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        Pissed-off Former Prince

      

      

      “This is not happening,” I mutter as we ride hard from Tanakan Prison toward the Potion Master’s domain.

      We – my two brothers, my inner demon, and me. At least the rain has stopped.

      This is so happening – Thane mutters.

      “I wasn’t talking to you, or even about you,” I growl.

      He doesn’t respond.

      I was talking about the last CataclysmSeed, who crawled herself from the bowels of Tanakan and back into my life. This is the Seed I spent years hunting for, that Thane killed for, and that I thought we had left dead and buried in our past.

      But I can’t share any of these details with Thane. He isn’t ready for the truth of who we’ve become or what we did.

      Of what we lost – our family, our kingdom, almost everything that made us whole.

      Everything but my brothers.

      And we might be wearing a Sigil that affords us some control, but there are no benefits to pointing out this truth.

      Eyv is the Saber who took our child, our first mate, and is now hunting the mortal that our power has chosen to bond to.

      We’ve ridden as hard as we possibly can, but we’re still miles from Eydis’ domain. We can’t ride any harder, so our only hope is that Roarke can keep her safe until we get there.

      “Keep riding,” I mutter, but against my own desires, I slow my mount.

      My brothers do the same around me. They need a rest and some time to walk, then we’ll speed up again.

      I’d rather run – Thane says.

      “Still not talking to you.”

      You’re talking to yourself – like an idiot – and I’m planning on making you sound like an idiot every chance I get – he says, a light chuckle playing on the tone of his projected voice – the sound gets right under my skin.

      But things don’t just get under my skin. They dig in, fester, boil, and feed into an explosion of temper and regret.

      “I’m planning on ignoring you every chance I get. And if you’re not careful, I won’t introduce you to Beautiful at all,” I snap. “You kept your head down while the BeastSeed was a problem – but that doesn’t mean you’ve earned your voice now.”

      The horses slow, storm clouds rolling overhead, the path getting narrower and harder to manage, and it’s pretty clear by the clashes and rolling thunder in the sky that this storm isn’t going away.

      Thane makes an agreeing rumble that mirrors the thunder in my ears. Then he paints the perfect silhouette of Beautiful with her hair limp from the rain, her clothes needing to be removed, and my hands all over her body.

      I groan.

      That’s okay, don’t introduce us. I’m still there whenever you are – he says, a predatory edge to his hungry imagination.

      He reaches the point in his wild daydream where he could take her shirt off, but doesn’t. Could carry her to the nearest surface, but doesn’t.

      My core sparks. He knows we can’t have her, he knows the point where creating a loophole in the Sigil burned into our chest turns dangerous. He knows we need to be restricted, forced to Stop-and-Think, and he’s agreeing with it, and that has me balling my fists in a sudden rush of anger.

      Because she should be ours. But we can never have anything but longing and the battle to keep her alive. Whatever it takes.

      We’ll ride through the night and the next day, this white-hot power of mine fighting for control, and we will find her safely in the care of a century-old Potion Master with answers. Once everything is back in order, I can find a balance between the fear and anger inside me. The same balance, I hope, that will also keep her safe – but close.

      And then we can resume our plans for bringing the Crown to his knees.

      “Brother,” Seth says, his horse dancing across the road to get close to mine. “I’ve realized something rather interesting about our new Pentad.”

      I offer him my best spit-it-out-or-I-will-hit-you face.

      “You broke the all-male, all-female tournament rule,” he says.

      Kiss him – Thane rumbles, because Seth’s right.

      But, simply because Thane has volunteered his opinion, I slap Seth up the back of the head.

      “Hey, what was that for?” Seth demands.

      “Thane told me to do it,” I answer.

      “Thane!”

      Thane laughs through my vocals, saying, “I told him to kiss you.”

      “Ew, I’d rather the slap,” Seth says.

      Thunder cracks again, the clouds split wide open, and the storm descends on us once more.

      It will slow us, but nothing will stop us.
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        Eighteen Paces

      

      

      “Get down,” Roarke orders, dismounting and drawing his sword at the same time.

      I swing clumsily from my saddle, stumbling but not letting that slow me from wrestling my cloak off and pulling one of Killian’s blades out of my bag. It takes longer than it should, because I’m too busy searching the dark windows of the Potion Master’s cottage for whatever danger has pushed Roarke into warrior mode. And I’m working with one arm – my other is broken, splinted, and strapped to my chest, and it’s a serious pain in my ass.

      “Keep behind me,” Roarke says, grabbing his horse’s reins. He guides the animal, having it walk just ahead of him. Shielding us both.

      “What is it?” I hiss.

      “I don’t know yet.”

      “What do you mean you don’t know?”

      “I smell the desire to do harm. It’s heavy, and it’s watching us.”

      Of course he smells something – we can’t chuckin’ see anything. The sun set hours ago, and the moon has no hope of peeking out from behind the heavy clouds. It’s not raining here yet, but it is somewhere, and, our luck, the storm is heading this way.

      I take my gelding’s reins and follow the Seed of Allure, my only companion. Which is for a very good reason, but it scares the crap out of me, because normally it takes all four of the Elorsin brothers to keep my mortal ass in one piece. Adopted brothers, but a deadly team just the same. I prefer not being in pieces – although the way Roarke is stalking forward, I feel like being torn to pieces could be an impending fate right now.

      We’re five days into our limited window of Release Seal time and being constantly attacked is really slowing us down. Two days, give or take, until my guys will be fighting a magical urge to ride back to the White Castle.  We’re playing on borrowed time, but I guess that doesn’t matter if we’re dead in the next few minutes.

      His feet are steady, all confidence and calculation, and I hurry to keep up. I wish I could look everywhere at once because there’s danger – Roarke knows it – but I can’t chuckin’ find it. There’s nothing obvious on the narrow veranda. No one by the stream or on the ominous black boulders just visible beyond the building. Not even movement from the breeze. But there has to be something, because nothing is hardly going to get Roarke’s attention.

      And there are so many shadows.

      Too many.

      Danger was to be expected. With Roarke and I moving through the forest alone – I’m surprised we made it this far before we found trouble. Like the Seeds that have been slowly escaping – or being released – from Tanakan Prison and trying to hunt us down. Pax, Seth, and Killian went to investigate that, while we rode to Potion Master Eydis and, hopefully, answers.

      Instead, we’ve found trouble.

      What’s it going to be this time? A rogue ShatterSeed like the bandit who was trying to hide in the ochre caves, or a TruthSeed like the one that had no effect on me in Lackshir? Asanta – still trying to kill me so she can claim Seth? Or this Kyra that they’re all so nervous about? The only gap in our long list of threats is the spot once held by BeastSeeds, Sabers who can control animals, including Pax’s wolf while he’s being pig-headed and primitive. But what else is out there?

      Roarke’s feet are light on the ground; they don’t even leave a print in the dead grass. His sword is at his side – fingers flicking against the hilt, making the thing twirl in his grip and reflect the almost non-existent light.

      He takes a deep breath, feeling or smelling for something, then fixes his gaze on the stream. “This way,” he whispers, walking toward the narrow path along the edge of the water.

      I’ve got no choice. The magical Chaos-messed-with-my-life bubble that I’m trapped in means I have to follow Roarke wherever he goes. Even if he’s hunting for danger.

      Which he is.

      He leaves his horse behind, and I step away from my gelding, dropping the reins too.

      The only sounds are from the stream, with little red fish jumping and making light explode over the surface, and the pebbles on the path that crunch smooth stones against smooth stone under my steps.

      Roarke is so quiet – I need to work on that. The air grows heavy with decay and rot.

      We round the bend, and my world narrows to the twisted and broken body of a woman draped over a boulder. Her long white hair hangs limp and stark against the pitch black stone. Her white robes are soaked down the chest in blood that’s dried out and hardened around a gaping wound. The hole, the way the body is stretched and strewn – it looks like someone ripped her heart out.

      Her rounded face, smooth cheeks, and thin lips are frozen in fear, and they look far too familiar. Someone I know familiar – but like from a memory too old to properly recall – and the darkness can’t hide the horror in her eyes. Bile rises in my throat as I clench my blade in my fist and turn to vomit.

      “Shade, get down,” Roarke shouts.

      But I can’t look. Can’t run or dive for cover. My stomach heaves, and lunch starts coming up. I drop to my knees, trying to get myself under control, which is damned near impossible while throwing up.

      Crap!

      Something soars right past me and sizzles into the stream. An arrow – and it was on fire!

      I brace myself against the ground, twisting to look past Roarke, past the body, up the boulders, and into the forest. Another arrow pierces into the stones nearby – still burning.

      “Get behind me,” Roarke orders. “Now! Kitten, move!”

      I clamber over the stones, staying low. Almost curled in a ball on my knees kind of low. My bare toes overhang the path, dangling in the icy flow of the water, but I barely register the sensation against the rush of adrenaline.

      An arrow hits the stones to my left, skidding to a stop. The flames are still alive.

      Then the air is lit up with flames and the sharp reflection of Roarke’s blade as he spins it in wide arcs. Bits of arrows clunk to the ground, sliced in two, but none of them extinguish. In a few beats, we’re surrounded by light that both pushes back the night and invites whoever is shooting at us to get a really clear view of all our vulnerabilities.

      The arrows don’t stop, and Roarke’s movements are a blur of unnatural Saber speed. It’s impossible to follow the slice of his sword until he suddenly pauses it mid-swing. The guy isn’t even panting, and he doesn’t look at all intimidated by the three dark shadows that drop from the trees beyond the boulders and saunter towards us, moving with a feminine sway. They’re giving up on their arrows, or maybe they’ve run out. I hope Roarke just destroyed all of them. Wooden shards litter the ground, fletched in red and white feathers, tipped with metal barbs, and coated in something that makes them burn.

      I adjust the ankle of my pants, making sure I can get to my darts nice and easily – if I need them. Though, I am behind Roarke, and he just might be more badass than I thought.

      He lowers the tip of his sword toward the stones, glancing back at me with a smile on his lips and excitement painted in his dark eyes.

      “This will be more fun,” he says, like it’s a melody, and he’s about to sing a song.

      Yes, Roarke, because kneeling on the ground, scared shitless, is always my idea of fun. Me and this guy need to seriously improve our standards.

      But not now. Three deadly Sabers are walking our way, and we just need to survive.

      All three women have their hair tied back in tight braids. Two blondes and a brunette in thin leather tunics that taper down to V’s at their waists. Several straps and belts run across their chests. They’ve taken a leaf out of Killian’s book on the number of weapons a single person can carry, and they’re really flaunting it.

      They step from boulder to boulder until one of them is on the path to the left, one on the right, and the other in front of us – standing up there on the boulder next to the dead body. Some of these boulders I wouldn’t even be able to climb across, and they just casually walked down them like a set of stairs.

      “Well, this one would have to be Seth,” the blonde woman on our left says, which makes no sense – unless Roarke just Allured them into thinking it. She walks toward us with some serious swagger in her step, running an exaggerated hand over her braids. Flirting – but I don’t think she even knows it.

      “It’s not the Alpha, that’s for sure,” the one on the right says, smiling and running a finger across her lips.

      The woman beside the body crouches down, resting her elbows on her knees. My guess is she’s their commander.

      “Not the one with the scar,” she says. “And not the AllureSeed, either. I don’t feel persuaded or seduced.”

      Roarke’s watching them all, his head moving slightly as his gaze traces over each one. I glimpse his wicked smile each time he looks to the left, his head turning far enough for the expression to peek past his long hair. His fingers massage the hilt of his sword – but everything about him oozes smooth confidence.

      “Pleasure to meet you, ladies,” he says, his voice dripping with hypnotic temptation.

      My heart skips a beat, and in my head the words translate to come closer. I resist the urge, but the women don’t – can’t. They close in around us, jumping from the boulder or walking down the path, not stopping until they’re within arm’s reach.

