worked up the courage to ask you your name until now.”

She lifted her gaze, surprised. “You talking to me?”

“Yeah, I’m talking to you. I’m Roo. What’s your name?”

She bit the nail on her thumb, assessing me, as though I were a complicated math problem.

“You don’t have to tell me. I just thought—”

“You want to stop calling me goth girl.”

I laughed. “Precog, right?”

She nodded. 

“How does it work? Can you, like, see the lotto numbers before they’re drawn?”

“No. Well, maybe. I haven’t tried, and I can’t control what I see.”

I frowned. “But you see a lot about me, right?”

She half-heartedly lifted a shoulder.

“Let me guess, you’re not allowed to tell me, right?”

Her tiny chest lifted in a sigh. “Yeah. I mean no. I don’t know what…” Her voice trailed off and her cheeks flushed pink.

“It’s okay. It must be a tough gig. I get it. Believe me.”

One side of her lips curled up. “Thanks. Listen, I have to go but, ah, yeah, thanks for introducing yourself. My name is Victoria.”

“Please to meet you Victoria. I hope we can catch up again.”

Her head cocked to the side. “Really?”

“Of course. Maybe in the cafeteria one day, okay? Or better yet, the food van topside has amazing tacos. We should totally go there one night.”

“Sure.” She lingered in front of me, staring. It was as though she wanted to say something but she bit her thumbnail again. “Bye.”

“See ya.”

She turned and took a few steps, then faced me again. “I really like your hair that color. Whatever you do, don’t change it.”

“I like it too. Thanks.” I waved as she walked away.

Weird. 

I pulled my hair in front of my face. Brown. Good.

The waiting room I entered was quiet. A row of plastic, uncomfortable chairs lined one of the gray walls. On the other side was an unmanned desk behind a long counter. Posters of kittens being cute hung on the wall behind the desk. There were also other hand made signs taped up such as “Shh. Quiet, Please. Librarian at Work.”.

Nobody here.

I twiddled my thumbs for a minute and then noticed a small reception bell so hit it. Loud ringing echoed in the silence. 

“Can I help you?” A small woman with short hair and red-framed glasses came out of a door behind the reception area. 

“Hello, I’d like to see the librarian.”

The woman lowered her glasses to the nib of her nose and inspected me. 

“Naturally. Have you been here before?”

“No, first time.”

She pushed her glasses back up. She licked her finger and singled out a few pieces of paper from a large stack on her desk. “Please fill out this form”—she laid one on the counter—“and this form”—she laid another—“and this one.”

After searching the desk, she found a pen and slapped it on the bench. She looked at me with thoughtful eyes.

“Sweetheart, don’t tell me you’re Nephilim.”

“Yes, is that a problem?”

She sighed loudly. “When will you kids learn? We can’t access your original memories. Even if I could, I wouldn’t. It’s against the rules. This service is mainly for Watchers who have lived for thousands of years and need help to access their internal archives.”

“Oh, that’s okay. I know that. I want to remember this life.”

“What could you possibly want to remember, coming out of the birth canal? I can tell you now, sweetheart, it’s not as exciting as others claim it to be. A lot of blood, goo and screaming.”

“I want to remember The Book of the Dead.” 

“From your memory archive.”

“Yes.”

“This an earth-soul request. Not extraterrestrial.”

“That’s correct.”

She gave me that silent, thoughtful look again. Eventually, she pulled out another form, and placed it on the laminate counter. “You’ll need to sign this waiver. Block letters, please.”

“Waiver?” I picked up the paper and read it.

“Honey, this procedure is for Seraphim. If your inferior brain packs it in, we accept no responsibility. The form is so that your House mentor doesn’t come looking for blood if you turn into a vegetable.”

“A vegetable?” I gulped.

“Or worse. Ring the bell when you’re done.”

The beads around her neck clicked as she left.

I gathered the papers and moved to a wobbly chair. The small coffee table in front of me had various books and other magazines with curled up corners. One of them would be good to lean on. I sat staring at the forms for a while, hesitating. Vegetable. She’d said vegetable.

Inside me, The Others stirred, waking up. Not so afraid of me anymore. Gritty fingernails down a blackboard. What if this procedure didn’t just access their information, but gave them full access to my brain? 

I pulled a strand of hair in front of my face. Still brown. Still in control. I could do this.




















CHAPTER THIRTY




ONCE I’D FILLED out my forms, the librarian took me through the door behind her counter. Similar to the registrar’s office, a reclining chair sat in the middle with computers and surgical equipment around the room. A little sink and faucet took up one side.

“Please, take a seat,” she said and perused my documents. 

I shifted myself onto the chair, sliding so as not to disturb my dress, then sat there, hands in my lap, awkwardly waiting. More motivational posters with cats were on the wall. One cat clung to a tree, with the caption: “Hang in there, baby!”. Another had a puppy winking and pointing its paw, saying, “Who’s awesome? You’re awesome.”. I chuckled a little and felt the tension roll out of me. 

As the librarian mouthed the words she read, her eyebrows lifted, and she made understanding noises. Fine lines wrinkled around her eyes. I looked closely. She was older than me, by at least a few decades. Unusual for Seraphim. Unless she wasn’t.

“I’m sorry if this is rude, but are you a Watcher?”

She didn’t break her gaze from the form. “No, I’m a Player, like you.”

“How did you get to fill this role?”

Now she looked up with questioning eyes. “I was born in Corvus and here I am.”

“Is there a librarian every generation? I guess, what I mean is, do you have a choice, or are you forced into this because of your skill?”

She shrugged. “I didn’t really have a choice. None of us from Corvus House do. But we keep coming. So I suppose when we get back to the Empire, we’re okay with it. We’re a people of helpers, so we like to go where we can help.”

“Huh.” 

“Right,” the librarian said. “Let me get this straight. You have one, two—three!—souls inside you, correct?”

“Yes. Well, if you include my own, there’s four.”

“But two of them have joined to make a larger soul, and the other knows about The Book of the Dead, correct?”

“Yes. Sort of. The conjoined soul knew about it. The one on its own was pretty much The Book of the Dead in human form. Does that make sense?”

“And you think we can reach into its memories and pull out the data.”

“Bingo.”

She tapped her finger on her lips. “If this will work, you need to have a foothold into that”—she made a circle shape with her fingers, trying to come up with the appropriate word—“being, soul, no… what is it exactly?”

“The grimoire of a witch. A living breathing person who had their DNA encoded with the witch’s spells and memories.”

“Right. Of course. And you want information—a spell to be specific—on splitting souls.”

“Specifically how she fused two souls together. I want to split them apart.”

“Okay.” The woman tilted her head and looked at me weird, as though I were about to eat her head off. “Very well. Lie back. Let’s get started.”

I reclined on the chair, wiggled a bit, and settled in. On the ceiling there was another poster. Alvin and the Chipmunks. 

A light touch on my temples made all my muscles tensed with anticipation.

“This might pinch a bit.”

“Oh—kay——! Son of a—” Pain pierced my temples and radiated into my being. White light burned my eyes, searing, flickering.

Holy mother of… were her fingers inside my head, actually pushing into my temples?

I gasped, gurgled, tried to swallow. Waves of nausea engulfed me.

“Relax, take a deep breath.”

A slow shaky breath in. The pain receded but didn’t end.

“And exhale.”

Slow shaky breath out. Still hurt. I gagged, but kept from throwing up.

“Now, tell me about the time you… ingested… The Book of the Dead.”

Images rammed into the forefront of my mind. It was suddenly a few weeks ago. I was stuck in the bottom of a pit. A cave behind me. Rocky walls in front of me. Above. A boy. Laughing. Taunting.

I swallowed. “He shot my friend in front of my face.”

“Who did?”

“The ancient boy. The grimoire.”

“Then what happened?”

“I lost my temper. I pulled him to me with my power. He fell and landed, crushed at my feet.”

The memory pierced me, and I squeezed my eyes, shaking my head. I didn’t want to relive it. Shame washed over me.

“Go on, Roo. What happened next?”

“He was dying, his life-force waning, and the voice inside me bade me to drink from him, to save the knowledge bleeding out.” I swallowed. “So I did. I took it all into me. Hieroglyphs appeared on my skin. But, something blocked my full understanding. A spell.”

“Good.” She moved her fingers, and pain erupted. “What have you learned? Anything from the book?”

“Schtt—” I tried to speak, but my tongue wouldn’t work. She eased off until the pain ebbed. I took a breath and continued. “I learned that you can trap a soul in a mirror.”

She moved some more. Pain. Oh God.

White hot pain.

“Relax. Just relax, Roo. Tell me more about what the book can do with souls.”

More images, tingles up my arms, my body sang through the pain. Floodgates of awareness opened. She broke the barrier holding the knowledge back. Suddenly, understanding pelted me so much it hurt to comprehend. “Magnets. Electricity and… water… conducts… I know. Glass. Energy. Blood. I know how to do it.” I panted, breathless. “I know everything.”

“Good.” She yanked her fingers from my head.

The sharp pain receded, only to be replaced by a dull, throbbing ache and nausea. I groaned and rubbed my temples, scowling at her fingers as she wrote notes on my form. 

“Okay, sweetheart, now that we’re finished, there’s the small issue of your payment. Where shall I send the bill?”

“Ah… The what?”

She sighed. “Not you too. I’ve already had one walk out this month, I can’t afford another. We don’t run on fumes here you know. You have to pay me.”

Sweat prickled my forehead. Wow. That pain really worked its magic on me. Tiny tingles of fire danced behind my eyes. Soon, pain shot down my neck, feeding into my arms, my spine, my heart. “Can I write an I-O-U? Oh God this is really hurting. Is it supposed to be like this?”

The second I said it, pain cracked me in two. I dropped, lifeless to the chair and everything went black.






When I came to, I knew it hadn’t been long because the librarian stood over me, checking my vitals. Her glasses had fallen to dangle from a chain around her neck. Her red lipstick had smeared a little. 

“Thank the gods you’re alive.”

Dull pain throbbed in my head with every minute movement I made. “Barely,” I croaked.

“I thought you died. You were so still. Your breathing had stopped. I checked your heart and… but you’re okay now, you’re okay.” She inhaled deeply, patting herself at the base of her neck. “You’re okay.”

I frowned. “I guess so.”

She cursed under her breath and banged things around the room as she put tools away. “I’m never doing a Nephilim again. I don’t care what the waiver says.”

The door burst open.

“Who are you?” she asked.

I sat up quickly and regretted it. My mind swirled. When I got my vision to hold still, the dark figure in the doorway came into focus. Cash.

His steely eyes landed on me, assessed, then moved to the librarian where they narrowed with malice. 

“What did you do?” he said through clenched teeth.

The librarian shrunk back. I tried to sit forward, wincing as movement pounded my head, but swooned and flopped back. 

“Leave her alone,” I croaked.

“Her?” He gaped at me. “I don’t care about her. I’m asking you. What the hell did you do?”

“It’s okay… I know now. I don’t need your help. You can carry on saving the world, or whatever it is you’ve been doing all night.”

His face contorted, jaw flexing. “I told you to wait. Why couldn’t you just wait?”

“Sorry to be the wet rag,” the librarian said, interrupting, and timidly waved her papers in between Cash and me. “Someone needs to pay.”

“Put it on my tab,” Cash growled and told her his room number. “Leave us before I make this about you.”

She scribbled down the number and left, closing the door behind us.

“That was uncalled for,” I said. “She was only doing her job.”

“Roo.” Cash made a frustrated sound and scrubbed his face. He paced the small space next to the chair. “You put yourself at risk.”

I read the onslaught of information in his eyes, his expression, his body language. I knew exactly what he thought. What he would say. That I didn’t know how to handle myself, that I didn’t know enough about this world, or this game, to make proper, informed decisions. Too naïve to be included in whatever he did all night because surely the Tribunal hadn’t taken that long.

Stupid, male, chauvinistic—gah! 

Shut up Others! I screamed in my mind.

“Shut up,” I yelled to Cash. “You can’t tell me what to do all the time.”

“I’m not telling you… okay, I am, but there’s a good reason for it. How many times do I have to say to trust me before you believe it?”

“Trust you?” I gaped back at him, aghast. The Others laughed, relentlessly, taunting me. Why were they here? They should be weak with Cash. I held my head between my hands. “You expect me to trust you when you keep secrets from me, despite everything?” 

“I left you a message.”

“Oh, you left me a message. You left four words, Cash, and you stayed out all night with her! Especially after spending an incredible night with me, you ditch me for some perky, perfect assed woman. What the hell was I supposed to think?”

“Jacine? This is about Jacine? You think that because she’s the Goddess of Love, she can keep me against my will?”

“What am I supposed to think?”

Her arms, her mouth, her tongue… all over him. I hit my head repeatedly. Shut up!

“You know I’m immune. She can’t sway me.”

I avoided his urgent eyes and glanced at the posters.

Hang in there.

I’m trying.

“What’s the real issue here, Roo, because no matter how hard I try, you keep pulling away.”

“I just needed to unblock the book.”

“The Book of the Dead?”

“Yes. I couldn’t sit around while Ava kept taunting me, saying I couldn’t control myself. Well, I can. And now I know everything. So problem solved. I made my hair brown.” My smile was short lived when I saw the horror rise on his face.

“Your hair is red, Roo.”

“What are you talking about?” I pulled a strand in front of my face. My vision blurred with tears. “No.”

“Why do you care about your hair color? Is it the Soul-Eater thing? You’re not one of them.”

“I know,” I said, all life leeching from my voice. “I’m the S-woman. The one who wrote the books. Sephie.”

He gripped my shoulders, fingers digging into me, shaking me. “Who told you that name?”

“See? That’s exactly what I’m talking about. I’m not stupid. I may be a total newbie at this, but I’m not dumb.”

“I never said you were.”

“You’re hurting me.”

He let go. “Who told you?”

“Marc. Last night.”

“You saw him?” 

I screamed in frustration. Despite my pounding head, I got off the chair and rounded on him, keeping it between us. “You expect me to trust you, but you can’t trust me with the truth. I can’t do this.” I shook my head, tears burning my eyes. “Not again.”

“Stop.” He moved around the chair, but I did too, evading him. “Everything I’ve done is for you.” 

Fool you once… The Others said, their words forcing the pain threshold even higher. I cried out, clutching my head. I met Cash’s eyes. “Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice… then I’m the fool, right?”

He winced, as though I’d shot him with my words. His shoulders slumped, defeated. “You wouldn’t be saying that if you knew the truth.”

“So tell me!” I slammed my fists on the fake leather. 

“I can’t because they’ll know!” he screamed back, palms landing next to mine on the chair, eyes inches from mine. “The Others.”

“That’s because it’s her, isn’t it? She’s the one. I’m her!”

I jolted back, holding my heart, a shot to the chest. Our friction charged the air, searing my skin. It all made sense. His unending loyalty and passion for me. From the beginning. Our souls when we touched. How it felt like I’d known him before, even though it was impossible. All of my skills—way more than a normal Nephilim had. 

He straightened, watching me. So stupid. How could I be so ignorant?

I was her. The Queen. Who else would have the power to oust a warrior princess, to go unnoticed for years, to… I was going to be sick. I ran to the little sink and braced myself, breathing hard. He couldn’t trust telling me because of what was inside me. This was my future. My kryptonite. Always dragging me down. Always putting up walls.

They all lied to you, not the other way around.

“I can’t deal with this right now.” I palmed my eyes, rubbing them. 

And then he was in front of me, pulling me into his strong arms, enveloping me in warmth. I stiffened, but didn’t resist. He braced my head and kissed the top, then ran his hands down my back. “Just a little longer, Roo. We’ll talk to Marc, he’ll explain everything. Hang in there.”

I laughed. 

He thought I cried, but I—hang in there. The small sob turned into a full body, uncontrollable shake. I couldn’t help it. After everything. 

“Are you laughing?” He held me at arm’s length, a crease etched between his brows. 

He split his soul to get away from you. He must really hate you.

Tears ran from my eyes, streaming wet, hot lines down my cheeks. I laughed so hard, it hurt. I cackled like an insane woman until my stomach cramped. Until I couldn’t. “You hate me,” I said.

“No, that’s not true.”

“I don’t believe you. You killed yourself to get away from her.” 

“It’s complicated. I died so that this world could survive and, Roo, are you okay?”

“My head hurts.” My humor fled. I could still hear laughing. So loud. In my head. Nausea returned, and I made a deflating sound, head dropping to hand. Tired. I felt so tired. “I have to get them out.”

“Who, get who out?”

“The Others,” I screeched. “They’re in my head.”

“Roo.” Cash’s voice went deathly soft. “Why are they talking when I’m here?”

My blood turned to ice. 

“I… I can’t see straight. I need to—”

Pressure welled inside me so hard it tore through my veins. Agony ripped me in half. Something was wrong.

Not good.

Yes, good.

“Roo, what’s wrong?”

“Cash.” I grasped his arms, desperately searching for his eyes but… “I can’t see. What’s happening?”

He kept talking, but his voice muffled, warbled. It came to me from a distance. Where was he going?

And then I fell, slipping through his arms, down, down, away from myself until icy darkness embraced me. From a distance, voices continued. My body jostled about as I was laid on the chair. Finally, the pain receded until I felt nothing at all. Numb, I opened my eyes.

But I didn’t move them, someone else did.

Cash frowned. He spoke to me. 

I spoke back. 

But it wasn’t me moving my mouth.

It was them.

The Others.




















CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




I WAS IN hell. 

Three kinds of hell.

First, I watched life from behind a closed door. I screamed for Cash to ignore the person speaking with my voice, for him to understand it wasn’t me telling him it was over. I begged him to see I would never say those hurtful things.

Second, I watched the distance grow between us as my body walked out of the librarian’s. He got fuzzy until I completely lost sight of his face plastered with betrayal. Then all the vision through my eyes became dull as if I wore frosted glasses. Everywhere my body looked, it was hazy. Only Cash had been clear. 

Third, the guilt. I did this. I destroyed everything with my stubbornness and my inability to trust. My inability to friggin’ wait! The third life in me, the one holding balance must have perished after the librarian treated me. She’d said she couldn’t find my pulse. That’s because I had died, and a life was sacrificed. I should never have gone there on my own. It was reckless, stupid and unforgivable. 

My life was a movie played through a dirty shower screen, and I was powerless to change the events unfolding before me. 

Cash didn’t trust me because of The Others.

Now, I was the other.

And Leila, my sister, now she drove up front with Petra. If I could somehow get her to work with me, to fight against the hold of Petra…

No use. It was no use.

The shame of everything consumed me. Lies brought me here. I should’ve confided in Cash as soon as I knew about the passengers and worked on a solution to get them out. Together.

I hurled myself against the metaphysical boundaries of my mind, battering, screaming. No matter how hard I tried, nothing budged except the vast emptiness between me and the outside world. 

When my body arrived at the Urser apartments, I went straight in. I didn’t knock, or call out. My hand turned the doorknob and walked in.

Squid stood guarding the entrance inside. He let me pass without a word on my way to the dining table where Bruce sat with Ava and the Epsilon Mentor. Upon entry, Bruce stood, surveying me with a careful eye.

“It is done.” A foreign voice came out of my mouth.

A slow smile curled one side of my father’s face. It was the first real smile I’d ever seen on him and, for that, I was glad. It transformed his placid features into pure evil. 

“Excellent. Good job.”

“Yes.” Ava fist pumped the air like a teenager. Her mentor shot her a derisive glance, and she toned it down.

Pure animosity burned inside me, igniting my rage. She had baited me into going to the librarian, I was sure of it.

Who do you think told us to do it? Ava’s words rang true in my mind. You can’t even control your power. Half of it is locked away inside you.

She was in on it, all along.

“Did everything go smoothly?” Bruce’s voice swam through the haze and had to focus to hear and see him.

“The hunter turned up.”

My father stiffened. “And?”

“He’s dealt with. He’s still among the living, but he’s been discouraged to come after me.”

“What do you mean?” Bruce asked.

“I told him the relationship was over.”

“He’ll come for her. He’ll know something is wrong,” Ava said.

“Then I’ll make no room for doubt.”

“Don’t,” my father said. “You tried that once before and almost revealed everything. We’re close. We can’t risk discovery until we have what we seek.”

No room for doubt? Tried it once before? 

It dawned on me. That first night I stayed at the Ludus, The Others took over and partied with Lincoln. They’d flirted with Drew then flaunted the fact in front of Cash to split us up. Drew even said I’d told him to seek me out so I could give him “a little something-something”. Cash had looked at me as though I’d stabbed him in the back.

The bastards had been trying to split me and Cash up from the start. Petra must have known we were stronger together.

My father strode to Squid. “Is the serum ready?”

“Yes. Reports out of America are good. Results are effective. We’re ready for the next phase of testing.”

My father rubbed his stubble. “No more trouble from the hunter’s camp?”

“No. He’s been too busy here to give them much direction.”

“Good. Soon he won’t be an issue at all. What about the Gamekeeper?” 

“He’s often gone for months, years even,” Ava said.

“No.” My voice was hollow. “We saw him last night. He is back.”

Bruce perked up. “What happened?”

Unable to stop the words spilling out of my mouth, Petra relayed the contact I’d had with Marc. 

A muscle near my father’s eye ticked. He paced the floor. “Are you sure he said that name?” 

“I know what I heard,” I said. 

“Sephie.” Amazement played on my father’s features and he caught a meaningful stare with the Epsilon Mentor. “What do you think, Pontius?”

He shrugged. “Sounds like nonsense. We could ask Octavia, though. She worked more closely with her back in the day.”

“Who’s Sephie?” Ava asked.

My father ignored her and turned to me. “You’re certain, the Gamekeeper said that name?”

“Yes.”

My father paused, eyes darting to and fro, working something out. “It can’t be,” he muttered. “But it makes sense.”

“Who is Sephie?” Ava’s voice rose an octave, demanding.

“The queen.” My voice betrayed me.

Ava gasped. “But that’s impossible. You must be wrong.”

I’m not the queen, I yelled from my prison. 

I didn’t want to be. This woman ruined Cash’s life. She built this world, built the Game and made all the rules that messed with everything. On top of that, she’d neglected her son in favor of her new creations until the point he created evil incarnate to get her attention. She made Cash kill for her, and it hollowed him out, made him resent her enough to sacrifice his life. I shivered inside my dark cell. I didn’t want to be like that. 

“When I was trapped inside this body,” Petra continued. “The hunter’s presence blurred my view of the world, but I caught bits and pieces. I thought nothing of it until her name was mentioned again. As you know, The Book tells of ways to irrevocably link souls through blood. The queen wrote the book. Seeing as the hunter is the queen’s soulmate, it’s not a far stretch to think she linked them somehow. My guess is that the Gamekeeper left to check whether the queen was alive, but to also take a sample of her blood. The hunter is dying, he needs it to survive.”

“What did the Gamekeeper find?” Bruce asked.

“That isn’t confirmed yet. But he had something in his hands. A vial.”

“I don’t understand,” Ava said. “How can her blood save him?”

“With a little help, it can be used to turn their bodies into Seraphim.”

A sharp laugh burst out of Bruce. “This is more than we’d hoped for. Our original plan hinged on this body having the Gamekeeper’s teleporting powers so we can travel to activate the star-gate from the Empire. But if we can find a perfect match to the queen’s bio-key—here—we can open the gate from Earth. After thousands of years, we can go home, and obliterate everything that bitch touched.”

Ava sneered. “You can turn her loved ones against her, just like you did in the beginning.”

Bruce glared at her. “We don’t speak about that aloud, Ava.”

Had he been behind the prince’s rebellion against his mother? The one who pulled the strings, creating those evil creatures that almost overran the planet? That must be what he meant. He turned her loved ones against her.

Cash. Marc. Kitty. All my loved ones in danger.

You touch a hair on their heads and I will end you, I screamed, hurling myself against my cage.

My body flinched and stumbled.

“Is everything okay?” my father asked.

“Fine,” Petra said. “She’s just a noisy passenger.”

Petra heard me when I screamed. That meant Leila could too.

Leila, don’t let her win. Stop her. Help me take control back. 

My body doubled over, clutching the edge of the dining table. 

“Petra, do you have control?” my father demanded.

“Yes,” I said, shaking my head. “She will run out of energy soon. Then she will be quiet.” 

Leila. Leila. Please. Over and over I pleaded, watching the struggle in my body as Leila tried to take control. But it was short lived. I almost missed Leila’s whispered “I’m sorry” before the struggle was over and Petra stood my body tall.

“Is this going to be a problem?” Bruce asked, laser sharp focus on my face.

“No. I have had hundreds of years practice with possession. It’s a process, that is all. She won’t be lucid for long, and then she will feel nothing but vague moments passing her by.”

Possession? 

As she said the word, darkness grew around me. She was right, I was tired. What was happening to me was a form of possession. With witches, they pushed the human soul out because there was no room for two. But with my Nephilim body, there was room for more. 

The hour of battering against my confines had taken a toll. Exhausted. Keeping focused was an effort. 

“No, not yet.” My father’s voice swam into my mind. What had I missed? “We need to get the vial off the Gamekeeper. Petra, well done. Very well done. When you complete your mission, you will have earned your place in our world.”

“Thank you, my lord.”

“So, what now? We wait until the Gamekeeper reveals himself,” Ava suggested.

“We know their weakness and should use it against them. Fight now.” The words came out of my mouth.

“No. For now, go about your day without any attention. If we can get this finished without exposure until production is complete, then our jobs will be easier. Start the third trial tomorrow as usual. I will think on the next course of action and let you know.”

Those were the last words I heard before exhaustion won and darkness closed around me.




















CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




WHEN I CAME to, we were above ground in the Royal Botanical Garden. The same place I’d met Marc the night before… or had it been longer? Lincoln was there with arms folded, glaring at Drew and Crank with Lyra House a few feet away. Epsilon House contenders, Ava, Rus and Val stood next to me, muttering. The haze around my vision cleared a little, and I saw more people chatting in the warm weather, as though it were any other normal day. The midmorning sun broke through the trees to dapple faces with light amongst the shade. Nature called as though a living thing. Life and energy sang out of reach. I wept from my confines. I wanted to touch it, bring it into me, soak it up. But I couldn’t.

The second trial must be over, and this was the start of the third. 

Who knew how long I had been out of it. Sometimes The Others had been quiet for days.

I watched Petra speak to people around us, quietly and briefly, pretending to be me. Sound came in and out of focus, some fuzzy and some clear. I couldn’t decipher what they said and tried to read lips. Not my forte. But Lincoln’s facial expression was wary as he watched me from the corner of his eye while he spoke with another. I wondered, how much did he know? I couldn’t lie and say it didn’t hurt to see him here, with them. But he hadn’t been at the meeting last night with my father and Ava. Perhaps they didn't trust him. Did that mean I could?

This was the first time I’d seen him since his trial, and there had been a remarkable change. His clothing was on the correct way, not inside out. That made me sad. No more rebelling against my father. He’d given up.

Something made a loud sound and everyone looked a certain way. 

Jacine stood at the front of the crowd, speaking. Next to her, someone held up an enormous map of the local area. 

“Alright, doves, it’s time for your final trial. Get through this and you will be freed into the Game after the Libertine Ball.”

A murmur of appreciation rose around me.