      “It’s an honor that you want to cooperate with me. Is this your work? It’s rather impressive,” Roarke Allures, nodding towards Eydis’ body.

      “We didn’t make the mess of her chest – that happened after we felled her. We’ve been waiting to see if the thing comes back. And it happened that you two came instead,” the commander says.

      “So you thought you’d fire on us?” Roarke asks.

      “Rumor is, that one has a price on her head,” she says.

      She lifts her sword and points past Roarke to me. I flinch, seeing the polished steel so close to my guy, to his unprotected leg. Is this how he got himself hurt last time? I know he was questioning a ShimmerSeed – but was he this reckless? I like his legs still attached to his body, thank you.

      “Whose rumor?” Roarke asks. He doesn’t seem to care that she could cut his leg off right now.

      Just thrust her blade downward, and… I swallow against the mental image as Roarke’s words sink in. Not the ones he’s said out loud, but the ones that Allure through my skin – Put your weapons down.

      They obey. Their expressions stay neutral – self-assertive even. Do they not realize that they’re under his spell?

      My fingers begin to obey, relaxing their grip on Killian’s blade – before I snap them tight again.

      Come on, Shade. Stay alert. Defend yourself for once.

      Roarke’s voice is so smooth and silky that I’m using more of my energy trying not to fall into complete lust with the guy than I am trying to survive. I’m winning, but these women are not.

      The blonde starts to unbuckle her weapon belts, dropping them to the ground one at a time. The scent of a rose garden on fire hits the back of my throat, but on my next inhale it’s gone. Roarke makes a wickedly seductive sound that could almost be a laugh if it wasn’t all heavy with motive and a reaching sense of desire, but he doesn’t move.

      A feeling bubbles up inside me. One that has nothing to do with these women and everything to do with Roarke. Not jealousy, though. We’ve been ambushed, and there’s a dead woman nearby, so I am definitely not feeling jealousy right now.

      “The Crown’s orders,” the commander says, stopping to run her tongue slowly over her teeth. “Anyone who brings her back alive – damaged is fine, but able to talk is essential – will walk away with ten thousand gold pieces and the Cobalt Castle. I was thinking about removing a leg – can’t escape on one leg.”

      I jerk my legs closer to my crouched body. I would rather keep my legs, both of them. Especially since I currently only have one functioning arm. Only having one leg would be a death sentence.

      Roarke’s shoulders tense, and he adjusts his grip on his sword, but his smile doesn’t falter.

      “So you’ve been following us?” Roarke asks, his magic sliding deep under my skin and ordering everyone who hears it to get naked.

      Killian’s blade slips from my fingers, and I awkwardly start working at the buttons on my shirt.

      “We haven’t been following you,” the commander says, unbuckling her leather chest armor from the side in three well-practiced movements. “We were Sealed to annihilate Eydis.”

      She pulls it over her head and drops it to the ground. They all do, and within a few heartbeats, they all have their tunics off too. In another heartbeat, they’re pulling at the ties on their breastbands. Their expressions are calm, with smiles that lift their pretty cheeks, and gazes full of seduction.

      “Show me your seals?” Roarke asks.

      They all hold their hands out. The burnt marks of their seals have begun to dissolve, but I can’t tell how long they have left.

      “So no one suspected we would be here?” Roarke asks. “We weren’t part of your orders?”

      “No,” the one on the left says, drawing the word out in a low raspy tone. “Your orders were to patrol the border, everyone knows that.”

      “Who delivered the assignment order? Who was the Sealer?” The order, Tell me everything is woven into the under-fabric of his question.

      I suck my bottom lip into my mouth, and even with Allure heavily poisoning the air, I manage to stay quiet, helped by the distracting pull of a nearby jasmine vine filling the breeze with the sweet scent of spring.

      I’ll deal with the fact that it’s autumn later.

      “Sealer Corym. Three triunes were dispatched to remove three of the northern border Potion Masters. Sealer Flynn and Sealer Zen sent triunes towards the southern and western borders. But we are all keeping our eyes open for your pentad.” The commander, now three-quarters naked, spits on the ground as soon as the word ‘pentad’ leaves her mouth. “No matter how secure your position is – your backs have targets on them. Sabers are a sacred race – and your commander has turned us into a joke. ”

      She’s referring to me – I’m the joke – and the deal Pax brokered that took me from the lowest of the lows, a soot-servant-slave, to the highest of the Sabers – my guys are practically second only to the Crown himself.

      One thing is very clear – me going back to the home of all things Saber, the White Castle, is not going to end well.

      “You were all sealed to assassinate the Masters manning the Power Springs?” Roarke asks, ignoring everything else she just said.

      The girl on the right snickers as she unclips the belt at her waist and lets her pants drop to her ankles. I pull my gaze away, but the other two are doing the same thing, and unless I want to completely turn my back, I’ve just got to get over it. Nakedness is not my thing – but Roarke makes a sound that ignites the rose gardens again. A sound like maybe I should be enjoying this more.

      The idea makes me even more uncomfortable.

      “How is that even possible? The assignments require three signatures. The Crown always needs at least two Councillors, and they’re in short supply,” Roarke asks – well, he starts out asking, then he kind-of starts babbling.

      “His Highness can move his warriors wherever he wants by making the Sealers alter each design just a little. An order to protect the Potion Master can easily be altered into an instruction to protect her even from herself, at all costs – if you choose the right words to put in front of a council member, it’s easy to make amendments once the document has been signed and before the seal has been drawn,” the commander says. “It’s easy to have your head, and your pretty little pet’s too – once he’s finished with her.”

      She trails her finger from the corner of her lip, over her chin, and down her neck.

      Roarke snickers at her, an evil little twist to his tone.

      “The assignment system was our fail-safe,” he growls low and almost inaudible, before adding, “Kitten, cover your ears.”

      The women don’t register that he’s spoken, not a blink, nothing. It’s like I don’t even exist.

      I stop struggling to get my shirt off, which I had forgotten I was doing. Thank the gods button number two is stubborn, and one-armed button skills are beyond me. My left hand is covering my left ear before I realize that covering both ears is impossible.

      I only have one available hand.

      “Cease. And. Fall,” he says, his voice full Allure and a million times stronger than a moment ago.

      Than ever.

      The words hit my mind, my soul, and my body falls instantly. Crashing flat to the ground and the stones. My eyelids droop...

      Almost closing...

      Just the barest sliver left with a view of the Sabers on the ground, convulsing.

      I don’t seem to be breathing… which oddly doesn’t worry me. No worries.

      Just… calm… nothing...

      The dead woman’s legs are hanging over the edge of a boulder. Her blood is still seeping ever so slowly down the stone, following the creases and cracks. It’s thick and congealed and tracing a pattern that’s begun to dry. Arcing out wide, then staggers towards the ground in jagged points, ending in a tail and talons.

      My vision begins to fill with black spots.

      Roarke dives for me.

      “Kitten. Fuck. Breathe,” he orders, his words pierced hard with power. Kneeling in front of me, his fingers brush over my cheek.

      My chest obeys, heaves, and air rushes into my lungs.

      He presses his forehead to mine.

      My mind’s reeling, trying to work out what’s going on.

      Where am I? What am I supposed to be doing? Because I’m pretty sure lying around on a stone path wasn’t part of the plan for today – but I can’t quite access the part of my mind that knows things, that has answers.

      “Sleep,” he whispers – orders.

      He cups my ears, and the world goes quiet, before ordering something to the women still struggling to stay alive on the path.

      Sleep… I consider, but for some reason, I don’t obey.

      Whatever he says next stops the Sabers from convulsing. Cease and fall isn’t a quick death. That looked slow and painful – and obviously with enough time to either enjoy the show or rescind the instruction.

      Their bodies relax. Their lips move. Then they start crawling out of here on hands and knees. Naked. Eyes glazed over and out of focus – like they’re sleep-crawling.

      Roarke’s hands move from my ears, and the sound of gurgling water floods my senses. He cups my cheeks, tilting my head back. His dark eyes are wide with fear, but I can’t focus on them for long. Fuzzy, then clear.

      Fuzzy, then clear.

      “Now you resist me.” He sighs, sliding one arm under my back and the other under my legs, then scoops me up. “Go to sleep, Shade. Your mind needs to heal,” he says softly.

      There’s no Allure in his tone.

      And I obey.
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      Kitten weighs nothing, but carrying her makes the world feel heavy. Slumped against my chest, her breathing matches mine – because it is mine.

      I carry her past Eydis’ recently murdered body – not important. Past the horses – also not important. Then kick open Eydis’ front door. One of the hinges groans, but it doesn’t break, and the door swings shut behind me.

      I scan the room, closing my eyes and feeling with my magic. I’ve got nothing on Killian’s ability to feel people out. Everyone has darkness welling inside of them. But if there’s any semblance of desire to do us harm within this building – I’ll find it. The same way I found those Sabers in the trees. They wanted us to walk over to Eydis, badly enough that their desire was like a beacon.

      I just have to let go of my grip on Shade’s breathing to do it. Let her lungs succumb to my order. Let them ‘cease and fall’.

      Anger rips through me. She wasn’t supposed to hear that. She’s supposed to be getting stronger. Supposed to be able to survive going through Silvari glass. Sometimes she can resist me – just not when it actually matters.

      And it matters now.

      I push my magic through every corner of the cottage.

      Empty. Devoid.

      Then I slam my power back into Shade.

      “Breathe,” I command.

      Her chest expands. Her lungs obey.

      One breath – I inhale, and on command, so does she.

      Two, exhale.

      Three.

      Four.

      We find our rhythm again.

      At least she didn’t convulse from the pressure of my magic like the Sabers who ambushed us. Seeing her body do that would have left me with nightmares.

      I settle her onto the couch and crouch down. Her pants are a few sizes too big and held in place by seams of elastic at the sides. The shirt was made for a man Seth’s size and falls low on her chest. I adjust it, wanting to run my fingertips over her soft skin, but instead dragging my gaze higher. Her hair falls about the soft fabric of the couch and across her cheek. Stroking it off her face feels like a safe thing to do until my power sparks, and my fingers tremble.

      I suck back at my desires, and she bloody stops breathing again.

      Aeons. Everything in me says, Back away, or I will kill her, but her mind needs time to repair the rip I just created – and in that time, my power is the only thing that can keep her alive. If I back away right now, I will kill her.

      I. Can’t. Win.

      I press my head into my hands. Oh, brother, when you sent us here together, you were so very, very misguided.

      My power reaches for Shade, and I relax my grip enough to let out a thin tendril. It stretches across the distance and licks at the edge of her being. Then latches on with an ardor that begins playing a game of give and take. Giving just enough to instruct her to breathe, but taking – wanting – more. More contact. More of her.

      Just more. My power always wants more. Never settles. Never satiated.

      Jada should be on her way, as well as Rose and some of the other Elite triunes loyal to Pax, trustworthy, and ready to fight too. Teegan will be among them, but I push that thought down. Letting Teegan’s name into my mind creates a hot stab of apprehension in my chest. I don’t know if Teegan will be a good distraction or a nightmare.

      All organized through the slow drip of information we and Jada have managed to muster and piece together. But they’re not going to be able to stand in my place inside Kitten’s bubble. No matter how close those women are to me and my family, they can’t help. Only an Elorsin can.

      The Elorsins have been planning for the moment when we’d try to free this kingdom – but our plans have always ended in our deaths. Until we met Shade. Which was only confirmed with Mother’s prophecy.

      Truth is, I don’t have any answers, and a messenger could arrive tomorrow with new pieces to this puzzle. What we already have barely makes any sense.

      

      Wait until your grief has passed, then – Seek the remnant beyond the border.

      Speak to a man named Martin but believe the word of a bird.