“Today, your task is to get across the harbor and all the way down to this point.” She pointed at a spot on the map. “This is our very own Race Around The World. You have a time limit, no money and nothing but your wits and skills to get you there. You slip and reveal your abilities, you’re done. Just like that, game over. Oh, and good luck getting public transport—it’s Christmas Day.” 

It was the one day a year where shops shut down and public transport ran on a bare minimum. It was basically a ghost town out there, so if there were accidental slips of secret abilities, the Tribunal would clean up the mess and hide our presence from the world.

I scoured the crowd for Marc. Surely he’d be here. If my body got in front of him, surely he would know it wasn’t me driving this body. He could sense auras as well as me. He should know. But he was nowhere in sight. 

No battering against my cage today. I conserved my energy hoping I’d have the strength to persuade Leila to work with me. She’d had a few moments where she’d been able to break apart from Petra and write me a note. My hope was she could do something now. I needed to warn my friends… I slumped. What friends? I’d alienated Cash. Marc was missing. I hadn’t spoken to Wren since the day she learnt I attacked her brother. My human friends were back in Margaret River, completely unaware of what was happening to me. 

I was exactly where I was afraid I’d be, all because of my stupid pride. Alone, afraid, forgotten.

But I couldn’t give up. I wouldn’t. I’d find a way to get out of here. If Petra could do it, so could I. The Book of the Dead had been unblocked. I knew how to split her soul, to weaken her. I just had to bide my time until I could take control of my body back.

I searched for Cash. Not here. Why would he come when I’d told him it was over? But then my vision cleared, the people around me came into crystal focus. That tiny spark of hope flared to life again. He must be near. 

“Roo, I’d like a word.” His voice, behind me.

My vision panned to Cash, tense and determined. 

“I told you, I want nothing to do with you.” My voice was cold, flat.

“You heard her,” Ava said. 

“Since when did you speak for her?” Cash countered.

“Since our Houses are aligned.”

“What she wants is irrelevant. I’m her mentor, and I need to speak with her before her last trial. Privately.”

Petra gave a quiet nod to Ava then turned my body to Cash. He placed a palm on my back and guided me to a spot a few feet away. At his touch, everything inside me surged, stronger, more alive, but Petra’s words coming out of my body cut like a knife: “Don’t touch me again.”

Before Cash’s hand dropped from my back, I caught the sharp flare of his nostrils and the twitch in his eye. He smelled something. His gaze bored through me, assessing. “Roo. Why are you doing this?”

“Because I can.”

“This isn’t you.”

“You haven’t been around long enough to know.”

Cash! I yelled from my prison. It’s me! I’m in here.

But he didn’t hear. He stood, arms folded, watching intently. 

Leila, help me. I need to get a message to Cash. 

My body flinched. 

I pushed with all my energy. I tried to pilot my body myself, to make my lips move, to do anything to show him I was here, but Petra was too strong. All I achieved was a hiccup.

“I’m not backing down,” Cash said. 

A frustrated growl came out of my body. She controlled my voice, my breathing, my face. I wanted that growl to come from me, but it was from her.

“What’s it going to take, then?” Petra continued. “You only understand pain, is that it? You need to see for your own eyes that I don’t care anymore?”

Petra stepped my body sharply to the right and grabbed the nearest person. She yanked him to my mouth and kissed him in front of Cash. 

Stop!

I lashed out and my body trembled, confused. Then Petra pulled on the man’s energy, siphoning for strength against the clarity Cash brought me. My soulmate. I felt a foreign spark of life infuse Petra with strength and vibrate through our bones. She kept sucking, draining, but without blood, it was just a pick me up. And pick me up, it did. It connected with me. Woke me up.

The more energy she siphoned, the more I dragged into myself, away from her. She let go and shoved the dazed man away from us. He stumbled back, lifting his surprised gaze to catch with Cash over my shoulder. 

When we turned, I expected to see heartbreak on Cash’s face, but he smiled darkly, and it turned my blood to ice. “You shouldn’t have done that.”

“Why, because you’re jealous, because you want me all for yourself? I told you, I’m done with us. When is that going to get through your thick head?”

“Never, because you fucked up, Petra.”

I could’ve wept for joy at his words, jumping up and down in my metaphysical cage, but Petra stood back, shocked—caught out. Cash moved forward, his large, lean body imposing, looming. “You think I can’t tell the difference between your scent and hers, or the way you talk and even walk? I’ve known from the moment you woke up at the librarian’s.”

I saw my hands lift in front of my body, palms out, ready for attack.

“Careful, now, Petra. We’re not in the Ludus anymore. You attack me and I’m free to attack you back. And your powers don’t work on me.”

“You won’t hurt this body. Not while I have your precious cargo inside.”

“She’s survived cyanide poisoning, a bomb, being thrown into a pit and much more. I think she can take what I have to give.”

“If I die, her soul is the only one inside me to sacrifice.”

Cash paused, eyes assessing.

A hand slapped me on the shoulder. Bruce.

“What’s going on, here?”

“Your game is up, Bruce,” Cash warned. “Hand her over before things get messy.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. In case you haven’t noticed, the trial is about to begin. So, if you’ve finished doing what second rate mentors do, I’d like to speak with my daughter. Alone.” His fingers grasped my upper arm and tightened painfully. “Come with me.”

“I don’t think so.” Cash’s hand grasped my other shoulder and pulled.

My body got caught in a silent game of tug-of-war.

“Is there a problem here, doves?” Jacine walked up, hands behind her hips. “You’re making a scene. Whatever it is, wait until after the trial. Hunter, I’d like to speak with you.”

Cash’s steely gaze locked on us, but he let go. “After the trial.”

Bruce pulled my body across the garden to an isolated spot under a tree. He used his enormous bulk to block us from the rest of the gathering.

“What the hell was that?” he growled.

“He knows. He’s known from the start.”

Bruce’s lips flattened into a hard line. “Then we don’t have much time. Advance the plan to the next stage of testing. You know what to do. Call me when it’s done.” He glanced to his side. A few feet away, Lincoln spoke with one of the Epsilon boys. Bruce lowered his voice for our ears only. “If he causes trouble, get rid of him, and anyone else on the list.”

Shock radiated through me. The list. This was it… well, the start of it.

I felt my head nod and my face pull taut with a smile, but inside I seethed.

I would find a way to stop him. I had to. We were running out of time.




The trial began, and we walked in a group away from the gardens, back to the Sydney Harbor Bridge. Most contenders rushed off to find their way across town. A few flagged down stray cars, others used mind control… but there weren’t many cars around. The streets were empty this early in the morning, and the people I was with—Epsilon House and Lincoln—took their time. 

Did they all intend to fail?

Ten minutes later and we’d crossed the bridge to the other side of the harbor. Instead of continuing toward the national park, we veered left, to the foot of the bridge where a large screaming mouth of a clown-like-face marked the entrance to Luna Park. When we approached the wide mouth entrance, my arm flew out, power burst from my hands and the gate broke under the pressure of telekinesis, clearing the way forward.

“Why are we going here,” Lincoln asked. “We’re running out of time. The way to the finish line is that way.” 

Ava’s poker face angled his way. “Then go.”

Lincoln hesitated and looked at me for guidance. “Roo. Come on. Let’s leave these idiots.”

But my body didn’t move, didn’t make a sound. 

Lincoln’s focus narrowed on my eyes. “It’s not Roo, is it?”

“Clever boy.” The words fell out of my mouth.

Tension filled the air between us, and then Lincoln shook his head. “Fine. Do what you want. I’m leaving.”

“I’m afraid that’s not possible, little brother. You know my secret.” My body advanced on him. “You cannot be allowed to leave.”

“But, you’ll all fail the trial. You’re not all in the breeding program. You’ll have your game ended.”

Petra laughed. “Don’t you get it? Soon, there will be no Game to worry about.”

Epsilon House snickered. Each had found a spot of the bent metal fence to lean against, arms folded, waiting for the show to begin.

Run! I screamed. Run, Lincoln.




















CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE




LINCOLN TRIED TO run away, but Petra used my power to stop him. She enveloped his body with air and squeezed. He choked, gasping, body trapped.

“As much as I’d like to stay and play with you, time is of the essence. Boys, collect our friend. Ava, move ahead and secure a room.”

“I don’t take orders from you.” Ava folded her arms.

“If you want to live, you will.” 

There must have been something in my eyes that affected Ava because she hesitated and eventually conceded. She jogged into the deserted amusement park decked out in primary colors, swirling red, blue and yellow. Stripes and swirls decorated everything.

“Where do you want him?” Rus said. 

He and Val held Lincoln between them, like a stiff store mannequin. 

My hand gestured toward the park where the open clown’s mouth marked the entry. We walked through the clown’s teeth and stopped to gain our bearings while waiting for Ava to return. The sun shone in our eyes, blinding us in the heat. To the left, a Ferris Wheel swayed and creaked in the wind. To the right, a carousel looked lonely with no children to ride it. Up ahead sat sideshow alley, frozen rides, and more empty attractions. The soundless, hot atmosphere was odd. A ghost town.

But private. 

Perfect place for them to do whatever they planned to do.

“In here,” called Ava and took us to The Lighthouse Café. She’d busted the doors open and walked us to the vacant epicenter of the room. There were tables void of people, counters missing hotdogs and mustard, and air stuffy and thick. 

“Put him over there.” Petra pointed to a corner of the room. “I might need him for energy.”

Poor Lincoln. Just like me, a prisoner. Unable to move his body, forced to watch from afar. Wait, what did she say? She might need him for energy?

Over my dead body.

The realization washed over me like a wave.

Maybe that’s what I needed—to die. To end up back in my body wherever that was. And Petra… she’d be easier to kill. Cash wouldn’t hold back if he knew I was out of here. A stone of resolve dropped in me. If that’s what it took, then that’s what I’d do. But the question was, could I do it without getting out of my metaphysical cage?

“Okay, what now?” Val asked. 

“Now, we need cables and electricity. Split up, and look for wires, cords, anything we can attach to a point and conduct power through. Try the cash registers, computers, extension cords.”

“That’s a waste of time,” Ava argued. “We don’t need to tie him up, just cut him down.” She strode over to the kitchen counter and rifled around until she discovered a sharp range of kitchen knives. After selecting her favorite, she deftly rotated it in her hand. 

“Do as you’re told.”

“My idea is better.”

“Ava. We don’t have time for this.” Power shot from my hands and knocked the knife from Ava’s grasp. It clattered to the counter.

Ava growled at me.

“Ava, the trial will be over soon, and people will notice we’re missing. We’ve only got one shot, and the Gamekeeper’s no ignorant Player.” 

“I can take him.” Ava retrieved the knife and flipped. It sliced through the air, spinning, until it landed hilt first back in her palm.

“Cables and electricity are what we need. Do as you’re told.”

Ava glared at us, but the boys sprang into action. Reluctantly, Ava followed.

Electricity and cables. The notion tripped something in my memory.

When Cash trained me in how to hunt a witch, he’d pulled a feral witch out from the back of his car with a metal collar around her neck. The collar was attached to a car battery. The small electric current prevented her soul from leaving the host, thus trapping her inside, making her easier to kill. Petra would use the same technique on Marc.

“I found something,” Val said, walking up with a lasso of cables in his hands. 

“That will do. Set it up and stand to the side of the door.”

“And what am I supposed to do?”

My head swiveled toward Ava. “You think you’re good enough to fight a god? Then be the backup.”

An evil grin broke out on her face, turning the otherwise pretty features into something twisted and ugly. “And my ability? Can I use it?”

Her ability? I’d never seen it. Not at the trials, never. Whatever it was, she was busting to let it out.

“Only if we can’t secure him via the current. The General said you haven’t revealed your ability to the world yet. If you do it, your edge will be gone.”

“Spoil sport.” Ava pouted. She kicked a stray collection of cables to the side and moved to stand near the service counter, one blade tucked into the belt of her leather jeans, another in her hand.

“Are you ready?”

Ava nodded. Rus nodded and held up his cable, frayed copper exposed at the end. His brother did the same from the opposite side of the doorframe. Lincoln, poor Lincoln, did nothing from the far corner of the room.

Petra moved my body to stand in front of the open door, so we looked out into the laneway beyond. 

“Egnatius,” she said. “Egnatius, I need you.”

Ava snorted from behind us. “That’s his true name?”

“Shh.” Val gave her daggers.

“Just saying, no wonder he went by Marc.”

“For fuck’s sake, Ava, shut-up.” Rus flexed the cable in his hand, hopping from side to side, agitated.

We waited in silence for a beat, watching the bright landscape outside from the shadows within. 

Marc didn’t show.

But someone else did.

A black shadow blocked out the light in the doorway, casting the room into stormy darkness. The silhouette’s head cocked to the side. Our eyes took a moment to adjust from the change in brightness. The image in front of me came into clear focus.




Cash stood in the doorway to the café, checking the screen of a digital smart-tablet, as though he followed a tracking program. Perhaps it was the nanobots injected at registration—they’d be in all of us.

No! I screamed from my confines.

Whether he heard me, I didn’t know, but the moment his foot crossed the threshold, he dropped to one knee. He swung his tablet to the right, smashing it into Val’s gut. A follow-up left hook to the face sent Val soaring.

Cash spun to pop Rus twice in the nose and once in the throat. Rus crumpled to the ground.

Cash glared at me and stepped closer, never taking his eyes from mine.

No, I cried again. What about Ava?

Two-seconds later, the air behind Cash warped and Ava stepped out of nothing.

She teleported?

Ava’s fists torpedoed Cash in the lower back. When he swung to face her, she disappeared again, swallowed by air. Cash charged the empty spot and grasped nothing. He jerked to the side, grunted, as if hit by a force.

Ava hadn’t teleported; she became invisible. 

He roared in frustration as his body propelled against the counter.

This was not good. If he couldn’t see, how could he fight?

A red ribbon sliced Cash’s shoulder with a cut. He winced and made to fight back, but reined in at the last moment. He glanced at me and then closed his eyes. 