      

      Let your reflection go hazy in clear waters and see instead through a gray lens.

      

      In Silvari glass is a blade that can pass, a soul that can kneel, and a world that can heal.

      This is not a battle that can be won. Before this time can pass, the mortal soul from its beginnings can not last. There is no way a soul can rule and live.

      

      Because I heard what the Origin Spring said to the tallest forest tree – the key will be in the last of me.”

      

      All I know is that my lines – Let your reflection go hazy in clear waters and see instead through a gray lens – are not a weapon, tool, or solution that is going to get us out of this mess.

      The room feels too still and vulnerable as I light the overhead lantern. Logic says we’re alone. Those Sabers had no way around my Allure, and I can feel the cottage is empty – everyone has desires if I search hard enough. Even the desire to breathe. But I’d still feel better with wards on the doors. The horses are by the stream, and if I can coax my boy closer, there’ll be no need to disturb Kitten. I pace across to the door and out onto the deck. My boy lifts his head in curiosity as I jog down the steps, making a clicking noise and holding my hand out. A thin tendril of power remains with Kitten. At least she is letting me do this, letting me move away from her.

      Being perfectly compliant.

      A sharp thud, followed by a groan. I spin around, my power snapping outwards and searching my surroundings again as I dash back inside.

      Kitten is on the floor.

      No one and nothing else is here with us.

      This is… unexpected.

      I order my magic to behave, drawing it inward, putting that one tendril back to work. It leaves a niggling pain in my chest, through my soul, but it obeys. Just. Then, once her chest has risen, then fallen, then risen again, and I can confirm she’s definitely still breathing, I take a few steps back. Watching through the bay window as her wall rolls her across the floor.

      Bloody Aeons.

      Seth’s skills are more spatial than mine, but I haven’t been watching her intently for weeks now without knowing the basic parameters of her bubble, and these aren’t it.

      She’s lost paces, from her original twenty-two down to what though?

      More importantly, why?

      The Release Seal on my hand itches, a nice distraction from the fact that my head is suddenly light with a rush of fear. The seal should look like an arrow for direction, flicks of symmetry for leave and return, overlapped by limitations on the number of days and permission to reach the limits of the kingdom. And the usual layer of protection that means none of us can touch a council member, dignitary, or the Crown. Lithael doesn’t want Sabers being released and going hunting for him.

      Which doesn’t matter anyway, because the seven dots on this seal are down to two, and the leave and return curls are three-quarters dissolved.

      Two days until our souls start a tug of war with the White Castle. Eventually, the castle will win.

      She stirs just a little, and with a snap, she cuts off my power. Resisting me.

      I rush to her side, picking her up and settling us both onto the couch. Settling her on my lap. My hand rests on her chest, my power opening up and my Seed overriding her resistance. Pressing into her. Pressing her into me. At once exactly where she should be and also far too dangerous.

      I. Can’t. Win.
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        Eighteen Paces

      

      

      I shift my weight to the side and nuzzle my face into whatever is underneath my head. “So comfy,” I moan.

      My pillow vibrates with a stifled laugh.

      “Kitten,” Roarke says, his voice coming from directly behind me.

      Crap.

      I sit up and turn toward the guy whose leg was acting as my mallow on a long gray sofa.

      Inside. I’m inside.

      The view through the window is of a familiar stream running down the hill. Really big trees. A path made of pebbles, all muffled heavily in darkness. If it weren’t for the flickers of light from the stream and the flashes of lightning in the distance, it would all be too obscure to make out.

      I’m inside the dead woman’s house.

      The flicker of a single lit lantern brushes over a low coffee table, two single chairs, and a worn green rug. The room’s practically round, with a small kitchen and stairs behind us. All the furnishings are facing the huge bay window and the view – well, what would be a great view if it weren’t pitch black outside. The clouds are heavy, blocking out the stars everywhere but one crack in the sky where a slice of the moon is barely managing to peek through.

      Okay, it’s still night, the same night I assume, but how did I get inside? Memories come flooding back, and I turn an accusing gaze on Roarke.

      “You knocked me out!” I shout, stabbing a finger into his chest. I don’t care if he makes a really comfortable mallow. “We had a deal – castration was part of it,” I growl, eyeballing the short dagger still strapped to his belt.

      He jumps to his feet, arms out defensively. Slipping the dagger out of its sheath, he drops it to the floor behind the couch. It’s out of my reach, which means he believes my threat.

      Good.

      “Why was I laying on you?” I demand.

      His lips are thin, eyes struggling to hide a lingering pain, and his chest is rising and falling in heavy breaths. My anger drains away, like Eydis’ blood over the stone.

      I was laying on him because he was keeping me alive. Again.

      Everything in me deflates.

      “I…” Words fail to follow. Damnit. “I’m sorry,” I whisper.

      His brow draws down. “You? Why?”

      I press into the back of the couch, and he moves in closer, leaning over me, a hand on either side of my head. Strands of his long dark-and-silver hair fall forward to frame his face. He smells like ink and paper and the books he loves to read. His beard-mustache combo has grown a little shaggy on the road, now more of a scruffy chin and lip, which somehow makes him look hot-as-melted-chocolate.

      I run my tongue along the inside of my teeth, trying to find the right words.

      “Why are you sorry?” he asks.

      I finally settle on what to say. “I’m too much hard work.”

      One corner of his mouth draws up into a lopsided smile. “You have no idea,” he says.

      I frown at him. “You can’t say that. Agreeing with me is basically insulting me.”

      His eyes light up, and wow, his smile is intense.

      Which makes it hard for me to keep my fight, hard but not impossible.

      “I meant that I can’t fight, have no Seed, and have a mouth born with a mind of its own. I know that. But what did you mean?” I demand.

      “You also can’t follow orders. I told you to cover your ears.”

      I hold my only arm up. “One hand, two ears. It’s not my fault I heal like a mortal – you know that, right?”

      I’m grateful for the element of aggression in this conversation. Otherwise, I’m going to start thinking about how close he is, and his lips, and…

      Shut up, Shade.

      I don’t know where this is coming from. The guy’s not exactly naked, and I’m hungry and surprisingly still tired – not really the precursors to being lusty.

      Not lusty, exactly. Not like the way the servants flutter their lashes and grow pink in the cheeks. I don’t do things like that. Although, I did try to kiss Killian, which he promptly put an end to, and I did let Pax kiss me – a lot – and then there was whatever Seth was doing –  which also involved kissing.

      I groan. Maybe I do do things like that.

      “I know you’re fragile,” he says, still smiling.

      I place my hand firmly on his chest and try to push him away from me.

      “You, back there,” I say, thanking the gods my mouth still has some wits.

      My body, however, is daring me to say come closer, to whisper the words into the almost silent cottage. Spiking my fuzzy head with the most sudden headache I’ve ever had.

      He leans in until his forehead is against mine.

      “You need to give me some space,” he says, his voice toe-curlingly silky.

      There’s no Allure in it. Just Roarke – saying stupid shit, considering he’s the one pushing closer to me. He hooks his finger under my chin and tilts my head back to run his thumb over my lips.

      “No,” I gasp. Bloody gasp. “No, you need to give me some space.”

      Or not, or you could kiss me?

      He leans right in, close enough for his breath to dance across my lips. I exhale, but all he does is chuckle, draw in a long, full breath, then push himself away from me with the kind of force that makes me think he’s desperate to escape.

      “You are so much hard work,” he says. “Follow me. Your bubble may not reach the kitchen, and I’m starving.”

      My racing heart fights for control, not just the blood pumping kind but the emotional kind too. Roarke – this close. Roarke – almost kissing me. Roarke – wanting me? Is that what just happened? Because chuck, do I want him. I want the way he looks at me and makes the whole world stop and pay attention. Just for another tiny little second.

      Which I am clearly not going to get right now.

      I struggle with the information, the questions, as I climb to my feet and follow him. It’s not a big room, the type of place that a single person or maybe a couple would feel cozy in.

      “Why won’t my bubble reach the kitchen?” I ask.

      He stops, scans over the room, then paces toward the door. He almost makes it outside before my wall presses on my back and jolts me forward.

      “Odd, I calculated one more,” he says.

      I point, disbelievingly, at the space. “How many was that?”

      “Seventeen.”

      “Seventeen?” I gasp. “I had twenty-two. At the White Castle I had twenty-two! Why?”

      He shakes his head and returns to me, wrapping me in his arms. “Doesn’t matter why, because we’re going to fix it right now. Actually, after we have something to eat and tend the horses. Then we’re going to fix it. Come on.”

      He lets go of me and leads the way into the kitchen. I believe him, he sounds so sure, but that doesn’t untie the knot in my stomach. My hands are shaking because I’m an idiot. I chuckin’ knew it was shrinking. I thought maybe my stride was getting bigger when we were in the bandit cave. I thought maybe I was staggering too much when we were camped by the river – but no… my bubble has been shrinking.

      Though obviously, I’m not worried enough, because my gaze lowers and fixes on Roarke’s ass. He’s got a nice ass – but it’s never been the center of my attention before.

      Maybe it should have been?

      “All of the answers are upstairs,” he says, looking over his shoulder. He catches my gaze and arches his back a little so he can see the floor. “What are you looking at? Do you have more feathers?”

      “Oh, ah,” I stammer, swallow hard, then try again. “How do you know I’m looking at something?”

      “I don’t do the full range of emotions like Killian does – but I can feel desire easily enough. Was it my ass?”

      He starts searching the kitchen before I can answer, opening every cupboard and drawer until he finds the larder – a small pantry with a few sacks of flour, potatoes, onions, that kind of thing.

      “It’s just my Allure. You don’t actually have any say in what you lust for around me, and I don’t have the option of getting out of your range until the others catch up.”

      He pulls a loaf of round bread out of a hanging bread bag and taps it on the bench, listening to the soft thuds. Baked no more than a few days ago… by the woman out on the rocks. My heart aches a little, but he just digs out a pot of jam and a serrated knife, cutting chunks and lathering them up before handing one to me and preparing to demolish three himself.

      “Maybe I need to blindfold you,” he says, but his gaze traces my blanched face, down to my shaking fingers, and his expression softens.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks, concern lacing his words.

      What isn’t wrong? Let’s start with my bubble shrinking and the dead woman outside – actually, let’s just start with the dead woman.

      “Was that?” I ask, waving vaguely toward the back of the house, toward the body on the rocks.

      He swallows first before answering. “Eydis.”

      “And they killed her?”

      He nods, putting his bread down.

      “Why?” I ask.

      “I don’t know. Lithael’s killing them all.”

      “Why? Are they a threat?”

      “All of the ones he’s killing probably are – that would make sense.”

      I pass my bread back to him, suddenly not sure I can even hold it properly.

      “Are they coming back – the Sabers, I mean? They tore out her heart.”

      Roarke steps closer, wrapping his arms around me. Pulling me in tight. One hand rests on the back of my neck and the other between my shoulder blades. So much for giving each other space – but I’m not going to tell him that. I really need this hug right now.

      “No, they didn’t tear out her heart – we don’t know what happened there. But those Sabers aren’t coming back, and they won’t remember anything. We’re safe here for now.”

      “Who took her heart then?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      He steps back, gathers a water jug and a tray, then piles the bread and jam onto it before setting it all on the edge of the bench.

      “Eat,” he says, shoving my piece of bread back at me. “Take it and eat it. We’re not going anywhere until you do.”

      “It’s not that I’m not hungry,” I say, accepting the bread.

      “I know,” he whispers, watching me take a bite before turning and leading the way back to the front door.

      “What are we doing?” I ask, giving chase.

      “The horses,” he says.

      The horses. Right. Because I’m the worst horse owner ever born.

      I follow him outside, closely – what choice do I have? When we reach the few steps off the veranda, I reach out and hook my arm through his to steady myself on the way down.

      “What? It’s cloudy and dark, and I’m not sure how well you can see, but I’m not keen on tripping down a flight of stairs,” I say, not that he said anything.

      “It’s almost midnight and a last quarter moon, but yes, even with the clouds I have eighty percent of my daytime vision. I’m guessing mortals don’t?”

      “Um, try five percent.”

      The noise he makes puts a smile on my lips, like surprise and intrigue mixed together. It’s a nice feeling, teaching the smartest Elorsin something new, even if it is at my own expense. Might also be at my own expense next time too, but something deep inside me decides that this moment is worth repeating. Worth hearing him make that little noise a million times more. He does make the cutest sounds.

      The horses are by the stream, mine with his nose in the water and Roarke’s pawing at small shoots of grass nearby. And the only reason I can see that from a distance is because of the way the water glistens and lights up when the fish ripple the surface.

      “Why does it do that?” I ask Roarke, letting go of his arm so I can finish off my bread.

      “Phosphorus in the water, I guess.”

      “It’s beautiful,” I murmur.

      Roarke casually slips his fingers into the strappy-thing over his horse’s nose. The animal barely moves. Mine looks like he’s ready to run off, be free, never to be ridden again.

      “Here, boy,” I coo, grabbing the reins quickly.

      I am not playing chase-the-horse. My body is in that kind of weak state that hangs around after having the flu. It’s bearable, manageable, but not very nice. And the fact that I have one arm strapped to my chest compounds the growing feeling of claustrophobia that I’m living with. Chasing horses is not on the agenda.

      With the reins slipped over my arm, I pat down the length of my horse’s silky neck, watching his unique color shimmer. He’s a dark brown, almost black on top, but there’s a cream color underneath.

      I think that’s what I spend ninety percent of my riding time doing, patting his neck.

      We turn to follow Roarke, but the man hasn’t moved. “Are you doing okay?”

      I nod, stretching my neck back toward the blackened sky where there’s a single lonely star slowly being smothered by the clouds. Damn, these clouds are moving fast, rolling over the sky like they’re angry about something.

      “Shade?” Roarke pushes. “Are you missing Pax?”

      “Yes,” I mumble. “And Seth, and Killian too, though I feel like I will regret that feeling.”

      “I’m sorry,” he says, soft with regret.

      I pull my gaze down to him. “I’d miss you if you weren’t here.”

      “You have a true MateBond with Pax, it can’t be comfortable to be so far away from him.”

      “It’s not that,” I try, but the words dry up. Feelings are so hard to express, and I swallow before trying a different angle. “I’m worried about them. I’m worried about you too, but at least I can see you’re still alive.”

      Alive and close. These guys all have a different presence, a different beat they bring to a room, and somehow I’ve grown so used to the tune when they’re all with me that one note on its own doesn’t feel right. And, to be honest, if I had to pick a single Elorsin to suddenly appear with us it would be Seth – Roarke needs some Seth right now.

      “Alive? I don’t doubt they will return.”

      “They went to investigate a prison – prisons aren’t friendly places.”

      “They’ve seen worse, Kitten. They’ll be fine,” he says, moving ahead of me.

      My horse nudges me with his damp nose, and I click my tongue softly to catch up, and the two of us walk side by side around to the back of the cottage, where a roughly-made square pen has been left to rot. Clearly, Eydis had no use for a horse – or if she did, the horse had no use for this pen.

      There’s a glow beyond the boulders, the arrows still alight.

      “Won’t they catch fire to something?” I ask.

      “They’ll burn out soon; they’re coated in a fine oil that burns bright, hurts like you wouldn’t believe, but isn’t very hot.”

      The glow, even obstructed by boulders, does make not tripping over my feet – or the horses – a little easier.

      “You like that horse?” Roarke asks.

      “Yeah, he’s pretty, and he’s mine.”

      He lifts the pole that doubles as a section of fence and an entrance.

      “What did you name him? You’ve had him for four days now, and I’ve only ever heard you call him him or thing.”

      That makes me mentally pause. Not physically. Physically, I lead the horse to one side and loop his reins around the fence as I do the math. Bralls, has it really only been a few days since we were blown from the inn in Rengurra?

      “Um, no. No name yet,” I finally say.

      Roarke begins to unsaddle his horse, and I mirror his actions as best I can. My cloak is still here, which is a bonus given I just tossed it haphazardly over the saddle when I was searching for Killian’s blades. I’m not much of a fighter and the cloak definitely would have slowed me down.

      “Well, the horse is yours now. You really should name him.”

      “What’s yours called?” I ask, buying time because no names are coming to mind. “You guys don’t really call your horses by name when you’re getting your horses or grooming them or anything, one of you just does it.”

      “My boy’s name is Pyt,” he says, offering his horse a friendly pat. “Pax’s is Ghost. Seth picked one of those stupid stud names, Spawn of Mayhem. He won a bet with Killian and named Killian’s horse Jingle Bells.”

      I crack up, taking a second to catch my breath.

      “Jingle Bells? What was the bet?”

      “It had something to do with a two day endurance horse race,” he says, running a brush quickly over Pyt’s coat.

      “How did you pick Pyt for a name?”

      “It means ‘Pretty Young Thing’,” he says, which takes me by surprise because it’s said like Pete. “And a friend actually suggested it.”

      I manage to wrestle the saddle from my boy and wait patiently to use the brush. The arrows are starting to extinguish, the only light steadily dimming.

      “And what’s the deal with the mark on Pyt’s ass?”

      Roarke stops and looks over his horse’s chestnut coat like he’s never noticed a mark, then chuckles at me like I’m an idiot.

      “What?” I demand.

      “Brand. It’s the Elorsin brand. Or at least it has been since we were kids. Four arrows, one behind the other, for the four of us.”

      “Oh, and the thicker arrow signifies you?”

      He nods.

      “Hah! See, you guys do have an order. You’re number three and you always have been.”

      “The arrow order was chosen to match when we became a part of the family. The only official system between us is that physically, Pax goes first, and Seth stays behind Pax.”

      “And you’re number three.”

      “I’m not sure what Pax’s plan is, when or how he plans our return to the castle,” he says.

      Which is a very effective subject changer.

      “Why?” I ask.

      “Because we’ll brand your horse there, but what with?” he says, passing me the brush and moving on to lift each of his horse’s hooves for inspection.

      “Number five,” I say, because that’s obvious. “And all of you will need a fifth arrow.”

      He shakes his head hard and begins to inspect my horse’s hooves. Which means the brush is free, and I can care for my boy.

      “He’ll never put you at the back of the line, no matter what the original order was intended to reflect.”

      I smile a little too broadly at that.

      “Then put me at the front.”

      “The Alpha let someone else lead? That’s not going to happen.”

      I shrug, since this really is a problem for later. “We have to make it back to the castle first, so I’ve got plenty of time to decide where I want to be in your order.”

      He chuffs but doesn’t argue as he picks his saddle back up and begins to resaddle his horse.

      “Are we leaving again?”

      “Might be, just in case the horses need to be ready to run.”

      I make an ‘oh’ sound, and look dismally at my own saddle on the fence.

      “I’ll do it,” he says, and a few minutes later, he has the job underway, and then efficiently completed. “Come on, we’ve got work to do.”
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      I sling the saddle bags over my arms and grab the packs, one in each hand, before stepping underneath the railing and leading Kitten back to the cottage. She tries to match my pace, still too much like a shadow, so I slow to let her catch up.

      Instead, she naturally adjusts to remain a servant’s distance behind me. So, I slow down some more.

      “What are you doing?” she asks.

      I stop and look over my left shoulder, where she’s neatly tucked into my life.

      “Waiting for you,” I tell her.

      “Oh,” she manages, with a little smile and a quick shuffle to step next to me.

      She still thinks she needs permission, and I don’t know how to fix that. Seth would.

      She rolls her right shoulder and stretches her neck.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “Considering ripping this bandage off,” she says.

      “Wait for Killian,” I suggest, and she relaxes her shoulders with a sigh.

      “Okay, just so you know, being a mortal is really starting to feel like a handicap.”

      “That’s why you have us,” I say.

      “Us? There’s only one of you right now,” she says.

      “Are you trying to hurt my ego?”

      “No, just simple math. Four Elorsins; take away Darkness, Chaos, and Alpha, one Elorsin.”

      “Funny,” I admit.

      I enjoy the way she makes my chest feel lighter and my breathing easier.

      “I’ll get the door,” she says, bouncing up the stairs.

      But as she reaches for the handle, her hand is stopped by a potion-made barrier.

      “Seventeen steps,” I tell her.

      With my next step forward the barrier moves, and she has the freedom to open the door.

      The bounce is gone from her step.

      “You first,” I say, motioning with my head for her to go inside and acting as the escort behind her.

      I set the bags inside the door, making a list. Secure the building. Feed Kitten. Research. Solve bubble. Maybe even before the others return.

      Before I have to tell Pax that her bubble is shrinking. That’s not going to be a pleasant conversation.

      “Wait there,” I tell Kitten, digging through my bag for a small vial of Ward Potion.

      “What’s that?” she asks.

      “Ward for the door. It’ll give us another layer of protection, considering the domain’s securities have a loophole that’s already been exploited.”

      “How long will it last?”

      Good question. I look in the direction of the nearby border as I line up the equations. It should last weeks, but the border inhales magic. Though the Spring is its primary food source, and this little ward should be on the bottom of its list, I’m three Elorsins down creating it, using only one fourth of the power we usually do.

      If the border is under threat, and that’s exactly what the reports are saying, chances are it will tap every non-living power source, then move on to us faster than usual, with or without the domain. Which is not something I can help, so it’s not something I want to think about.

      “We’ll have until morning, at least,” I hedge, but I’m not willing to gamble our lives on anything beyond that.

      “And then?”

      “By then the others should be back and we can work on something stronger.” Together, a ward should last days – factoring in the border.

      She watches me break the vial on the door, glass slicing into my palm and blood forming the final ingredient. Now I’m the only one who can cross any threshold in or out.

      Next job – sustenance. Increased use of power requires an increase in food. I’m starving, and she should at least be hungry.
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        Seventeen Paces

      

      

      Roarke grabs his tray of bread and drink then heads for the stairs. I follow – what else can I do?

      The staircase is weird, with wide but shallow steps, plus a spiral. Which means we curve around to level out on the second floor with no direct view of the first floor. Also means all of the roofs are at odd angles. Her home is more weird and interesting than any other I’ve ever seen. The second story is a large open-plan bedroom. Big bed, huge double windows, and everything timber. Timber floor. Timber roof with big exposed beams. Timber walls. It’s a big space, for so little furniture, and my bubble should extend across most of it.

      There are no paintings or pictures, only a blue rug that fills most of the floor for decoration. It matches the variety of blue pillows and blankets on her bed and more blankets than the average person needs. Clothes hang from a railing off the wall, and the bathroom in the corner doesn’t have a door or even a curtain. Eydis wasn’t ever expecting guests.

      Roarke gives the room a quick glance then says, “Nope, next floor.”

      “You’ve never been here before?” I ask.

      “Not until yesterday.”

      “Yesterday?”

      “It should be past midnight by now,” he clarifies.

      “But you knew how to get here? The path through the forest just stopped out in the middle of nowhere, and this cottage was basically invisible.”

      “It’s a knowledge gate. The protections she has on this place only let wisdom find it and get through it. Usually limits entry to those at Master level, and not even all of them, plus a very select few Sabers – that’s the loophole.”

      “Then why did it let me in?” Though it wasn’t pain free.

      He looks over his shoulder at me and smiles. “Because you were in my company, and because we’re pack. It’ll let the other three in for the same reason – I’m in here, and we belong together.”