Look out! I pounded against my prison. What was he doing?

His chest rose and fell as he calmed and centered himself. His head cocked to the right, listening with his super senses, and then whipped to the left, following something unseen. He lashed out and caught something, but then lost it. Ava’s body blurred in and out of focus, a chameleon. He almost had her. 

“Come out, come out, wherever you are,” Cash crooned. He kept his eyes closed and stalked around the room, his body moving with grace and coiled power.

A glint near the kitchen.

Cash ducked to miss the knife sail over his head and embed in the wall behind him. A slither of hair floated to the floor. My heart leapt into my throat, but his concentration didn’t waver.

Petra leaned my body against a metal table. She was in no rush to assist Ava, and that worried me.

Cash paused and waited, lethal and ready to pounce.

Seconds later, he grabbed the air in to the side of him. Ava came into full view with his hand around her neck, squeezing, gasping, red in the face.

“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t end your game right now,” he growled.

Petra moved my body then. I thought she would attempt to rescue Ava, but she didn’t. She used the distraction to get to the fallen Epsilon boys. First, Val, with his shaved head. A syringe manifested in my hand. She must have had it hidden in our clothes. The black-filled needle disappeared into Val’s forearm, and then Rus’s. Movement rippled beneath the surface of their skin as though fish swam underneath. 

Val tensed and contorted. He slapped a palm to his eye and twitched and groaned. 

Rus seized and moaned, tugging his hair with both hands. “Get it out.”

Petra said something to them. Both sets of eyes were dark, black liquid, and confused. Petra spoke again until they focused on us, listening. Then they picked up their electrical cables and straightened with purpose.

Val exposed his new sharp teeth in a snarl. His eyes weren’t human anymore.

Cash’s gaze whipped to the boys. He shoved Ava, and she collapsed, gasping, hand fluttering to her throat.

“I smell witch,” Cash said, eyes wide, a crease etched between his brow. 

Petra laughed. “Close. Try again.”

In slow motion, I watched Ava get to her feet, eyes trained on Cash. He didn’t see her hands wrap around a length of cable. He missed her snapping the length, testing it. She looped the cable over his head and yanked it across his neck.

Cash.

His thumbs came up between the cable and his skin, but it was no use. Ava pulled with all her might, determined to choke and strangle him.

My body walked toward him as Ava pulled him away. His legs struggled to retain a footing. His face reddened and his veins popped as he tried to breathe. Ava held him steady against her, open to me. I almost died when my hands, powerful and laden with energy, struck Cash’s jaw. His head whipped back at the neck, yet his eyes never left mine. In them, a collision of emotions—betrayal, desperation, anguish—all directed at me.

“Hunter of witches.” Petra backhanded him. “Who’s hunting who now?”

Cash stopped struggling and spit blood to the side, thumbs still caught between the cable and his neck. If Petra expected a response, he didn’t give it to her.

So she punched him in the stomach. A hollow grunt came out of him with the wind. She did it again.

My hands. 

Hurting him.

“How does it feel, hunter?” 

He glared daggers at me. 

A cackle came from my mouth. “You’ll always wonder, won’t you? No matter what happens next, you’ll never be certain. How much of our time together was her, how much of it was me.”

Cash’s eyes widened as the horror hit him. 

Stop it. 

“Every time you kissed her, touched her, bedded her. Was it really her… or was it me?” 

No.

She laughed again. This time, Ava joined in. The new monsters behind me snarled. 

“You’ll never be able to stand her company again.”

You stupid cow! I screamed. Bitch! It was me. It was always me.

“You’re deluding yourself if you think you can connive your place into our world.” Cash’s raspy voice was almost too quiet to hear. “You’ll never be Seraphim. Even if you get there, they’ll see you for what you are, a cheap carbon copy.”

“Shut up!” I watched as Petra struck him again. Blood dripped from split skin over his puffy eye.

“Sore spot, Petra?”

She hit him again: In the stomach, in the chest, in the face. Pound after pound of fist into his body.

A noise at the door broke our focus.

“Alright, alright, Little Red. I know what you’re thinking.” Marc sauntered through into the café, oblivious to anything but his pride. He shielded his eyes as he peered into the shadow, trying to see into the dark room. “You called me here to tell me I can’t run from my problems. I’ve got to face them head on, yeah? I know, I know. There’s got to be a point in every god’s life where… what the bloody hell is going on here?”

Marc’s hands dropped from his face as he took in the scene: Ava held Cash as my fists pummeled into him, Lincoln still frozen, gasping for air, and two bodies from Epsilon House with darkness in their eyes. 

Marc’s jaw dropped.

Then Rus and Val advanced on him with their cables extended.

“Now, wait just a minute.” Marc held his hand out. “Think twice before you leap. You attack me, and I end your game.”

But they didn’t change course. They moved toward him with dogged determination. Marc’s usual jovial face morphed into violence. 

He waved toward Val, but shock flashed on Marc’s face. Something was supposed to happen and didn’t. “What the hell?”

Petra laughed. “Their souls are anchored in their bodies. You can’t separate them.”

“Then I’ll entangle them.”

“Too late.”

At either side, the two boys forced their live cables into Marc’s body. A mighty roar filled the air with the sizzle and crackle of electricity. He seized, fingers cramping, jaw clenching, hair smoking. He dropped to his knees with the same betrayal in his eyes that Cash had a moment ago. 




















CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR




“WELL, I’D SAY our experiment was a success.” Petra hooked my finger under Marc’s chin to tilt his head toward us. Electricity surged from Marc into my body, tingling. The cables kept him from teleporting, and the current blocked his ability to clothe himself in illusion. The only thing around his naked body was a cord at his neck with a small vial at the end. He’d toyed with it when I’d found him on the park bench, and Petra had told Urser about it. What was it?

Marc groaned, rolled his head and opened his piercing blue eyes. “Love, what’s going”—he narrowed his eyes. “Wait, you’re not Little Red.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Who are you, and what have you done to her?”

“Oh, she’s still in here somewhere.” My finger tapped my forehead. “Move him next to the hunter.” 

Val and Rus dragged Marc to where Cash had been secured to a bar stool by the cord around his neck. He barely retained consciousness. Blood oozed from his wounds. They did the same to Marc, but fixed the live ends of the cables to his skin so the electricity constantly ran through him.

Ava stood to one side of the two, arms folded, pleased with herself. The two boys stood to the right, eyes black, vacant. I didn’t think Ava pieced together what had happened to her Epsilon companions. Sure, she knew they looked feral, had sharp teeth and black eyes, but she hadn’t worked out that she could be next. It was the same darkness that had been injected into the boy we rescued back in Houston. The substance that turned him into a homicidal, drug addicted maniac. Cash said that in his memories, he’d seen it before, back when he was the queen’s enforcer. The prince had stolen original sin and fused it with himself before he infected the first humans. Through his link, he could control them.

But these two had their wits about them and they didn’t leak blackness everywhere. They were less rabid, less feral. More compliant and receptive. 

“You see,” Petra said. “We’ve always known she was special, but we didn’t come close did we?”

Marc tried to speak, but everything in him fought the electricity. It was all he could do to keep from passing out. 

“It’s okay. Don’t worry, I can answer for both of us. You’ve been keeping secrets from us, Gamekeeper.”

This was a horrible, horrible nightmare.

I couldn’t watch. But I couldn’t close my eyes. They were her eyes now.

“First, we thought she was just a special Nephilim and that we would use her unique skill set to borrow the abilities we needed—to steal your soul, Gamekeeper—and move through the in-between to travel back to the Empire and open the star-gate there. I mean, she had a piece of your soul already, she could move with you, right? It could have worked.”

“Bitch,” Marc managed. “Filthy degenerate.”

“I’m more than that. I’ve discovered we don’t need you anymore. Not with that around your neck.”

“This?” Ava walked over and tugged on his necklace, ripping it free. The venom in Marc’s eyes could have poisoned her where she stood. One of the most powerful gods on earth could vaporize her with a thought. Instead, Ava was free to turn the vial around in her fingers, inspecting it. “What’s all the fuss about?”

“Give it to me,” Petra ordered, holding my palm out.

Ava narrowed her eyes at me. “Tell me what you’ve been keeping from me. First the boys, and now this. I’m starting to believe I’m not important in your little scheme. What’s stopping you using that serum on me?”

My teeth ground with Petra’s frustration. “Give it to me, and I’ll explain.”

“It’s to heal the hunter,” Marc blurted, through chattering teeth. “Give it to him, and I’ll take you to the Empire, Ava. I’ll give you anything you want.”

Ava glanced at Marc, confused. “Why would I need you to take me back to the Empire? If this plan works, then I can take myself back.”

“It’s a bit late for bribes, Gamekeeper,” Petra said. “There’s more to the vial, though, isn’t there, Egnatius.” Marc’s body entered into a fit. The true name-calling triggered bio-electric waves that surged through him, amplifying the wattage already pumping. When he finished, his eyes locked on mine, defeated. 

A slight burning smell raked the air.

“What do you want?” he asked.

“Whose blood is it?”

Marc’s lips flattened closed.

“Oh you poor love sick puppies. Stop lying to protect her. I was there when you called her Sephie. I remember you ogling that vial, over and over again. Tell me what it’s for.”

Marc spat on the ground. “You’ll pay for this.”

“Give me the vial, Ava. You know you’re too important for the serum. We’d never inject you like those two.”

Ava threw it. 

My hand snatched the vial out of the air and pulled the stopper off.

“Don’t touch it,” Marc growled, struggling against his restraints. Fire erupted at his fingertips, ready to throw our way.

“Restrain him, you dolts.” 

The two Epsilon monsters took hold of Marc’s wrists. Marc screamed as bones crushed, and the flames died out.

My finger pressed onto the opening of the vial, tilted, and came away red. A resounding tingle shot from the tip of my finger up my forearm. Petra brought my finger to my mouth and licked. Everything inside me shivered and knocked about, charged with something, an echo of understanding. A whirring as memory tried to click in place. Whatever it was, it powered me. Not her me, but me me! Inside my confines, my energy swelled. But as quickly as it rocketed through me, it left. 

Petra stumbled, eyes closed, and she sighed. “That was incredible. The power. Why do you have the blood?” Petra asked. Marc ignored her. A scream ripped from my throat. “You want me to force it out of you, is that it? Shall I start with him?” My finger pointed at Cash.

Marc turned away. “I already told you why I have it.”

“Are you forgetting, Gamekeeper? I can read auras like you. I can tell you’re lying.” 

That was news to me. I thought the blood was for Cash. 

“Fine. Have it your way.” Petra used telekinesis to bring multiple objects from the server bench and floated them toward Cash and Marc. Metal napkin holders, utensils, coffee machines, all levitated into the air, hovered, and then shot toward Cash’s body. With his thumbs still lodged under the cable around his neck, he was powerless to protect himself. Projectile after projectile collided with him. The dull sounds sickened me.

I screamed from my prison. I threw all my power and energy into that scream and pushed against my restraints, reaching for Cash. 

My body doubled over, stumbled. Petra was tired. 

Containing The Others had been tiring for me. And usually, when exhaustion overwhelmed me, The Others had been stronger. But this time, I was stronger. It wouldn’t be long now.

I knew The Book of the Dead. Apparently, I bloody well wrote it, and—I looked around—I had reflective surfaces, mirrors on the wall, and life-force was another form of electricity, and if that didn’t work, those cables were full of it. I could split her from Leila. Get her out. If I was truly the queen, then I needed to trust my instincts. And I needed that vial of blood. One taste had almost tipped me into knowing. Even now, my body cried out for it, but just thinking about it, a stronger, more powerful understanding squeezed my heart; Cash needed it more. 

I glanced at Cash. He groaned and coughed, making a gurgling sound. 

Don’t look at him. Don’t look at his broken and beaten body. 

Don’t think about how long it would take him to heal without the queen’s blood. How he wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t for me ignoring his instructions. But it wasn’t over yet. I needed help. Leila was driving up front with Petra. She was weaker than Petra, but every time I’d noticed a sign of my sister, it had been after The Others had taken my body for a spin, but before I’d regained control. Leila might be stronger when Petra was tired. Like now.

Fight.

Fight, damn it.

Leila, help me fight!




















CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE




LEILA HEARD ME.

Fight, Leila. Join with me and fight!

I threw myself at freedom. Reached for Cash, Marc, the living world beyond my cage. 

Petra stumbled forward, a step closer to Cash. My connection to the living flared with his proximity. Pictures focused with sudden clarity.

Again.

Join with me!

Leila strained to connect with me, and I her. I could feel her soul through a veil. The closer we got, the more I distinguished Petra’s grittier aura next to her lighter soul, coating it with thick darkness. Leila pushed toward me. I pushed back. So close.

Again!

Petra stumbled and shuffled my body, losing control. Only a few feet in front of Cash. 

“No!” she cried, taking hold of my head between my hands.

To the outside world, the one beyond my body, it all happened in a matter of seconds. But inside, it felt like an eternity. Petra and I battled with our wills. I was stronger closer to Cash, even more so with the help of my sister propelling me forward. But I couldn’t quite break the barrier holding me. Like a rubber sheet bowing when I touched it, I couldn’t get through. 

Cash saw what was happening and lashed out with his foot, tripping me up. My body fell forward, hands shooting out to break my fall. I collided with his body—my soulmate. With our tactile contact, my hope bloomed, and it gave me the power to reach through the elastic barrier, to take control. 

Momentarily, Petra and I occupied the same space. A beat in time as big as the universe. Something The Others said at the airport came back to me. I had been pining over my last few dollars and they’d snickered, Control is an illusion. 

I didn’t believe that. 

My name is Roo. My hair is brown. 

I’m not an evil witch. I’m not a Soul-Eater. I’m not the friggin’ queen. I’m me!