      Pax has to use it, it has a literal meaning to him, but Roarke – Roarke just chose to use it and to include me in his world. My breath gets stuck on his words, and the emotions that have lumped up inside me.  I try to look at the facts so my brain can move on and I can finish inhaling.

      Only really smart people can get through the invisible magical gate in an equally invisible and magical barrier around this place. Which also explains why Roarke was the only solo Elorsin who could have made this trip. The brains win.

      I picture the domain as being like a dome over the land, essentially another bubble. Silva seems to have a thing with big trees, castles named after colors, Sabers who are assholes, and bubbles. It’d be easy to assume that the only good thing about this kingdom is the Elorsins – but the thousands of Silvari just going about their lives would probably disagree.

      “What about the wards on the door, will that let the others in?”

      “No, my blood alone.”

      “What about me?”

      “You can’t get in or out unless I’m escorting you – walking with you. The rules aren’t that complicated.”

      “Wait, you’re telling me I’m trapped in here?”

      “If the door is closed and I don’t want you to leave, yes.”

      My insides twist, which is stupid because I’m trapped in a damn bubble to begin with and can’t go anywhere without him, ward or no ward.

      “Wait, I walked right through your wards at the White Castle,” I point out.

      “Faulty potion. Seth mixed that batch. I brewed new ones the next day.”

      “When?”

      “While you were sleeping.”

      Of course he did. I could write a book with the things that happen while I’m sleeping.

      “And what about those women, the ones who killed Eydis?” I ask.

      “Wisdom alone isn’t the opposite of evil. Like I said, very few Sabers have a high enough knowledge capacity, but obviously Lithael found the perfect triune to perform the attack,” he says as we pad around the next spiral in the stairs.

      The staircase ends in an attic-type room. It pulls up into a peak on one side, but has a slope on the other. I doubt Seth or Killian would fit under it in the furthest corner. Work benches line the walls. Shelves and glass-doored cabinets are above them. Jars and vials of dried things, dead things, and still living things that flutter and fight, collected and stored, sit on almost every surface. All the labels are lined up, each one obviously in a designated spot, but I have no idea what her system might have been. There’s a big square table at standing height in the center of it all, making what should be quite a large space feel very small. It wasn’t designed for more than one person to work in here.

      I recognize the boxes of empty vials in one corner: potion bottles. Open books, stacks of paper, and instruments fill every flat surface, but it’s all neat and organized. Diagrams have been painted directly onto every blank wall space in black and white ink. There’s so much to take in that all I can do is stand in the middle of the room, turning in a circle.

      Roarke sets the tray down, picking up another piece of bread before heading straight for a shelf and sliding a very specific book down. He clearly knows what he’s doing, even though he’s never been here.

      “This would have been so much easier if we could simply have asked her,” he says, almost absently. “Or if we had a sample of the actual potion that was accidently made.”

      “Or if Seth hadn’t handed me a Rearrange Potion in the first place,” I mutter.

      Because my first day in the White Castle wasn’t scary and crazy enough, Seth had to lead me into even more danger. Straight into the Potion Master’s classroom to make a mess of Logan’s potion test. Only it turned out Logan wasn’t working on his potion test; he was working on something much more sinister – something that would have locked the Elorsins out of each other’s powers and possibly out of each other’s reach too.

      Roarke stops and tries to meet my gaze. Tries to, but fails, because I look away.

      “Wouldn’t change a thing,” I rush to cover my poor choice of words.

      “I would,” he says softly.

      “You can’t. If the Crown’s Brahman-bralls of a nephew had managed to finish making his potion, all four of you would be inside bubbles.”

      “For a short time. Apparently it would have worn off.”

      “Just because we accidentally flipped one part of the potion doesn’t mean we flipped it all. What if each of you were in your own mini shrinking bubbles right now? Unable to reach each other, unable to defend each other, and slowly losing paces too,” I demand, my stomach turning at the idea.

      “Bloody Seth.” He sighs heavily, running a hand over his hair before turning his attention back to the shelves and workbenches.

      “I’d rather blame Logan.”

      “No, Seth. His power messes things up. Problem is, the way it messes with things usually saves our skin.”

      “So – Seth breaks things, and it makes everything better?”

      “Exactly. Chaos has an incredibly high level of self-preservation; it’s damn near psychic.”

      He flicks open his book, and with it in one hand, his other hand starts clearing space on the bench. And he’s already looking distracted.

      “So, what’s the plan?” I ask, hoping to push this conversation along.

      “We’re going to research. Pax, Seth, and Killian will meet us here soon, followed by Jada and Rose, and a few others, in a day or so. We’re cutting this far too close already.”

      “What? No one told me Jada’s coming here,” I exclaim. I have no idea who Rose is, but if she’s a friend of Jada’s, I’m pretty sure I don’t want her in my life.

      Or want her near my guys.

      Mine.

      Roarke just nods.

      With my teeth grinding, I push for more details. “Why are they coming here?”

      “We’ve been slowly watching Lithael fall into a pattern, watching his guard lower as he settles into controlling the kingdom. Pax has tactics written all over his mind, and he’s got plans. We need our allies here, away from the servants and spies that might overhear, so all of these little plans can be set into motion.”

      “And Jada is part of your plans?”

      “Jada is a Sealer – we need her if we’re to get any kind of freedom for our allies. Assignments come through her and the other Sealers. She’s our way of moving pieces around the board.”

      “But she needs a letter-thingy for an assignment. She can’t just write you a seal whenever she wants.”

      “Well, technically she could. Sigils and seals are like a language, patterns layered over each other to create effects and parameters.”

      “Why don’t you use a seal to unseal yourselves from the castle?!” I exclaim.

      He smiles at me, which is frustrating because clearly he can see a problem where I can’t, which makes me feel dim.

      “Sometimes your desired effect has no associated symbol, or there’s no way of putting the parameters in place required to keep it safe. And sometimes the magic is tattooed in and can’t be removed, overridden, or counteracted,” he says, rubbing the small of his back – where the Return Seal is firmly embedded in his skin. “If I’m being honest with you, Kitten, Silvari magic is nothing but fluid. The barriers and limitations I know of are only barriers and limitations until someone works out a way to get around them.”

      I groan. “So you’re saying yes she could unseal you, but you don’t have the right Unseal Seal to do it?” He nods, so I continue, “Why don’t you just make one?”

      “Why don’t you just make one?”

      “Because I have no idea how!” Now I’m shouting.

      But he’s still chuckin’ smiling at me. It’s infuriating.

      “Exactly. Seal Masters might have known enough, but there’s none left, and even if there was Jada isn’t that advanced yet.”

      “What about the Release Seal – couldn’t she just create an endless supply of those?”

      “Lesser or more basic level sigils don’t require a Seed to apply, but advanced sigils and every kind of seal do. So yes, she could make Release Seals, but we’d still need her to apply them and she’s Sealed against using her magic without three signatures on an Assignment.”

      “She has a Seal Seal?” I hedge, unable to keep myself from smirking at the idea.

      “She has a Tally Seal –”

      I hold my hand up and cut him off, “Nope, wait. My idea’s better. She has a Seal Seal.”

      His eyes sparkle as he picks up his sentence, “It tallies the number of times she uses her magic from the minute she leaves the Black Castle ‘til the minute she returns – leaving a sketch of the seal she has applied on her own hand for confirmation by the council when she returns.”

      I shrug. Doesn’t sound like much of an issue to me. “I’d still do it.”

      “Sure, she could, if she enjoyed spending time in the castle dungeons, rotting behind Saber-proof bars. She’s only young, our age, and she has superiors to answer to – Lithael being one of them, since she lives at the Black Castle.”

      “Then she has no business coming here. You don’t need her – you need someone that can issue the orders.”

      “Lithael already showed us how to get around his orders. The right words and a little tweak of the seal, and anything is possible. Getting the assignments, the ones we can use to our advantage, is Jada’s first task; once I explain how Lithael’s been making alterations, I’m confident she can do the same.” He’s turned, like this conversation has grown old and it’s distracting him from something much better.

      “So you need Jada, and she’s going to come here, and what? Bring others?”

      “Exactly.”

      “And where are they going to stay?” I demand. I almost said ‘sleep,’ but that would have given away my true feelings.

      He shrugs. “They probably won’t. They may hunt, eat, rest, then most likely ride out again. We can’t linger.”

      I rub the palm of my hand against my temple; the musty smell of the room threatens to make me sneeze. Nope, wait – I do sneeze.

      The sound echoes and makes Roarke turn to smile at me. “Your sneezes are cute.”

      “No, they’re not,” I groan, giving my nose a wriggle to ease the leftover tingling sensation. “You were telling me the plan.”

      “Right. While we wait for the others, we’re going to try to reverse-engineer the whatever-it-was Seth and Logan created. I’ve got no idea what Logan’s potion was called and even less idea which Potions Master created that recipe. The odds were in our favor that Eydis would have known or could have worked with the Rearrange Potion and her knowledge to undo things, but the scales are now tipped against us. I’m just hoping there’ll be a reference to it in one of her journals.”

      “So we’re starting with what we do know? The Rearrange-thingy-potion that Seth tried to use on Logan’s workbook.” Well, that Seth got me to pour onto Logan’s book moments before blue mist filled the Potions lab and my bubble came into existence.

      “Yes, but I already have a simple reversal for that. The Rearrange Potion is pretty common, and Seth has used it before. It does, however, need a key ingredient – water fresh from the Spring.” He stops and looks around the room with a furrowed brow.

      Then, without any explanation, he starts sifting through all her bottles and jars, anything with water in it.

      “Weildron blood. Blue moon rain. Ice thawed from an arctic dragon’s tooth,” he mumbles, plus a few others I don’t understand. Finally, he straightens. “No Spring.”

      “So? Isn’t it here – I mean, out there?”

      His hair sways with his slow shake, the metallic silver strands glinting in the lantern light. “Masters hide their Springs to stop people like us from helping themselves.”

      “It’s an ingredient; you can get it anywhere, can’t you? She must bottle it –” He’s shaking his head again. “ – No? You can’t.”

      “Supply moves between the Masters and the Castles in yearly batches. Eydis would lecture at the White Castle every year, and every time it was about responsibilities and repercussions. She was a bit of a broken record. I didn’t realize she delivered water from the Origin Spring.”

      “Because it was in the Potion Master’s locked cupboard,” I whisper, remembering Logan needed a key to unlock the last ingredient.

      “I thought the real challenge would be the addition of Logan’s potion, but this is going to make things complicated. And I don’t even have water to practice with. The annoying thing is the Rearrange Potion doesn’t even use Origin Spring water, it uses a lesser spring.”

      Complicated. Like my life.

      “Well, that explains your mother’s prophecy – Because I heard what the Origin Spring said to the tallest forest tree – the key will be in the last of me.”

      “Certainly looks like it. I just hope that doesn’t mean the last of the Spring, meaning the last drops – the Spring drying up. That’s a very real possibility.”

      “What do we do?” I ask, because I can see the wheels turning in his head and they’re definitely not turning in mine. “Should we look for the spring?”

      He glances at the endless black outside the window. “No, we’ll wait for the others – and research.”

      I don’t get to say anything else before Roarke has buried his attention back in the book, and returned to absently clearing items off the bench. Not for the first time I wish my other three guys would hurry back.

      I groan, looking for something to shut my mind up.

      “Where?” I ask, turning in a circle.

      Roarke stops and looks at me honestly. He nods, like something just occurred to him, grabs a piece of bread, and shoves it into my face. I struggle to take it from him, chewing through the first unavoidable bite.

      “You can’t read yet,” he says, turning away. Walking away, with his back to me, with his ass to me. Damn, he has a nice ass.

      “And you need to stop doing that,” he says, not turning around.

      “Stop doing what?” I stammer.

      He doesn’t respond.

      Pacing up to the table in the middle of the room, I put the bread down and hand him a piece of chalk.