“My name is Roo.” I ordered my hands to reach for a cable fixed into Marc. “My hair is brown!” I grasped and gave an almighty heave. The cable tore free. With one side gone, the other dislodged. Instantly, Marc dematerialized. I caught the flailing power cords and pressed both live-wires to myself, one on each thigh. Electricity ripped through me. Intense power quaked. My heart convulsed in my chest. Everything inside me seized, including the souls. I cleaved down the middle of them with my surging power, splitting them in two. But they were still there and Petra had already taken control of my body, she could do it again. I had to get them out. With immense effort, I ripped the cables from my thighs and collapsed in a heap. I smelled like barbecued pork.

For a minute, I thought Marc had left us, but he reappeared behind the two Epsilon boys and placed a hand around each neck. His aura amplified, stinging my eyes with its potency. Flames engulfed all of them, licking up their bodies with crackling heat. Then Marc lifted his gaze to mine, through the roaring fire, and then he simply wasn’t there anymore. Grains of disintegrated clothes and dust fell in a cascade to the floor. The boys were gone. All that was left was a pile of smoking ash where each of them had stood.

A movement to my side brought my attention around. Half expecting to see Ava, I crouched into attack mode, but it was Cash. Still tied to the chair by the neck, thumbs hooked behind the cord to save his breath. The rest of him was bruised and battered.

“Cash.” I grit my teeth and ordered my hands and legs to move. Petra still fought me for control, but I forced my legs to shuffle to his side, placed my heated fingers on the neck restraint and seared through it.

“I’m so sorry.” Tears burned my eyes as his heavy body tumbled into my arms. I held him tight, not sure what to do. Unable to sense his aura, I pushed my index finger under his jaw to look for a pulse. It was there. Barely.

“We need medical help,” I said. 

Cash moved in my embrace, and a sound came from his throat. He was trying to say something.

“What is it? Are you okay?” My eyes stung. Please say yes.

“Lincoln,” he rasped.

“Oh shit.” I turned around to see Lincoln frozen in air.

I sent a mass of energy his way and broke through the barrier Petra had placed on him. He collapsed to the floor. Alive, breathing, but trembling with fear.

I held up my palms. “It’s okay, I won’t hurt you. It’s me, Roo.” 

As the words came out of my mouth, I knew they weren’t true. The souls writhed and swirled inside me. We occupied the same space, and I held control through sheer will. I had to get them out, I had to be sure Petra couldn’t take over again.

Cash rolled to his side on the floor and moved into a fetal position. We needed help. His injuries were extensive. I couldn’t help him.

“Cash,” I whispered and placed a hand on his shoulder. “We’ll get you help. As soon as Marc returns, I’ll get him to send for help.”

Cash moaned. His eyes were two puffy slits fluttering stubbornly, trying to stay open. “I’m okay.”

“You saved me, Cash. When you kicked Petra’s feet, we fell into you. Just touching you strengthened me. Don’t you see what that means? I love you, okay? You’re my soulmate. Don’t leave me.” I swept the hair from his forehead, leaving a smear in red. My throat closed up when his eyes closed. “Cash.” I patted his face. “Don’t leave. You said you wouldn’t leave.”

But his breath grew shallow. Short gasps between long lengths of time. Then he stilled. His eyes wouldn’t open. I pushed my fingers to his pulse. It beat sluggishly under my touch.

“Wake up.” I squeezed his shoulders, but he didn’t move. “Cash, wake up!”

My throat closed up. I couldn’t do this again. First Tommy, now Cash. I couldn’t lose him. 

“Egnatius,” I screamed. “Get your butt back here!”

“No need to have a conniption, love. I’m already here.” 

Marc walked in, dressed in his dapper suit and tie, the epitome of charm. No trace of the horror he’d just endured.

“He’s dying Marc, we need that blood. You said it would help him.”

Marc’s eyes fell sadly on Cash as he contemplated something. “It will help him, but I’m not sure if we should use it.”

“Why not?”

He stepped toward me and crouched to meet my eyes. “Because, love, it’s the last of your blood.”

“What do you mean?” 

“When I arrived back at the Empire, you were all but wasted away.”

“Stop calling me her. I’m not her!”

He sighed and looked at Cash. “She had left her body locked away in her chambers. Nobody had broken inside, no food, no water—a husk on her bed. Frozen in beautiful despair. On her nightstand, there was a letter addressed to me. It was as though she knew I would be the only one who could enter. The Sephie of my dreams forever asleep.” His eyes darted back. He swallowed. “The vial was there, ready to go. But when I picked it up, something triggered a spell of some sort. Her body crumbled into dust. The blood must have been tethered to keep her body alive. It’s all we have left of her. So, it’s for you, love, not for him. It will turn you back into Seraphim, to be born immortal again.”

Damned woman, controlling my life from light-years away. I was sick and tired of being manipulated.

“I don’t want it.” I wiped the wetness from my eyes. “Give it to him.”

“You’re the queen, love. It must go to you.”

“No!” I screamed. “You’re not listening. If I really am this queen, you have to do as I say. Give it to him. I order you.” My finger flung to point at Cash. “He deserves it more than me.”

I slumped. Tired, so tired. Petra wasted my energy with needless displays of power. Then I used reserves to overcome her. Now… I was spent. 

Marc sighed and straightened, looking around the room. “Where is the vial, anyway?”

“I thought you had it?” 

Marc blinked at me.

“Ava’s got it.” Lincoln walked over, hesitant, wary eyes on me. 

Icy fingers trailed down my spine. 

Ava. 

Slowly and with purpose, I lifted my weary bones and stood. “We need that vial. Marc. Send for Corvus House.”

“Already done, love. They’ll be here soon.”

I took one last look at my poor lover and traced my finger over his cheekbone, the only part of his face unwounded. Then I stuffed my emotions down, drained it from my body until pure, cold hard determination was all that was left. I closed my eyes and swept my senses outwards, searching for Ava’s aura, her unique energy signature. She couldn’t have gone far.

A spark of life to the north.

“Found her. She’s still in Luna Park.” I rushed to a display stand at the counter of the café and pulled out a park map. I opened it and faced in the direction I sensed her, trailing the imprint she left. Soon, I had her location narrowed down to a small area. 

“There,” I said pointing to a spot. “Take me there.”




















CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX




MARC ENVELOPED MY hand in his and tugged me to his chest. His scent surrounded me: forest, nature, the wild. I shut my eyes. When I opened them, we were in another part of the amusement park, outdoors and under the hot sun. 

And I was naked. 

Shit. 

Marc covered himself in an illusion-construct and then did the same to me. I gaped, watching the fabric form before my eyes. Within seconds, I wore the same clothes I did before—jeans and a singlet. Even my feet felt like they had shoes on them. Whoa. But then…

“Are you telling me you could’ve done this after every journey?” I hissed, thinking about all the times he’d taken me through the in-between and let me scurry to find a cover up.

His brow lifted coyly, and he shrugged. 

“We’ll talk about this later.” 

I surveyed our surroundings. In front of us was a giant warehouse with amusement attractions. Coney Island, the sign said. It housed the Wonky Walk, the Mirror Maze and Devil’s Drop. The door had been broken open.

I took a step then stumbled. A feeling swelled inside me, almost like nausea.

“Love, you okay?”

“It’s Petra.” I grunted. “Not near Cash, now. She’s making a play.”

With a worried look, he placed a palm on me. “You can do it. Fight her.”

I held on to him and forced her back down until it was just me again, leaving forward, bracing myself on my knees, breathing hard. “I’m good.”

We kept moving. Marc darted a glance to me every five seconds. I cringed as we stepped across the threshold to discover the perfect horror story backdrop inside.

“Looks like fun,” Marc said. “Ooh, dibs on taking a dip on that giant wiggly slide.”

“Marc, quiet,” I whispered and glared. 

He made a zipping gesture at his mouth and winked.

If I had half the confidence he did, I’d be fine. As it was, I barely held it together.

Our footsteps echoed in the warehouse, against the wooden floorboards and large walls. I couldn’t tell the difference between the echo and my heartbeat. It drummed a rhythm that pounded loudly. 

“That way,” Marc and I said in unison, both sensing Ava’s aura.

I pointed further into the warehouse where an oversized barrel lay on the side and open and dark to us. Normally, if the park was open, it would be rotating for people to walk through. 

“In there,” I whispered.

We walked passed the vintage arcade games and approached the barrel with caution, stopping under the sign. Barrels of Fun. I almost snorted at the irony. She was in there alright, but we couldn’t see. Invisible, or sheltered by the shadow of the interior. But I felt her.

“Come out Ava. Give us the vial,” I called.

No answer. 

I indicated with my head to the barrel, hoping Marc caught my drift. I wanted him to go around, catch her on the other side, but he blinked at me in surprise.

“You want to go for a ride? Now who’s being irresponsible.”

I rolled my eyes at him. “Go around. Block her in.”

The second I said it, Ava’s energy propelled toward me.

On instinct, I threw up my hands and forced the air in front of me to solidify. She crashed against it, like a bird flying into a window. The impact jarred my arms, sliding my feet backward.

She became visible, slumped on the floor two feet in front of me. Spent, my legs weakened and collapsed under me. I couldn’t let Petra in. That was a lot of my energy in the shield. I fell to my knees.

Marc was there in an instant, slipping his hands under my arms.

“No, get the vial,” I said.

He moved to Ava’s lifeless form. She wasn’t dead. Her energy was strong. Marc nudged her with his foot. Then rotated her body until she was face up. 

“Ah, there we go.” He plucked the cord from her neck and held it to inspect. “Good. Still in there.”

“Take it to Cash, now. Can you take it? Will it travel through the in-between?”

“It’s encased in an organic polymer container, made at the Empire. Yes, it will travel, but, love, it’s yours.”

I poured the full force of my fury into my voice. “Take it to him or I’ll never forgive you.”

Slowly, he nodded. “What about her?”

“Take it, Marc.” He reached for me, but I flinched away. “No. Leave me here. I have to get them out of me.” I pointed to the Mirror Maze. “I’m going to trap Petra in there.”

“Love, no.” He shook his head. “I can’t leave you here by yourself. You’re exhausted.”

Ava groaned on the floor, coming to. 

Marc stepped toward her. 

“She’s not going anywhere. Go! I got this.” To make my point, I held out my hands in her direction as if I were going to hold her with my power.

“I’ll be back.” With a frown my way, Marc dematerialized.

Instead of holding her at bay, I let what was left of my energy extend past my body until it made contact with hers, and then siphoned.

The rush of her essence electrified me, and I stumbled, eyes wide. It was like pouring iced water down a parched throat. My body and mind sighed as I rejoiced with replenished energy.

Ava grimaced. “What are you doing to me?”

I didn’t reply, but kept pulling, slowly, surely. Not too much. Just enough. Not too much, Roo.

Her grimace turned into a glare. A growl tore from her throat. Her hand reached behind her back and before I registered what happened, something pinched my middle.

I let go of her energy and glanced down.

A knife hilt protruded from my stomach. The one from the café. White hot pain seared through me. I twirled, hands hovering, hesitant over the hilt. What to do. Take it out? Would I heal fast enough? Thousands of thoughts battled in my mind. The surrounding scenery rotated. Barrels of fun. 

In my periphery, Ava got to her feet. 

The sight spurred me into action. My fingers closed around the hilt and I gave a sharp tug. Blood sprung from the wound like an oil slick, but not a geyser. Good. That’s good. 

A force knocked me backwards. My body launched into the air, legs lifting in front, head tilting back. The ceiling flashed into view as I crash landed through a curtain and slid into a darkened room.

My lungs didn’t work, winded. 

The Mirror Maze. 

A flutter in my belly soared high. This was where I needed to be. 

I scrambled to my feet, but was knocked sideways by a bulky shadow. I fell further into the maze. Fractured reflections of myself distorted my sense of direction. Fear squeezed my heart. Ava was in here, with me, but I couldn’t hone in on her aura. Her energy signature bounced off the surrounding glass, just like my reflection, pinging from mirror to mirror. Seizing my panic as an opportunity, I felt Petra batter my defenses, trying to rise to the surface. It took everything I had to keep her down. 

My palms planted on the mirror in front of me and I glared into my eyes. 

“You’re in control. You have brown hair. Brown.”

But strands of red spliced through.

“No!” I screamed. The glass trembled. The room shook. “Brown!”

A laugh echoed, bouncing off the mirrors. My heart galloped. My head spun to pinpoint Ava’s voice, but it reverberated everywhere.

“You think you’re special because you’re the queen?” 

Another gasp, a hitch of my breath. I moved through a mirrored tunnel, shards of my reflection followed me, always following. A shadow of myself, watching, assessing. The eyes that looked back at me were large, liquid, terrified—and full of doubt.

“She created worlds and mastered souls. Before the king died, she razed civilizations with him. You can’t even control your hair color.”

The evil truth punched me in the stomach. 

She was right. I was a poor imitation of the all-powerful queen. Like the surrounding reflections, there was no substance. Whatever killer instinct she had, I lacked. Where she was driven to build worlds, I preferred to drive a motorbike. But that’s what made me, me. I had to hold on to that.

“It won’t be long before people see you for what you really are.”

Tired. My limbs were heavy. My mind was heavy. My breath fogged the glass as my cheek hit the cold surface.

When I sensed her aura coming for me, I didn’t move. Let her come.

Her fingers slithered around my throat and her face came into being inches from mine. I faced her with my back against the mirror. 

“You ruined your chance,” she said. “Even with your perfect lover, you fucked it up. He doesn’t want you anymore. He hated the queen.”

Pressure tightened around my throat as she squeezed.

But something she said got to me. It stuck in my mind.

Cash hated the queen.

But, he’d known my true identity since Houston, and he still wanted me. Me. That day in the cafe, he’d said: “For this person you are today, I’d do anything for you.” The new me. The one who had been molded by my time on this planet, by the friends I’d made and the hardships I’d faced. I didn’t have to be her. I still had a choice. I could do things my way.

My hand slapped over her wrist, but it was locked around my neck. 

“Take your hand off me, Ava.” 

She sneered, bringing her second hand to join her first and strangled. Her eyes glistened, psychopathically fascinated with my struggle for air. “Make me.”

Images swam across my mind of Cash training me on the mat. He’d drilled them into me, paranoid that he’d wake from another nightmare and attack. He wanted to protect me from his demons. 

His voice swam into my head: You have ten-seconds before you lose consciousness. Ten-seconds before your trachea is damaged beyond repair. What are you going to do?

I let go of her wrist, then fashioned both my hands into pincers—my thumb and fingers making a hook, then explosively plucked her hands from my throat. I rotated, arched backwards, and pulled her into my knee.

The wind knocked out of her.

Good. I skipped back. She recovered and rushed me. I dodged and used her momentum to throw her against a mirror, breaking the glass.

The sound of glass shattering burst around us, tinkling. Light glittered, sparkling all around.

I hit her as she fell—my fists to her back. She slammed to the ground, face down. A gurgling sound came out of her as she tried to get up, but she was caught. Her aura skipped erratically. I stepped cautiously around for a better view. My throat closed up when I saw. Oh God. She’d landed on a shard of glass, right through her throat. I ripped my gaze away, squishing my eyes as a wave of nausea rolled over me.

Something made me look back. Mirrors. Reflections.

The Book.

It spoke to me. Symbols and hieroglyphs flashed behind my eyelids, reminding me of my quest.

Get the souls out.

They came into my body through blood, they could go out the same way.

I held my trembling hands in front of my face. It was the only way. Drain them out of me. I picked up two shards of glass and jammed them into each wrist, crying out in pain. Red ribbons of blood flowed freely, falling to my feet in a torrent, splashing the floor. My back hit another mirror.

I closed my eyes and concentrated on letting the souls inside me out. Leila through my right arm, free and swinging by my side. Petra on my left, palm pushed to the cold glass. I used the last of my energy to force her out, to keep her life-force focused. Slowly as I waned, I slid further to the floor. A bloody handprint smeared down the glass. There wasn’t much I could comprehend as the lights dimmed and dark spots crowded my vision. Not much except, one soul was free, the other trapped. 

Where did that leave me?




















CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN




I WOKE IN a strange room, in a strange bed. It was a very nice bed, mind you. The pillows and linen were soft, downy and heavenly. I rolled to my side and nestled into the duvet.

“Mm,” I murmured. “Feels like hugs.”

But it wasn’t hugs. I was alone. 

A flash of Ava’s face as she lay dying hit me. Cash’s wounded face was next. I blinked and there it was, puffy eyes, swollen lips, cheekbone sliced. He’d looked so weak and fragile, all words I never thought I’d use to describe him. I opened my eyes and took a deep breath. 

I surveyed the room. Opulent was an understatement. The hard surfaces were marble, gold, sparkly. The furnishings were brocade and velvety. Everything you’d expect in a mansion. I shot out of bed and picked up a weird, wooden owl ornament from the bedside table. Next to it was a horse ornament, possibly from Lincoln. Then my gaze hit the ceiling to take in the chandelier and decorative molding, then to a vase on another bedside surface. The intricately carved bed-head depicted ancient Grecian deities partying on Mount Olympus. 

Where was I?

Not in Cash’s room. My heart skipped. He wasn’t here. Was he even okay?

“Morning sunshine.” Marc sauntered into the room, debonair and dashing as usual. “Good to see you awake in time for the ball. You lost a lot of blood and have been out of it for a few days. Had enough beauty sleep?”

My gaze narrowed on him. “Is Cash okay?”

“Yes. Your darling hunter is fit as a Seraphim fiddle, thanks to you.” I caught the flicker of something in his eyes and he averted his gaze. “Not that he deserves it.”

Part of me was relieved at Marc’s words. Cash was okay. But the rest. “What do you mean?”

“Nothing.” He lifted his brows and sat on the edge of the bed, patting the mattress to beckon me. “So, how are you feeling? I can see your hair’s not red anymore. Does that mean I can’t call you Little Red?”

“Call me whatever you want.” Just not the queen. “Where is Cash? Can I see him?”

“He’s busy doing hunterly things. Come, sit down. We need to talk.”

Any sentence that ended with those four words didn’t bode well. 

“So, I guess you found me at the amusement park. Thank you.”

He waved me off. “No need, love. You know I’d do anything for you.”

“Stop right there.” I held up my hand. “You did anything for her. You’ve only known me a few months.”

His eyes softened on me and his lips pursed, making the dimple in his chin flex. It was the look you’d give an adored, recalcitrant child. “Love, we will not go through this again. I’ve known you for eons, yeah? You just don’t remember it.”

“I mean it, Marc. I don’t want that life. I like not remembering.”

He hugged himself and frowned at me, crestfallen. My words were a personal shot, and a little piece of my heart broke. I didn’t mean to hurt his feelings. He was a close childhood friend of hers. My mouth opened to apologize, but he beat me to it.

“See this?” He lifted the little wooden owl. “I had this made to look like the one you gave me when we were little ratbags. It belonged to your father but, get this, you stole it because I said I liked it. When the housekeeper found it in my room, and forced me to face your parents, you stormed over and took the blame. You got beaten so hard you couldn’t sit for a week.” He sighed and rotated it in his hands. “I had the owl recreated on earth to remind me of our friendship. It helped me when you wouldn’t speak after the hunter died. You wouldn’t speak to anyone at all.”

He sighed and placed the owl back on the table then sat at the edge of the bed. “Will you not sit next to me?”

“Sorry.” I shuffled down the bed to him and had déjà vu. Not that long ago, we’d had a similar experience. Days after I’d met him, back in Margaret River, he came to me in a dream and we talked. It felt like a lifetime had passed, yet, none at all. I pinched myself. Ouch! Good. Not a dream.

“Listen, about the remembering part,” he said. “I’ve been talking it over with Lena and we think we’ve come up with a solution. We believe the alchemist can convert Cash’s new blood to something your body will accept and turn you back into Seraphim.”

“I’m not sure if I like that idea.”

“Why ever not?”

“Because an eternity is a long time.”

“Bollocks. Who said it was for eternity?”

“You all did. Seraphim are immortal, right?”

“Fallacy.”

“Huh?”

“We can die. We don’t disease or age, and we know how to party, but we can die. You saw what happened to me with the electric current running through me.”

“Is that the same for everyone?”

“No. But, that’s not the point. We digress. You have to convert because there’s nobody for you to go back to.”

I shrugged. “Maybe that’s the way it’s supposed to be.”

He stood and paced the room, inspecting other trinkets. Silence expanded, and I felt as though I’d said something wrong. Terribly wrong. But the more I thought about being one of them, the more distant I felt from my human life. 

“There’s something else,” Marc said.

“What is it?”

“I’m the only one who saw your—sorry, her—body crumble into dust. If I can’t bring you—again, apologies, her—back, I could face penalties.”

“You mean, like, prison?”

“Treason. Murder. Death. Take your pick. They all factor into my future if I can’t prove I didn’t kill you. I was alone with you when your—sorry, her body—died. Cor blimey, love, this is getting tiresome. I’ll just say you for the sake of consistency, yeah?”

“Fine. If it’s too hard for your little brain to work out, then go ahead.”

He burst out laughing. An enormous guffaw that filled the room. His appearance flickered between his older and younger self.

“Why are you laughing?” I asked.

“Because that’s exactly something you would say.” He wiped his eyes and sat on the bed. “I miss you Sephie. You’ve been gone a long time.”

I shook my head at the name.

“Your aura can’t hide anymore. There are no other souls in your body. I think they distorted your aura from me, but now, you’re clean. I’d recognize you if I had to stake my life on it.” When I remained close-mouthed, he continued, “You want proof, is that it?”

I lifted a shoulder. “It would be nice to not base enormous life decisions on the word of others, but you know, who needs proof.”

“Seraphina,” he said, blue eyes startling.

An incredible tingling sensation rippled through me. From my head down to my curling toes, the rush of orgasmic proportions left me gasping, eyes wide. My fingers gripped the bed spread. My muscles tightened. I couldn’t think, or move, only feel. Holy mother of Prince. I had to ride it out.

“What the hell was that?” I said, eventually able to breathe.

“When a god’s true name is called on this planet, there is a rush of feel good vibrations. Back in the day, it was as a tool for prayer. But, of course, it got abused and when some Seraphim slaughtered their followers for peace and quiet, we outlawed true names. A true name is a gift handed out to the most trusted of friends. Try it when you have a shag sometime, love. It’s glorious.”

I flopped back on the bed, aftershocks rocketing my body. “I need a moment.”

“Some say it was the universe’s praise for us being here. Next time that happens, concentrate on the direction of the pull. You can follow that sensation to find the person who spoke your name.”

A dread settled over me. “There won’t be a next time. Who else knows my true name?”

Marc shrugged. “Well… you are the queen. Most Seraphim who find out who you are will remember.”

“A few months ago my biggest worry was not getting through my probation. Then the trials. Shit. I didn’t pass!” I looked at him with wide eyes. “There’s no way in hell I’m going to be a breeder.”

“Never mind about that, love. The Game is coming to an end, and as to passing… you’re the queen. You don’t need to pass. You created the Game.”

“God, what has my life become?”

“Jackpot.”

“Huh?”

“You are a god. That’s what your life has become.”

“So, definitely not a Soul-Eater then. Where do my powers come from?”

“Sephie was the greatest soul-scientist. A pioneer in the field. She trained herself in many of the arts, but life-force manipulation was the chief of them. There, there, love. It’s all fine. Now, it’s moments like these that I like eliminate my burdens to feel better.”

I propped myself on my elbow. “How do you do that? And don’t say anything crude.”

“Me? Crude? Never. I was going to say, play a spot of Cricket.”

I snorted. “When have I ever played sport?”

“Badminton?”

I shook my head.

“Tennis? A game of Bridge?”

I laughed.

“Well, then,” he continued, unperturbed. “Let’s forget about the Libertine Ball and go to the pub and get off our trolley until we can’t remember our names. I can have us in London in a jiffy.”

“I’d love to. But I’d love to see Cash. Where is he?”

“He’s hunting your miscreant father and his wayward posse.”

I couldn’t help the disappointment seeping into me. Was it because I was the queen? “He’s gone?”

“Bruce Urser has left the building. Along with a handful of other delinquent Watchers and their House members.”

“Lincoln?”

“He’s been discarded and left behind.”

So much turmoil.

“Is he okay?” I asked.

“He’s fine. He came by with the little pixie girl and left that little horse statue for you.”

I smiled at the thought. 

“What will happen to the Ludus?” I asked.

“For now, we need to continue on as normal until we decide.”

“About what?”

“You. There are many, on this planet—and off—who will seize this opportunity of uncertainty and use it for their own gain. Despite what some say about you, you kept the Empire at peace for a long time. Most will follow you whether you are here or there.”

“Bugger. I mean, yay peace.” But I couldn’t help feeling nauseous. An empire I did not want. I barely paid my way. Whatever. I didn’t want to talk about it anymore. “Who’s room is this, anyway?” 

“It used to be mine. Now it’s yours.”

“Marc. I can’t take your room.”

He rounded on me. “Are you refusing a gift?”

“No, it’s not that.” I slid off the bed and straightened my oversized shirt. Probably his, going by the newness of it. He didn’t need physical clothes when he could create them out of dust and air, but he must have a back up supply if the need struck him. I padded over and placed a gentle hand on his arm. “This is your home. A piece of your identity. I can’t take that from you.”

He gazed down at me. “Love, you are my identity.”




















CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT




MARC LEFT ME to get dressed for the Libertine Ball. 

Before he went, he explained what happened while I recovered. After the incident at the amusement park came to light, and a heap of Houses disappeared, a meeting had been called among the remaining Tribunal members. They viewed the security footage from the park before it erasing it. Lincoln had obviously been held hostage, but me? My situation was a little trickier. 

They didn’t know what to do with me. If it weren’t for Petra’s existence trapped in a mirror, I’d have no proof someone else had controlled me. Even that was hard to sell until Marc confessed my true identity. Some believed him, others were wary and argued I could be in league with my father. In the end, they deferred to the Gamekeeper’s word. 

I couldn’t shake the feeling the evidence stacked up against Urser and my face was the cherry on top. The Tribunal wouldn’t be appeased for long. I’d made more enemies than friends and there was no way I’d go unnoticed now.

That left me between a rock and a hard place starting with the Libertine Ball.  Marc said I technically passed the trials because of who I was, but I wasn’t certain he’d conveyed that to the Tribunal. 

I placed my finger on the garment bag zip and had the distinct memory of doing the same thing just days ago. My stomach churned. I should’ve fought harder. Who knew what Bruce was up to now. The serum, the list, the star-gate. His disappearance was all too convenient.

I pulled down the zip of the dress bag and gasped. A floor length, silver miracle made of stars whispered out of the bag. I was almost too afraid to put it on, but when I did, I found it fit perfectly. It hugged my curves and flared out at the knees. I was just about to dry my hair when a knock came at the door. 

Cash. 

When I opened the door, I found two woman with beauty cases. They wore black aprons and their hair was meticulously groomed into a bun at their napes.

“Hiya, I’m Candy,” said the one with black hair, chewing gum. “We’re here to help you get ready.”

“Hi Candy. Um. It’s okay, I don’t need help.”

Both of them stared and appeared offended. 

“But we’ve been paid.” Candy sent her companion a nervous glance. “Please.” 

“Oh. I guess, okay then.” Candy broke into a grin and I widened the door to let them through.