      “Show me what the word looks like,” I say as soon as I can swallow down my bite. He smiles at me, like he hadn’t expected me to have such a good idea. “Don’t look at me like that. Just because I can’t read doesn’t make me stupid.”

      Which he ignores, taking the chalk in confident fingers and scrawling a word across the painted surface in one corner of the work bench.

      “Rearrange,” he says, then he waves to the cabinets on the left wall. “Check the files. I’m going to search her books for anything to do with invisible walls or barriers, physical impediments, or any relation to the Tiradon Potion that allows a triune to disband.” He stops, maybe because he’s realized I have no idea what he’s on about. “There are too many variables in the words that might be used for a potion I don’t know the name of.”

      I take an extra long inhale of his paper and ink scent before saying, “I’ll look for this,” and tapping the word on the bench.

      “Thank you,” he says, leaning forward so his hair falls about his face and momentarily shields the world.

      He draws in several delicate breaths – and it’s not that the guy isn’t allowed to breathe, but the way he’s doing it, like he’s savoring my scent, is sending shivers down my spine. Which isn’t fair because we agreed to give each other space.

      “For looking for a word?” I ask.

      “Yes,” he says, one word – then he turns away.

      Also not fair.

      No time like the present to teach myself to read. I trace my finger over the series of lines and flicks that he’s drawn, three sharp shapes, a swirl that connects them, and three dots over the top of it. The weirdest language ever.

      Then I move to the filing cabinet.

      Yanking it open, I say, “You really need to get around to teaching me to read.”

      “When Pax gets back.”

      “How long exactly will that be?” Or how soon, I’d rather it be soon.

      “I’m not sure. They think Eydis is here, so they’re probably not rushing.”

      I glance down the labels on the black folders. Folder after folder with sheets, diagrams, lists, paintings of plants, dried samples, you name it she collected it, sticking up at odd angles. Before I can begin looking, the exact word I’m searching for has already been mashed-up in my memory. Mixed with all of these other words jumping out at me.

      I move back to the bench where Roarke is standing almost directly in front of my word, a book open in his hands and no hint that he’s going to move. So I lean into him, nudge his book to the side, and try again to memorize the pattern of lines – and again to keep my mind off of his body.

      His incredibly yummy body.

      He takes a deep breath and freezes – like I surprised him. Almost like he’s trying to control himself.

      He’s not the only one.

      “They need to hurry,” he groans, walking away from me.

      Heading for the other side of the room.

      Bubble – life-threatening.

      Sabers attacking us – life-threatening.

      Roarke looking like my stray thoughts are causing him pain – not life-threatening, but important.

      “Okay, you need to tell me what I keep doing wrong.” I point at him as I talk.

      And he just keeps working. “Nothing, just try to focus.”

      But in truth, the only thing I want to focus on is Roarke. For a moment I don’t care about the consequences, I just want him to get over here now.

      The very idea is muffled by the remnants of his power knocking me out and a sharp, vision-blurring ache through my temple.

      Roarke turns on his heels, bringing with him a draught of fresh jasmine. He doesn’t even look up from his book as he ambles towards me, and when he doesn’t stop, I snap the book shut in his hands.

      He freezes and glares at me. Glaring is not an emotion I usually see on Roarke. I get a butterflies-low-in-my-stomach reaction, which is uncomfortable and nauseating.

      “Sorry, I’m not sure why focusing is so hard.”

      “I feel like we need to revisit our space issue,” he says.

      “Or not? You could just accept that I like being in your space?”

      I was scared of him once – very scared. Then Logan, bastard-nephew-of-the-Crown, had his men break my arm. Roarke slept next to me all night, taking my pain away, and when I woke up, I trusted him. Pain can change a person like that. I trust him, but he doesn’t seem to trust himself.

      Or trust that I’m genuine. I don’t know – but I want to know.

      “No,” he says, that far too serious look on his face not going away.

      You don’t get to say no, I think.

      My head thrums with sudden pain, and I swallow hard against it, concentrating on his lips as he opens his mouth – then closes it again. Then chuckin’ smiles.

      The book falls to the floor with a loud thud before his hands cup the sides of my face. Fingers in my hair. Thumbs tracing along my cheek bones. My breath just evaporates in my chest.

      Gone.

      Just Roarke, and my whole being focused on the soul-yearning sensation of his skin against mine. I could almost call it fire, like burning heat flooding through me, but it feels far too good to be likened to something that would leave the roses in the air charred and ruined.

      “Roarke?” My question is a whisper.

      “Kitten,” he whispers back. He holds me, looking into my eyes like I’ve hidden something there, and he’s excited to find it.

      “Roarke,” I try again. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      “This is the kind of bad that leads to more bad, but tell me to do something again.”

      I frown at him, wrapping my one good hand around his wrist and trying to get him to let go of my face. He’s stronger than he looks, and he doesn’t budge. Probably helped by the fact that I don’t really want him to let go.

      “You have to tell me what’s going on first,” I say.

      “Make me.”

      “Make you?” I raise an eyebrow.

      This is Roarke. ‘Make me’ sounds more like a challenge, and challenges are more like Seth. Or Killian, but Killian wouldn’t be smiling like a crazy person.

      Seth definitely smiles like a crazy person. This is such a Seth moment.

      “Roarke, stop acting like Seth, or at least do a dance to go with this song of yours.”

      His hands sweep around me, and we rush forward in a long-strided ballroom-type movement. The kind Cook would tell stories about, but I’ve never seen done. I struggle, tripping on his feet, and two steps later, we stumble to a stop. His hands are instantly on my cheeks again, eyes lit up with childlike wonder.

      “What was that for?” I demand, rubbing my aching forehead.

      “That was you,” he says, pulling my hand down, like I was obstructing his view of me.

      “I made you do that?” I ask.

      “Yes,” he nods, a little ferociously.

      The gesture is at odds with the worried crease on his brow. He lets go of me and starts doing his pacing-and-rambling thing.

      “I just don’t know how, and that scares me. My power is almost impossible to contain. I don’t need to try to lure people toward me – they just latch on and get drawn in. Sabers pull power from each other. I am always trying to pull from you – taking. But you cannot pull from me. Maybe you should be able to, even just a little with your Silvari heritage, but you can’t. Could be a blockage – but we don’t have time to explore that just now. Can you see the problem there?”

      “Roarke, we’ve had this conversation before. I’ve been with you guys for weeks now, and I’m still fine in the soul department. Now tell me how to do that thing just now again. How did I make you dance?”

      He shakes his head. “Not what I was saying, Kitten. Without your own Seed, the only possible explanation is that my power is using you.”

      “How do you know? Maybe I do have a Seed. The Seed of Awesomeness.”

      He chuckles. “There’s no such thing. We’ve got no idea who your father was, but we do know your mother was mortal. Mostly-mortals do not get Seeds.”

      “But I could be using you and not the other way around, right?”

      He’s still pacing, and it’s really getting annoying.

      “Roarke, stop and give me answers.” Or I will kick you in the balls – and it will hurt.

      My head pounds, a ringing noise pulsing through my ears, while his smile pulls back into a sharp expression of agony, his knees quivering even though I haven’t touched him.

      “Don’t,” he grunts, his voice flat – hollow.

      My heart is hammering so hard I can barely draw in a breath.

      He’s in front of me in an instant. His hands on my face – again. Drawing my pain away.

      “I just did it again, didn’t I?” I ask, excitement overriding everything else.

      “Yes.” He tilts my head back, pressing his thumbs under my eyes as he inspects whatever pain-ecstasy expression I’m wearing.

      “And you’re hurting yourself. Which means I’m hurting you,” he says.

      “This sting is linked to me using Allure?” I ask.

      Sting is a bit of an understatement. Sometimes it’s stabbing, other times pounding.

      His hands trail to my shoulders, the hurt in his eyes not relaxing away. He opens his mouth but seems to swallow the words back down. Taking a deep breath, he starts again.

      “What do you think of me?” he asks. He’s avoiding my question about Allure causing pain – which I translate to yes.

      His voice is so open, so raw, that I don’t even hesitate to answer with full honesty.

      “You’re my clarity. You make the world feel right. Things make sense when I’m with you, on a soul level.” You feel right. There is no way I’m losing this argument now. “Problem solved. I am awesome.”

      He groans. “My brothers have developed an immunity, of sorts, to my Allure. But they can’t ask me to walk over to them and make me do it, and they’ve had a few hundred years to try – so I’m impressed. But your mortal side negates anything awesome you might have inherited from your father. You’re never going to be strong enough to survive the full force of my power, even just to wield it. We need to be very careful. ”

      “Why?” I demand, because my insides are cringing at that idea. That I will never be right for them, that this little thread of hope – this part of me that might be Saber – is still not going to be enough.

      He grits his teeth. “Because,” he tries to say, stopping to relax his jaw just a little, “what my power wants, it gets.”

      “Then why are you smiling?”

      He shrugs. “I can’t help it. It’s been a long long time since Allure magic was used on me.”

      The slight dimple of one cheek, the way he’s chewing at the corner of his lip, his fingers kneading into my shoulders, all tell me that he enjoyed it.

      “But now you want us to keep even more distance?”

      He nods, and before I know what I’m doing my hand grips his shirt, my fingers holding tight, and I’m tugging him closer to me. I don’t have words, just a need to keep him from walking away again.

      “I won’t let you,” I say.

      It’s a promise.

      He wraps his fingers around mine, prying them off, but not letting them go. I get about one beat to process the fear in his gaze, the glimpse of a real battle going on inside of him, before my heart literally stops.

      I drop to the ground.

      Crumple.

      Crushed.

      Heat burns through my core and floods downwards. Pain and pleasure pulse side-by-side, like fire destroying to survive. I moan, the sound so full of sensations that it doesn’t even feel like it’s mine.

      The tingling in my fingers begs me to run my hands all over Roarke, and I have a sudden yearning that my hips have to thrust forwards. My legs want to wrap around his, to entangle us together – and through all of this I have the vague notion that breathing and a heartbeat should be important.

      But aren’t.

      Just this heat, this fire – they’re the only things left in this world.

      He’s just watching as his power rushes through my body.

      My arm flies out, fingers clawing at the wooden boards. My back arches, the last bit of air escaping my lungs. I have no control over this. No fight. I forget he’s not even touching me, falling into bliss so hard that, in the back of my mind, I begin to consider that there might not be life after this moment.

      And I really don’t care.

      Then it stops.

      Gone – withdrawing so hard that all I feel is grief.

      I’m a panting mess on the floor, looking up at his intense dark eyes. Long hair frames his face, and serious lines crease his brow.

      “My power will crush you,” he says, his tone too silky to be called a growl, but the sound still sends shivers racing through me.

      What is it with these men and knocking me to the ground with their powers!

      I don’t move. My legs are like jelly. My muscles feel like they just had equal shares of too much good and way too much bad. There’s not even a shadow of the heat inside me now. Just a vague memory. And with the cold that’s left behind, I realize he’s making perfect sense.

      Roarke is dangerous.

      I’m not strong enough.

      The realization sinks to the pit of my stomach. Cold, hard truth.
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      My power snaps out, filling her all-too-willing body and flooding mine with her reaction. A need to follow her to the ground. To take those lips for mine.

      I could make her feel things… become things… My whole being leans into the idea, wanting to show her how compatible our bodies would be. The floor. The wall. Throw Eydis’ supplies across the room and use every surface in here. My fingers burn with the desire to find her flesh. Rip her shirt off.

      Have her.

      Give her me.

      Then those gray eyes are suddenly green.

      The floor is gone – replaced by a bed. My bed in the White Castle. Soft red and black blanket with a mess of matching pillows. The woman is not my Kitten, but she is mirroring her every expression and gasp. The sounds are so alike.

      The arch of their backs.

      But the memory takes over the present, snapping away at my desire. Just pleasure. One more breath. Green eyes dead. Body limp and listless. A semblance of beauty washed out by the take of my power.

      For a few moments, I’m alive with satisfaction, my power satiated. Then my soul recoils with deep disgust.

      In the early hours of the morning, Pax will carry her body to the morgue on the southern side of the castle. I will Allure the memory from the healer and anyone we cross paths with. I can’t Allure a whole castle. I can’t distill the rumors or coerce the dignitaries.

      I die a little more inside, a fresh piece of me tearing from the rest and burning to ash.

      My Kitten is still moaning on the ground.

      I snap my power back into my control – feeling the physical pain as a sharp throb through my skull, down my spine, and into my chest. Killian would enjoy controlling his power – enjoy this hovering pain and the challenge of working through it.

      Aeons – he probably doesn’t even notice it, but I’m not sure how much longer I can take it.

      And this little experiment proves the risks.

      “My power will crush you,” I tell her, walking away and pulling Allure around me to bend time and make it look like I’m focused. Like I’m working and not at all thinking about her.

      Thinking of the things I want to promise. All of them play through my mind as if they mean something. As if they stand a chance against the truth.

      All I care about is that you live.

      I will let my soul burn for you to live.

      But the reality yet to unfold speaks of desire getting what it wants, and nothing but ash for the few remaining shredded pieces of my soul.
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        Fifteen Paces

      

      

      Roarke is dangerous. I completely believe that.

      But what would he do if I jumped on him? I wonder.

      And apparently, my body agrees with my mind because I’m climbing to my feet and working hard to crush the idea – damn you, Killian, for beginning to break down my good servant walls.

      I force myself to stand still. I didn’t have this problem before I met that man.

      But the feelings I get around Roarke aren’t really Killian’s fault, and they’re not lusty, they’re more … crap, what’s a good word for it?

      Tender? Fond? Endearing?

      What?

      My mouth opens, and I cut that train of thought off. No good things come from digging through fragile emotions. There’s a pretty good chance what I’m feeling is gas. Just gas. Not even people gas. Probably Brahman gas. Or donkey gas. Or some mythical creature like a unicorn.

      “Just so you know,” my mouth kicks in. “I’m not worried about any of that stuff.” I wave a hand to indicate him as being the stuff I’m talking about, just a little bit more aggressively than I’d meant to.

      He’s in front of me again, gripping my shoulders, then marching me backward, pushing me until I’m next to the filing cabinets.

      “You, stay here,” he says, but he doesn’t let me go.

      “You can’t tell me where to stand, Roarke.”

      He lifts an eyebrow.

      “Okay, so you can,” I admit.

      “My full power just pressed into you, and you stopped breathing.”

      I make a ‘who cares’ gesture. “Who needs air?”

      “You need air! And I almost killed you looking for your memories and telling those Sabers to cease and fall.”

      “What does that even mean?” I ask, distracting us both from the escalation.

      He lets out a strangled sigh before answering, “When we wish each other safety, we say ‘leave and return’. When a Saber passes into the Aeons, they ‘cease and fall’.”

      “That’s a really poetic way of telling someone to die.”

      He nods, but I don’t really need him to. I watched those women convulsing and turning blue on the ground. They were dying.

      “Why did you change your mind?”

      “If they didn’t return to Lithael, others would have been assigned to investigate.”

      “I mean – did you want to watch them die?”

      His hands are still on my shoulders, his thumbs digging in, and suddenly that feels confining. “My power has an underdeveloped sense of morality. Yes, I would have enjoyed seeing them die – they were standing in the way of something I wanted. I always get what I want.”

      “Wow, that’s extreme,” I whisper. And as far from Roarke as I ever imagined. Killian – yes. Roarke – no.

      I rub my palm across my forehead, ready to give up for today.

      He shakes his head. “Not like that. It’s more complicated than that. Desires forget about logic and reasoning. If you desire chocolate, it’s very easy to eat a whole block and not care that it’s making you feel sick.”

      Agreed. I still have blocks stashed in Seth’s bag. At least I hope I do; he better not have eaten them.

      “But wanting chocolate is not the same as wanting people dead,” I say.

      “It is to my power.”

      “Can’t you outsmart your power? You’re the smartest guy I know.”

      “That’s the only reason I’m still alive,” he says, a sad little smile on his face.

      “You weren’t always the last Allure, were you?”

      “No, I was ninety-eight when I became the last one. Lithael’s father, Lucif, just had to dangle a carrot, create a desire too strong to resist, and each one of us fell. There were five family lines when I was young. Now there’s none. Losing my mother almost killed me – the desire to forget that pain. To try and feel whole again. Alive… If I didn’t have my brothers…” He stops to swallow hard. “They kept me alive.”

      And now I’ve completely forgotten what we were arguing about. Roarke’s glazed eyes, fading and losing their intense depths, suck the fight right out of me. I throw my arms around him, taking him by surprise enough that I slip through his grip without resistance. Nuzzling into the point where his shoulder becomes his chest.

      A jasmine scent fills my nose, washed over by the crisp smell of aged paper so intense that I have to blink twice to be sure I haven’t fallen asleep with my face in one of these old books.

      No, just Roarke. Just me and Roarke.

      There’s a split second of hesitation. Almost long enough for me to consider that I’ve overstepped my boundaries and should let go of him. Then his arms are around me, and he’s holding me tight.

      He buries his face in my hair, and a shudder rakes through his chest. He’s crying – or almost crying. I hold him, and he holds me, and my heart aches badly enough to want to crack open.

      “What happened?” I ask, my words almost eaten by the tension in my throat.

      “A lot, Kitten. A lot. Mother only trusted her advisor Muinthel, but Lucif had far too much access to her private wing. Access that let him get close enough to assassinate my father. I didn’t deal well. Mother was grief-stricken, and we were in our first year at the White Castle. We were too lost to realize that whole Seed lines were being eliminated – and I blame myself for that. Before we had our wits about us again, we were Sealed to the White Castle, and that monster murdered our mother. Kitten, the world was unraveling around me, and I became a thing of nightmares.”

      “I don’t believe you,” I say, muffled by the fact that we’re still holding each other close.

      “My Seed wanted satiation, but none ever came. Lover after lover, night after night. Kitten, you know that only Elites survive my power, right?”

      My insides clench tight, and all I can manage is a slight nod.

      “Then you know what happened to the women I took to bed.”

      He’s right, I probably don’t need to hear this – but not because I don’t want to face the demons of his past. I want to face them with him, I’d even face them for him if I could, but that doesn’t ease the knot of fear in my chest.

      “Your power killed them,” I manage.

      “No, Kitten, I killed them.”

      I shake my head against his shoulder. “No, you were stupid for not locking yourself in a cave or something until you got over it, but you didn’t end their lives. I know you. You care too much, and that’s why you break into sharp pieces when something hits you hard.”

      Come to think of it, all the Elorsins do. Pax went on a killing spree after they lost their child – that can’t be any worse than anything Roarke did.

      My fingers rub along the soft skin on his neck. Heat radiates up through my nails, along each bone, and into my hand, but no further. No rush of power. No spark of lust.

      Just me and Roarke.

      And a heavy pain in my head and in my chest. I swallow hard to try and control the impending waterworks and only partly succeed.

      “I can’t see it that way,” he whispers.

      “I can, and I think you should stop seeing it your way and start seeing it my way.”

      He doesn’t agree with me or argue. He doesn’t say anything – just takes a long inhale and continues to hold me.

      Eventually, when he relaxes his grip and straightens, I try to sneak a hand to my face to wipe the moisture away. He stops me, grabbing my arm, his fingers smooth against the bare skin of my wrist. He wipes his eyes with his palm. Looking intently at my hand for a long moment, a disbelieving expression on his face. Slowly, his gaze trails along my arm and up to my face.

      My face, which is still wet with tears.

      “You’re crying?” he asks.

      I nod.

      “Why?”

      “Seeing you hurt made me hurt,” I say, my voice all choked up.

      I almost don’t get to finish my sentence before his lips are pressed against mine. Moving in a long, slow caress that sets all the sensitive parts of me to a slow burn. Just a little. One flame dancing inside of me.

      Soft. Careful.

      After the crazy intensity that knocked me to the ground, this doesn’t even feel like the same guy. I feel his fist clench, actively trying to contain his power as his tongue brushes across my lip, and his breath stutters, skittering warmth over the moisture left behind.

      I want to grip the front of his shirt and try to yank him closer to me. Wanting more. Wanting to fall into him and this moment, this kiss. Just him and me. Maybe even forever.

      But all of that is because I want it. Not because his power is boring into me. Not because I’m on fire.

      And because I’m still in control of me, I don’t overstep my boundaries again or let the unfurling of heat that has replaced the pain in my chest rule my actions. I can feel his pain, the lengths he’s going to, to be in this moment with me, but without his power.

      Each one of my breaths is slow and purposeful. Containing my need. Clamping down on the burning until all I smell is the roses underneath.

      Pure tenderness laces every movement he makes. His lips are just whispering against mine. His fingers trace through my hair. His fisted palm opens and presses flat to my hip. A shallow groan escapes him.

      “Kitten,” he says, trying to catch his breath. “Please, stay.”

      He turns sharply and scoops his book up off the floor. Then kicks into his unnatural Saber speed and slips into a world of his own. Picking up books, frowning at bottles, and clearing his workspace. The whole bench is cleared in a heartbeat – which is saying something, because my heart is racing.

      I’m frozen in place with my eyes wide and my fingers shaking.

      What the chuck? He can’t just kiss me like that then completely block me out – again.

      I moan, running my hand over my clothes to try and smooth them into place. I’m so confused. My body wants to be all over him, wants to snatch at his power, and wants his power to snatch at me.

      But obviously, I’m not going to get that at all.

      Roarke’s too fast, faster than the others in their super-speed modes. He collects more books, flicks through them, reading in a blur, then props them open to specific pages using glass weights.

      Silvari glass.

      Just like the vials and the instruments. But not the potion jars. Makes sense – potion jars need to be able to break. Silvari glass almost never breaks.

      Unless I’m around.

      I avoid moving in case I get in his way. He blurs around the room, drawing across the bench with chalk, then gathering ingredients off shelves and frowning at them.

      “Swirls and dots. Three of them,” I mutter to myself as I turn to the filing cabinet.

      Outside, the world is dark, and clouds are rolling in to fill the night and hide the stars.

      I dig through the filing cabinet, finding something that looks similar to the word Roarke wrote down, but I’m not game enough to try and walk over to the workbench to double-check – if he ran into me at his speed, he’d probably kill me. Inside the folder are two pieces of paper. One looks like a list, with small diagrams of plants and several symbols that could be cooking methods. He said he already had the recipe, so this is nothing new. The other looks like a letter – the handwriting is different to the list and in the corner is a very official-looking gold seal.

      A rush of static pinches at the nerves just under my skin as thunder cracks in the distance.

      Roarke keeps working.

      I pace away from him, skirting around the edge of the room, not finding the edge of my bubble until he zips across to the far wall, and it bumps into me. I wait until he’s not moving before I pace towards him. Counting each step across the room, right up until I’m standing flush against his back.

      He turns so quickly that I’m knocked staggering back.

      “Kitten, what are you doing?”

      “Fifteen,” I say.

      One eyebrow furrows in confusion, then lifts in surprise.

      “Fifteen,” he whispers.

      Then he takes my shoulders and paces me backwards, pushing my butt onto the window seat, before backing up. I count his steps, fifteen – then my wall bumps me to my feet. He’s not even at the far wall yet. From the window seat, my bubble doesn’t even cover the whole room.

      I’m expecting him to say something, but as soon as I’m seated he snaps back into his speed and starts zipping about the space again.

      Clearly he doesn’t like the sound of fifteen. Neither do I.