Twenty minutes later, my steamed and straightened hair had been curled and twirled into a decadent arrangement that trailed down my back. Jewels sparkled in the curls when I moved my head. My makeup had been applied with care and when I finally looked in the mirror, I didn’t recognize myself.

“Before we go, there’s one more thing.” Candy pulled a delicate mask from her bag of wonders. It had tiny white feathers lining the area around the eyes and came to a point over the black tipped nose in the shape of a beak. Gold and silver dappled the surface. It made me think of an owl. When I put it on, it covered the top half of my face, but left my ruby-red lips and flushed cheeks bare.

A masquerade.

Thank my lucky stars I could hide behind the mask all night. That I could do. At least until I spoke with Cash. 

My heart clenched. He hadn’t come to see me, but had gone after my father and the other rogue Watchers and Players. Part of me respected that, but the other part—the bigger part—missed him and worried. What if it was like Petra said and he doubted our time together? Was I reading too much into his not being here?

“Thank you,” I said to the girls. 

“We’re honored,” she replied. 

“You look beautiful Your Majesty.” Her companion made an awkward curtsey.

I shot them both an incredulous look, stifling a groan. How many people knew? My life was officially over.

I followed the women out of Marc’s bedroom and into the living area. The decor was miles more decadent than the Urser living quarters. The sight solidified how important Marc was to the Game, this earth, and now, how important they thought me to be.

I paced around the room, tugging at my mask. I wasn’t their god, their queen, or their leader. I was just me—Laroux Urser from the quiet coastal town Margaret River. I rode a dirt-bike and worked in a bar. My favorite musician was Prince, for crying out loud. I was not the elegant lady I saw in the mirror as I walked past my reflection.

A few minutes later, Marc reappeared, dressed in an extraordinary white tuxedo, cut in long, sharp lines that accentuated the incredible body he loved to flaunt. The fabric appeared real and three-dimensional. Might be, too. This was a special occasion after all. When I finished admiring his outfit, I lifted my gaze to discover he did the same. His misted eyes caught on my dress and his mouth parted.

“Close your mouth before you catch flies,” I snapped.

“I’m sensing a bit of tension. Shall I say your true name? It might loosen you up. You can say mine if you like.”

“Shut up, Marc,” I said with a smirk.

“Love.” One word came out of his mouth. It was loaded with so much emotion it scared me. My fingers twisted into knots.

Marc gathered himself, cleared his throat and fixed his mask to his face. It was the top half of a white and red-eared fox.

He held his arm out for me to take. “Your chariot awaits, m’lady.”

“Chariot?”

“Kidding. It’s a golf buggy. The ballroom is far, and walking is tedious.” He looked down at me with a smirk and a glint in his eye. “We don’t want to go through the in-between and ruin that devastating dress, now, do we?”

“Ruin this dress and I’ll ruin your face.”

“You’ll have every lady in the country banging down your door for retribution if you do.”

I snorted as he helped me into the golf buggy. When he joined me on the front bench. I stopped him with a palm to the arm. “You look wonderful Marc and thank you for my dress.”

His cheeks flushed red and his face oscillated between his two selves before he regained control and his appearance smoothed out—suave, charming and handsome. I shook my head. I didn’t think I’d ever get used to him changing like that. Sometimes it felt like I sat next to a hologram. A warm and real hologram that smelled like a pine forest.

“Thank you, love. I need not tell you how ravishing you look. You’ll find out soon enough when I have to beat the lads off you.”

The only lad I wanted was Cash. 

We zipped through the hallways until we made it to the ballroom, another large room snuggled away in the underground maze that was the Ludus. This one was on the level closest to the surface and actually not too far from the entrance. Perhaps it was situated for foreign dignitary convenience. 

Marc helped me get out of the buggy and then linked arms as we made our way to the double doors. Soft classical music and happy conversations floated out when he propped the door open an inch for a looksee. I glimpsed decorations on round tables and a glittering blue light. He closed it again. The sound dampened. He turned to me. 

“This is it. You ready?”

“As I’ll ever be, no wait—stop.” I took a deep breath and closed my eyes as I exhaled. When I reopened my eyes, I felt better. “Okay. Ready.”

The door swung open, and we walked through, arm in arm, but I stopped a foot inside, head tilted at the ceiling, jaw dropped.

“Close your mouth, love, before you catch something.” Marc snickered, and I swatted him. He dodged but gave me a megawatt grin.

In the dim bluish light, lazy falling stars sparked on a continuous cycle from the ceiling to disappear a few feet above the large wooden dance floor. Below this spectacle sat a series of round tables with glowing flower arrangements and stars that looked alive in the center. “How—?”

“Better to not ask those questions. I don’t. The answer’s usually something dull and boring. Look, over there, our seats. And booze. I hope they have some Ambrosia. Much more interesting, don’t you think?”

He guided me beyond the staring faces of the entire Ludus population to a table near the dance floor. Jacine sat at one space looking bored from behind a swan mask. Next to her sat a handful of Tribunal members sans Epsilon House. Felix was among them. Three seats were empty. The name place holders showed Marc, myself and Cash. My heart tripped when I saw his name and I swept a glance across the room. 

Not here.

Lincoln sat at a separate table with Wren and Cygnus. Her mentor was conspicuously missing. Lincoln laughed at something Wren said. She lowered her lashes shyly but placed a daring touch to his arm. My spirits soared to see him happy. A further search and I found Jed at another table, speaking with some people I didn’t recognize—oh, that’s Lena and Jesop. As if feeling my attention, they looked over. Jed’s eyes widened a moment before he lifted a hand. I smiled and waved back. Lena also waved while Jesop impassively nodded.

Marc tugged me onwards impatiently. Jacine was the first to stand when we approached and then was followed by the rest of the table. Initially I thought they showed respect to Marc but, with a sinking feeling, understood their eyes were on me. 

A flutter of silence.

I fiddled with the corner of my mask.

Marc cleared his throat and flashed his eyes at me expectantly.

Was I supposed to say something? 

Ire rose swiftly, and I pressed together my lips. How could I act the queen when I remembered nothing and denied everything? Ridiculous. It was my own fault, being blinded by the dress. Now I played the perfect god for Marc. I lifted my chin and pulled my chair out, sitting down. I longed for my friend, Kitty. So much better with public attention than me. Being a performer, she thrived on it. But me, the supposed queen of an empire, froze in the face of attention. The quicker the night was over, the better. Less chance of me disappointing anyone then. A glance at Cash’s empty seat only spurred that feeling on.

“Your Majesty,” Jacine began. She scrunched a napkin in her hands and opened her mouth to continue, but Marc held up his palm. 

“Dinner first. Questions later.” He took off his mask and laid it on the table as a waiter arrived with a tray of steaming food. “I’m famished.”

So was I. Starving. If there wasn’t music playing, the entire ballroom would’ve heard my stomach growl. Unlike Marc and the rest of the table, I left my mask on. My mouth was clear of it anyway, and it felt like a wall of protection between me and the prying eyes around me. I shoveled most of the gourmet pasta creation into my mouth before I stopped to notice what it was. When the flavors hit my taste buds, I moaned in delight. It tasted like heaven.

Jacine had eventually sat down, but the tension in her shoulders said she was far from done. We ate, listening to the music which came from a live band in the far corner of the room. Some of them I remembered from Lyra House. But no Drew or Crank in sight. 

We made it through two full courses before Jacine’s restraint crumbled and she spoke. “If I may, I think I speak for everyone present at this table when I say we are deeply honored and grateful that you have returned to us, Your Majesty.”

Her words insinuated those missing from the room and I cast yet another glance at Cash’s empty seat. “Thank you,” I said and fiddled with my mask.

“We are also happy to see you have made a full recovery. Before the announcements begin, I’d like to talk about what happened and Urser’s seru—”

“Not now Jacine,” Marc interrupted.

“Then when?” she snapped at him. “There’s always something else around here, and we’ve not been able to debrief properly or—” She stopped herself this time and looked at her hands. She took a deep breath before continuing. “Forgive us, but more has happened in the last few days than in a lifetime here. We are eager for answers and we are eager to go home. What happens next?”

Marc sighed. “We find out what Urser is doing, we learn more about this serum he created, and we confirm if the prince is really dead.”

“Right.” Jacine nodded, flicking a glance to me. “Yes, we can organize a special task-force and investigate first thing in the morning. What about the other question, when do we go home? I mean, after we sort out Urser I presume, but…” The hopeful look in her eyes was mirrored in her companions around the table.

“First, I shall address the room.” Marc stood and straightened his tux.

I was glad he knew what he was doing because I didn’t. 

He strode to the center of the dance floor and made a gesture with his hand toward the band. Music died down and soon, voices muffled until the only sound came from the gentle hum of electricity the falling stars created. All eyes were on Marc.

He spoke, but his voice was too quiet to reach the edges of the room. He tapped his throat. “Is this thing on?” He cleared it and the next time he spoke, the volume amplified with his power.

“Ladies and gentlemen and distinguished Simons—ah, I mean humans. I have a special announcement to make. I see we all made it through the trials. No? What’s that—an empty seat? He didn’t make it? Shame. Oh, okay, there are a few empty seats. My bad. Well, anyway, congratulations to all of you who made it. Tremendous effort.” He clapped his hands and a round of applause from the room erupted. When the sound died down he continued. “There’s been an exciting development this year, and it’s my pleasure to inform you that this is the final group of Nephilim who will play the Game. Ever.”

Gasps and shocked sounds burst from people all around the room. Marc waved them down. 

“I know, I know. Exhilarating, yeah? Once this round is played out, and your souls returned, we will also see to ending the banishment and bring the Watchers loyal to the Empire home.”

Another round of applause erupted, this time from all the Watchers present. 

“Time to break out the champagne,” Marc said and was rewarded with the cheers of many. 

A voice rose from the crowd. “What if we’re picked off early so the Watchers can get back to the Empire quicker?”

Marc’s hand lifted to shelter his eyes, and he squinted into the dark to locate the voice. “I’m sorry, who said that?

“My name is Jamieson.”

“Okay, Jamieson, what do you mean by that?”

Someone stood up at a table near the back. “Well, you just said, once we’ve finished playing the Game, you’ll take them home. What if the Watchers try to hasten their return to the Empire by picking us off early?”

“Is that any different from what you do to each other now?”

A hum of agreement rumbled over the crowd and a few more voices lifted to ask more questions. Jamieson sat down.

“Why? What’s brought this on?” another voice asked, then added hastily. “My name is Maggie, sir.” 

Maggie. That name sounded familiar. Come to think of it, so did Jamieson.

“Questions, questions. This isn’t a game of bloody Jeopardy, people. It’s the Game of Gods! Anyone would have thought you lot aren’t grateful.” Marc snorted. Then his gaze flickered to me before moving back to scan the crowd. “Oh, and one more thing. If anyone touches a hair on the head of Laroux Urser”—he pointed at me—“I will personally hunt you down and entangle your atoms so you cease to exist. Capeesh? Pass it on.”

“Why is she so special?”

“Oh, a curious lot, aren’t you? Well, I suppose in for a penny, in for a pound. She’s the queen reincarnate. If she dies, so do you all. Protect her with your life.”




















CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE




AFTER MARC’S DECLARATION, I dropped my head into my palms. There goes my anonymity and my freedom. Another murmur washed over the room. The weight of a hundred eyes landed on me. My skin prickled with energy and my face went hot under the mask. Their auras palpated around me, speared my way, eager to touch. The air thickened, and I had trouble breathing, but damned if I let anyone see that. I lifted my gaze to Marc and scowled under the safety of my mask.

“Right. If that’s all then, the important thing to remember is that after millennia of banishment, Seraphim will finally get to go home. My advice to you is enjoy the rest of the evening. Have a dance, have a laugh, then go home and have screw. Enjoy the last ever Libertine Ball.”

People stood in their seats, cheering, clapping, looking at me with smiles splitting their faces. In their eyes, I gave them meaning, purpose. It was all so unwarranted and made me feel like a fraud.

Marc gestured for the band to start up again and for someone to dim the lights. Darkness dropped and soon, the only light came from the crackling stars above. 

When he returned to his seat, Marc put his mask back on and turned to me. “You all right, love?”

“Why would she be? You put a bloody target on her back by revealing her to the world,” Jacine snapped, lifting her Swan mask to her forehead so she could clearly give him icy blue daggers. 

“Bollocks. I’ve just clarified that if she dies, everyone dies. How is that hard to comprehend?” He said it so casually as though discussing the weather. 

“They all think it’s me who’s letting them go home, but I didn’t do this,” I said, looking around me wildly. 

“Yes, you did.”

“But I don’t remember.” 

“Irrelevant. They never thought they’d go home. Your presence changes that. Now, nobody is getting up to dance. We must make a show of it, love. The quicker everyone gets back to normal, the better.”

I groaned and slipped a finger under my mask to wipe the sweat gathering. “Do I have to?”

He stood and offered his hand to me. “Yes. C’mon. Chop-chop. Up and at ‘em.”

But I couldn’t move, frozen to my seat, still dizzy and heady from the electrified energy in the room. People whispered excitedly around me, watching me. It filtered into their essence and fanned my cheeks with heat. Panic set root in my chest and squeezed.

“I’ll take her.” 

Cash.

I stood up so fast I almost knocked the table over. Cutlery and glasses clinked from the impact. Graceful queen of everything stumbled like an awkward elephant.

My heart stuttered at the sight of him and I found my words escaped me. 

Cash looked—different. 

I couldn’t place my finger on it, and it wasn’t the decadent costume. He wore a black tuxedo with a simple black mask over his eyes. His short hair was impeccably groomed, and his stubble shaved clean. He filled out his tux as though it were a second skin. Lean lines tapered to complement the body underneath. But that wasn’t why he looked different. There was something about the way he held himself, the coloring in his face, and the slip of aura emanating from him now and then. New, more powerful, animalistic. Deadly. So many words came to mind when I caught his dark gaze on me. I didn’t know whether to run away or go to him.

Slowly, but surely, I reached out to take hold of his hand. My bottom lip trembled when we touched.

From the corner of my eye, I noticed Marc’s hand still hovered in offering. He lowered it and, although his mask hid his face, he couldn’t hide his disappointment.

I gave Cash’s hand a quick squeeze and then rushed to the God of the In-Between. I tipped up on my toes and kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you,” I whispered into his ears.

“Always, love. Now, go and have yourself a good time.” He patted me on the shoulder then turned to his companions at the table and made a joke about the lack of Ambrosia to spike the human alcohol.

When I turned back to Cash, my legs wobbled. He cut a handsome figure, and every woman within ten feet felt the same. Many sets of eyes looked him up and down with appreciation. Our hands came together. Cash led me to the center of the empty dance floor and we faced each other with the world around us dimming to the light of his magnificence.

“Just a second,” he said and jogged to the band to say something. 

Stiff as a board, I waited, twisting my hands, not daring to glimpse the watching crowd.

The music stuttered and then started again. When he got back, he gathered me in his arms with a little half smile. Someone in the band clapped a beat, counting it out, and then the violins and double bass jumped in with a tune decidedly not classic. My heart leapt for joy and my gaze collided with Cash’s.

“Raspberry Beret?” I grinned. My discomfort melted away.

“He’s singing about his first love, right?” he said with intensity. 

Had he been researching Prince, for me?

He suddenly shrugged as if it didn’t mean a thing, but his half-smile blew into a broad, knowing grin and we danced. I’d never seen him dance before, but he was confident, carefree and more Tommy than Cash. No, he wasn’t one or the other, he was everything. I laughed, overwhelmed by my emotions. So glad he came back. I wanted to kiss him, but there were too many eyes on us. Someone whooped, and cheered, I think it was Marc.

Cash’s smile dropped and a flicker of something passed in his eyes. He leaned in to whisper into my ear: “I’m sorry I wasn’t there when you woke up.”

I slowed dancing and slid a hand behind his neck. “It’s okay, I know you were busy becoming a super Seraphim or something.”

“No, it’s not okay. You gave me everything and the first thing I thought of was making Urser pay. And…” His voice trailed off. He shook his head and took a deep breath. “I shouldn’t have left you to wake without me being there. After everything I said about never leaving you, I wasn’t there. I’m sorry.”

I searched his face for sign of injury, but there was none. Amazing. “Your wounds are gone. How are you feeling?” 

“I feel… incredible. Invincible. And…” He checked our surroundings. Still only us on the dance floor. No one close. “I’ve changed.”

“How so?”

“I’m stronger, faster and I think it’s only the beginning. Still, I should’ve been with you and not traipsing around Sydney looking for your father.”

“I must admit, when you weren’t there I thought you believed Petra doubted everything we shared.”

He brushed a finger up my arm and took hold of my hand at his neck. He gently pulled it away and brushed my knuckles against his lips, keeping his eyes locked on mine. “I never doubted it was you when we were together. She’s a witch. I sensed her the second she took over.”

Those memories flashed before my eyes, Ava’s struggling face among them. I had to look away from his intensity in case the tears burning my eyes escaped. I swallowed and took a brave breath, then met his eyes. “Thank you for coming for me, even though you almost died because of it.”

“Marc tells me there is nothing left of the queen’s blood. I want you to know that I’ll cooperate every way I can with Corvus House to bring your body back to Seraphim power.”

“I’m just happy you’re alive. I don’t care about the rest.”

“But I do. If we’re going to spend the rest of our life together, I want it to be a long one.”

The air caught in my throat. “What?”

He stopped dancing and lifted his mask to rest on top of his head. The action pushed his hair on end. Alone on the dance floor, all eyes were on us. Then he pulled a small box out of his pocket and got down on one knee. The music skipped to a halt. Then the only sound came from my breath, my beating heart and humming falling stars. He took a deep breath, paused, and opened the box to reveal a beautiful sparkling ring.

“Roo, La Roux, Sephie—” he cleared his throat and his ears went red. “We’ve been separated for thousands of years. We’ve disagreed, we’ve fought, I’ve died a thousand times over, but through it all, I found my way back to you. I love you and I don’t want to spend another minute apart. Will you do the honor of being my wife?”

My hand slapped over my mouth to stop the sob of happiness coming out. My throat closed up, and I had no words except… except… I frowned.

“Are you sure you don’t hate her?” Madly blinking tears from my eyes, holding my breath.

“We’re both new people. This is our chance to forge another path. Together. Say yes, Roo.”

Can a person really change that much?

The hope in his eyes and the butterflies in my stomach gave me my answer. I nodded. I nodded like my life depended on it. His mouth broke into a goofy grin that lit up his face. He pulled my hand to his and slipped the ring on. I didn’t even look at it. I was lost in his smile. When he stood, he slid my mask onto my forehead and lowered his lips to mine. I softened against him and he pulled me closer, deepening the kiss, not caring who was around us.

The room erupted with deafening cheers and the music played again.

People rushed the dance floor to congratulate us.

Marc and Jacine, Wren and Lincoln, Lena and Jesop, even Victoria the little goth girl came. Even that girl Maggie, and the other guy—Jamieson. Once again, all the names were so familiar. 

Voices melded into one as did their potent auras. I blinked a few times, trying to keep the smile on my face as it dawned on me. The names on the list! We were all here. And then I noticed the look on Victoria’s face wasn’t happy as she tried to get my attention.

It was concern—urgent. Her body tried to break through the others.

I reached out to her. “What is it?”

“I saw something. Go.” Her eyes were wide and darted around the room, up in the air, to the double door entrance, to the single door back exit. “It will be everywhere.”

“What is?” 

But then an unmistakable hissing sound came from the ceiling and a dark cloud oozed and sputtered out of the stars. The music faulted.

Victoria gasped. “It’s too late.”

We all looked up as a dark mist fell from the stars. 

Cash’s nostrils flared, scenting. “It’s the serum.”

Adrenaline surged through me. “Everybody get out!” I screamed. 

“It’s no use,” Victoria said. “It’s everywhere. In every pipe, in every emergency sprinkler through the entire Ludus.”

“Love, let’s go.” Marc materialized next to me and took my arm.

“No!” I yanked away, looking desperately at all the surrounding faces who, a minute ago, had congratulated me, were happy for me. When Marc announced they were going home, they’d turned to me like I was their savior. Now because of Bruce’s plans, they might never leave. “I can’t let him win.”

I threw up a shield of solid air above our heads and pumped all my energy into it. A clear wall pushed the blackness out in a puff, but I couldn’t reach further than the dance floor. Above us, the mist crawled along the hardened air, and dropped down the sides. 

“I’m sorry,” I cried. “I can’t save everyone.”

People outside of my dome of protection grabbed their throats, frowning. Seconds later, the choking started, followed by rippling under their skin, something out of a horror movie. Like a possession with witches, their eyes bled to black. But it wasn’t witchcraft—or possession. It was something else. The same thing that happened to Val and Rus. 

And then an epic rumble shook the Ludus foundations, and I almost dropped to my knees. Dust crumbled from the ceiling, hitting the shield.

Then someone touched my arm. Jacine. “Let me lend you my energy so you can protect us.”

Another hand touched me, and another. Soon, every piece of bare skin on my body was being touched. I almost burst into tears. They had faith in me. 

Another explosion rocked the foundations of the Ludus and plaster crumbled from the ceiling. Pieces bounced off my shield and onto the struggling people outside of our reach. Those in my dome were safe and secure. I now had the energy to expand my shield, but those people outside… they were already monsters.

Cash glanced at the ceiling and cocked his head, focusing and frowning. A moment later his eyes widened. “It’s the Opera House above us.”

Another thunderous boom. More shaking. More plaster dust.

“They’re bringing it down,” Marc said, aghast.

“They wouldn’t do that with their new creations in here.” I indicated with my head to the people transforming around us. “Would they?”

The dark mist had faded and most had stopped struggling. Confused expressions washed over their faces, their dark eyes narrowed on themselves. Then, as though a whistle had been blown, some of them got up and headed to exit without a backward glance.

“They’re leaving!” Jacine exclaimed, pointing.

They took no notice of us under the dome and moved as though being called by the Pied Piper.

Victoria gripped my arm, sheer panic enlarging her pupils. “He’s coming.”

“Who?” Cash asked, although, I knew who she meant. My stomach cramped at the thought.

“Urser. He’s coming.”

“We have to go.” Cash gripped my arm. “Now.”

“But where?” I asked. 

“There,” Victoria pointed. “The back entrance. He’s coming from the front.” 

The mist had dispersed. The air was clean.

“Hold your breath and run for the exit,” I yelled and dropped the shield. 

With so many of us bolting for that exit, it was almost a stampede. At least thirty of us were under the dome. Thirty people, maybe more, maybe less. That was all that was left of the Australian Ludus.




















CHAPTER FORTY




FOUR WEEKS LATER




“Yes, bring him to the med-bay,” I called down to Cash at the bottom of the majestic stone steps beneath me. He had a refugee with him.

I stood at the top of the front of a castle (seriously, a castle) Jacine had offered as refuge for Nephilim and Seraphim. The cold Hungarian wind whipped hair around my face and I pulled my jacket around me. 

From my vantage point on top of the steps, the refugee seemed safe enough. He looked rather like a lumberjack with a beard and flannelette shirt. Probably no signs of infection. But then again, we’d recently had a Player walk in without a trace of ink in his eyes only to have the darkness present later at a routine physical from Lena. Something about the light shining in his eyes triggered the metamorphosis. He attacked one of our medical volunteers who narrowly escaped with his life. If I hadn’t been close by, ready to purge the darkness from his blood, they’d have been toast for sure. The darkness was contagious through blood, saliva and sweat. Just like a virus, but I knew how to get rid of it. 

Jesop had given the infected the term darklings due to the dark residue in their eyes, similar to that of witches. But they weren’t witches. Sure, they had the same dark roots, but they were mindless, with their stunted souls fused to their bodies. They only responded to their programed mission—to kill as many of us as they could.

I shivered again. First, my father had attacked the Sydney Ludus. Then, he’d destroyed the landmark that resided on top of it. After we’d escaped, we received word that the African, Asian and the South American Ludus’s had fallen, as had the historical landmarks covering them. The human world was in chaos. They thought the destruction was a concerted and well timed terrorist attack, but when no terrorist group came forward to claim the responsibility, they naturally accused witches. Of course the public face of witches everywhere, Eve and her cronies, vehemently denied it. It may have been true, perhaps she hadn’t been working with Bruce, but Marc had his doubts. His time with her in London recently hadn’t convinced him she was sincere. Seeing as Petra had invested in Bruce’s cause, we agreed. 

During those dark moments, Marc had whizzed me around to the American and European Luduses in an attempt to extricate survivors and block anyone from being infected by the serum mist. Cash had been furious when I left without him, but in the end, he saw the sanity of it. I had the skills to block—even purge—the darkness, and travel through the in-between with Marc. He hated being helpless to assist.

Marc and I saved who we could and then joined Jacine and the rest of the Australian survivors here at her medieval castle. It had mildew in some walls, but it housed many of us. And refugees kept flooding in. 

“Roo!” Cash called, snapping me out of my thoughts. He bounded up the steps to stand next to me, a pink flush on his nose and ears. “He’s probably fine.” 

“Who?”

“The refugee.” He waved down the steps at the bearded man. “I picked him up in town picking a fight with a bartender old enough to be my grandfather.” He narrowed his eyes on me. “You look tired. Maybe you should see him tomorrow.”

“No, we had an incident the other day. I think I should check for traces of the serum, just to be sure.”

“An incident?” The concern lacing his eyes morphed into protective instinct. A shift happened before my eyes and the light mood he wore disappeared. He flexed his fists. “What happened?”

Since he’d become Seraphim, he slipped into that dark place more frequently than ever before. Something primal looked out from his eyes, ready to unleash.

I shrugged. “We handled it, but it made us realize we need to check everyone who enters the refuge, every time. Aura and blood scans. That includes you and Jed.”

He raised an indignant eyebrow until I explained what had happened. Then that fury came back. His gaze darted between my eyes as he struggled with a thought, then the fury left. He drew me in close with a smirk. “You can examine me any time, you know that, right? You don’t need to invent a reason.”

I snorted. “If only.”

His humor dropped. “Really?”

“Uh-huh. It happened. Ask Lena.”

He dipped his head to my shoulder. “When is going to end?”

“We could run away, escape to some isolated island in the Pacific. Wait this all out.”

“When do we ever run from your father? Besides”—he flicked my nose with his finger—“I still want you to convert to Seraphim.”

I pursed my lips. “Yeah, about that. I just don’t think spending the time on my… how can I say this… elective surgery? Yeah, that’s what it is. It’s not appropriate considering Lena has her hands full with people who are suffering. It’s not only the infected, but the wounded. A man came in missing an arm the other day. His advanced healing twisted things inside and it was horrible.”

“Fine. Examine me.”

I patted his arm. “I promise I’ll be gentle.”

He grinned at me from the side. “I hope not.”

There went my heart, leaping into my throat, trying to kick-start my stalled brain. That smile. Every damned time.

He growled and nuzzled into my neck. “I love it when you smell like that.”

Aroused, he meant. I took a moment to calm the heat in my cheeks. 

“To be continued,” he said with a smirk as we noticed Jed waving up at us, teeth chattering from the cold.

 I supposed they were ready to get into the warmth and eat after traveling from town. It was cold out here, frosty to be precise. The air hung heavy with the promise of snow.

“Coming.” I waved down and then linked my arm through Cash’s. “And to your other question, this won’t end until we end my father.”

“Then that’s what we’ll do.”
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