      The information repeats itself in my mind, five or six more times before I can move on to the next thought. Math is not my strongest skill, but generally when one counts backwards, the end result is always zero.

      If it has been slowly shrinking this whole time,why is it suddenly speeding up now that we’re at Eydis’?

      Eydis – the dead woman still out there on the rocks, with her blood running over the stone in the shape of a creature with talons and raised wings.

      And Roarke’s too busy to answer my questions or provide me with a distraction from my thoughts. If I could step into someone else's bubble right now it would be Seth’s. Damn how I miss the way he wipes the deep and dark from my mind. I need a Seth hug, but what I have is a lonely view into the black night.

      I can’t see the body in the dark, which eases the tension in my chest just a little. Does nothing for the dull ache in my head or the turmoil in my heart. Those two things stay right where they are while my gaze skims over the trees settling on the biggest. The thing seems to have its roots wrapping around boulders and sprawling down the side of the mountain. I’m thinking that’s why she built her house here, and why this level of the house is facing this particular direction. Because of that impressive tree. The thing almost touches the sky, and in the flashes of light, the branches reach out and hug the night.

      I prop a cushion between me and the window frame and slip one of the darts out of the cuff on my ankle. I’m hoping twirling it will distract me from the continuously replaying memory of Roarke’s lips against mine, but all it does is bore a hole into the window frame as the light show continues over the tree and the night wears on.

      The lightning charges the air, making the hair on my arms stand on end and sending little jolts of excitement through me. It’s akin to Pax’s power, but not quite the same.

      We’re practically at the border. Then the trees stop, and bare land tumbles to the horizon. Past a dim light way out there.

      One sole light, from the one sole Manor crazy enough to exist near the Enchanted Forest.

      I press my eyes closed, refusing to open them again. The glass is cool against my temple, and I try to focus on that as my mind grows heavy and my breathing shallow.
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        * * *

      

      The world moves, and I land with an oomph on the floor – followed by loud groans and numbness radiating from my ass to my back. The numbness is at least better than the bone-deep ache that erupts in my arm. Broken arms, even those strapped to your chest, don’t like it when the person they’re attached to is dropped to the floor. I only manage to hiss in one breath before Roarke’s rushing to my side and snapping out of his unnatural Saber speed.

      “Kitten, sorry.”

      Seth would have laughed, and Killian would have made some comment about me needing to stay alert even when I’m sleeping, but Roarke actually looks embarrassed. He pulls me to my feet with my back to the window. It’s daylight, but heavily filtered through storm clouds. Gray, gloomy, and highlighted by the occasional flash of lightning.

      “Tell me what’s out there,” I request, pointing over my shoulder.

      He looks past me, his head tilting a little to the side. Then understanding smooths his features, and his gaze falls back to mine.

      “Yes,” he says softly. “But it’s a long way away, and he can’t get to you. He could never get past me.”

      I sigh heavily. Lord Martin’s estate.

      Lord Martin may not be able to get to me, but I can’t get to them either. Jake, Cook, Alfie and Bella, and everyone else. They were my family for a very long time, and while trying to survive in this almost-fantasy world made it easy to push my homesickness away – that doesn’t remove it altogether. It would be so much easier if I just felt free, but I know they’re back there – they’re not free. So a part of me isn’t either.

      “You really trashed this place,” I say, pulling my mind back to the present.

      Sometime while I was sleeping, he went from one workbench to three, and everything he didn’t need has been piled up on the remaining bench and the floor. There’s a lot of crap on the floor.

      Roarke looks around the room and rubs the back of his neck. When he turns back to me, something on the floor catches his attention. Scooping down, he picks up the black file that I found during the night.

      “I thought you’d given up,” he says. “But this is the right file.”

      He flips it open, taking the two sheets of paper out and discarding the folder.

      “What are they?” I ask.

      “This is the recipe. It’s a common recipe:

      A feather each from a night owl and a hummingbird.

      Two drops from the Truth Spring, one collected at dawn and one collected at dusk.

      A leaf from the top of the redwood tree and one from the ground.

      A red hair from the gilded possum and one from a dead hole-mole.

      And a pinch of blood from the mischievous son.

      This other one is a letter…” He trails off, his voice losing its strength.

      Silence. His beautiful dark gaze is locked onto a word at the bottom of the page.

      “Roarke,” I say, resting my hand on the page so he has to stop and look up at me. “Read it out loud.”

      He clears his throat, and I slide my hand out of the way.

      

      “Eydis. Please avail yourself to the task of creating the following: I require the order of things to be changed. For a list from one to seven to reshape itself without the owner’s awareness, the words to reform, and the desired outcome to skew and have the opposite effect. I can’t elaborate on what exactly the potion will be used on, just that it be in the range of the above. Rush the printed edition to each of the tomes and make it readily available at every castle. The Potion Masters are aware that this new recipe will become part of the syllabus.

      As per our last correspondence, the child of the mortal must go into the Origin Spring on the day of the new moon, which, if this letter arrives in time, will be tomorrow.

      And if it doesn’t arrive in time, we may all be dead too soon to care.

      Leave and return.

      Crown Raefiya.”

      

      The world spins. My insides waver, and every ounce of strength I had begins to fall to the floor.

      “Easy, Kitten,” Roarke says, grabbing my elbow and trying to steady me.

      When that doesn’t work, he sinks to the floor with me.

      “Raefiya was your mother?” I ask.

      “Yes,” he says, nodding slowly.

      Most of the room is fuzzy and distant. His face is the only thing even remotely in focus. “Your mother drowned me,” I whisper.

      “And she gave Seth the tool to bind us together. She had to have a reason. This was written two hundred and seventy years ago.”

      I blink up at him.

      “That doesn’t make sense. How many babies did she drown?”

      He makes a half-choking, half-laughing noise.

      “None. Kitten, this is you,” he says, holding the letter in front of me. “You went into that spring two hundred and seventy years ago.”

      “You’re chuckin' nuts,” I tell him. “I know I supposedly drowned or half-drowned or whatever in that spring, but I couldn’t have been under that water for hundreds of years.”

      “You could have. It’s a Power Spring for one, and it’s the Origin Spring. Who knows what it can do.”

      “Did your mother know?”

      He shrugs. “Possibly.”

      “Your mother was chuckin’ nuts.”

      He shrugs. “No, but ProphecySeeds do tend to do some things that look crazy to everyone else. She was the kind of person to open an umbrella a day before it started to rain.”

      I smile at him, my lips pulling a little tight in an effort not to laugh, which paints a smile across his face too.

      “I don’t know exactly why she put these pieces into play in this way, and I suppose no one ever will. She was building safe-holds and alternatives, just in case things happened one way or another. But for whatever reason, in the same two decades as she was finding all of us – she found you.”

      I swallow hard. Which doesn’t help. So I do it again, and again.

      “Kitten,” Roarke’s voice is soft, brushing across my consciousness. “Are you okay?”

      I nod, swallowing hard one more time. “No.”

      He chuckles, then moves across the room to grab a glass of water and the last of the bread.

      “Here, eat something,” he says, handing them to me.

      “I knew that woman looked familiar,” I say. Taking a hesitant bite. “Eydis. She was in my memories.”

      Roarke nods. “Makes sense. That means she’s the keeper of the Origin Spring – and the spring must be somewhere nearby.”

      “I don’t understand why your mother dropped me in the damned spring.” A part of me wants to add ‘instead of raising me in lavish luxury like you four,’ but I can’t.

      I’m still a soot-servant. Her decision made me a soot-servant, while her choices with her sons turned them into Elite Saber badass princes. So, yeah, I feel a really good pity-party coming on.

      “I don’t either,” Roarke says, running his thumb along my jawline. “But if we’d grown up with you, you’d be our sister.”

      I almost blurt out that if we were brother and sister, we wouldn’t be in this tug-of-war of get-close versus keep-our-distance… all of us. But the real question is whether she was trying to keep us away from each other or not. After all, she did send them to find me – eventually. The woman knew stuff, futures-to-come type stuff. Does this mean she was trying to position us for a different kind of relationship? Or does it still mean that my mostly-mortal-ass is destined to die, and being mostly-mortal with these guys two hundred and something years ago would have made me definitely dead by now.

      “There’s a chance you wouldn’t have survived living in the Black Castle. Your mother was mortal. Living with us full time might have destroyed your soul long ago. Not to mention Pax tried to kill us more than once before his power accepted us. Did you know Seth once lit fireworks under Killian’s bed? Even if your soul had survived, the rest of you might not have.”

      I press my lips together to help bottle down my laughter. “Fireworks?”

      “Killian almost put him through the Veil for it too.”

      “Kind of removes any possibility that my part in this prophecy was purely as Seth’s puppet at the White Castle. Clearly that note Jada gave me was meant for me.”

      Roarke frowns. “Yes, I think it does. Are you going to stay on the floor, Kitten? I have a few things I want to look up.”

      I nod, drinking the last of my glass of water. He snaps into super-speed and rushes around the room, pulling down new books and rearranging one of the work benches to accommodate several large glass bowls. He tosses a few ingredients in and begins mixing and inspecting what he’s created.

      Thunder claps outside, startling me. The sky finally opens up, and heavy raindrops pelt down against the glass. The sound soothes my racing mind, washing over me and making my worries heavy enough to sink to the bottom of my consciousness.

      I don’t know how long I sit listening to the storm and the melody of raindrops on glass. It’s so much nicer than rain dripping on my head through holes in the apple-cellar roof – and the thought makes me think once again of Lord Martin’s estate.

      Pulling myself up, I turn and stare out over the landscape for the first time in the daylight. Not that there’s much daylight. Heavy black storm clouds have muffled anything bright and cheerful – and yet I still feel comfortable.

      The giant tree reaches up into the storm. I don’t remember ever seeing it from the estate, but the view of the Enchanted Forest was mostly of a green mist that always looked hungry and angry. Trees could be seen through it – but no real detail.

      None of that is in the way of my view out of the forest. The trees stop sharply. The dead land beyond sprawls out, streaked with stone fences, Brahman, and a small number of sheep. Some crops no bigger than the size of a house that struggle, through hard labor, to mature and have any yield. An apple orchard.

      And the Manor.

      A two-story stone building with a high peaked roof and three stone chimneys that are streaming thin grey smoke. One from his chambers. One from the kitchen.

      And one from the great hall on the first floor, up through his private dining hall on the second story. It’s mid-morning, but the man is never in a hurry to get out of bed. He takes all his meals in his private dining room. Always has.

      He’d have the fire burning hot and two plates in front of him. One piled high with meat and vegetables and the other with fresh baked bread. He’d have whiskey in his glass, rum if he was already in a bad mood. His boots off. His pants unbuttoned. The short, dark window of time when I would try to keep out of his reach.

      A shiver runs through me as the details in my imagination drown out the real world before my eyes.

      I can’t actually see what’s happening inside the manor. The high stone walls around the kitchen gardens are only just visible.

      “Roarke,” I say.

      “Yes, Kitten,” he mumbles, his words drawn out as if his speed somehow alters the way sound is moving.

      “I…” I begin, struggling for an option. An exit. A distraction from the view and the memories. “I… I need to pee.”
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      Roarke Callon Demari Elorsin, Shade is not your pet, I repeat the mantra over and over. Sure, for the first hundred times I used the endearment Kitten instead of Shade. And a kitten is generally a pet – but I’ve amended that now. She is Shade.

      “Roarke,” she says softly behind me.

      “Yes, Kitten?” I absently reply – then wince.

      Roarke Callon Demari Elorsin, Kitten is not your Shade – Shade is not your Kitten – Kitten Shade pet not!

      “I… I… I need to pee,” she says.

      “I won’t look,” I say – too late, I’m already imagining her pants dropping to her ankles.

      Roarke Callon Demari Elorsin, just keep it under control for a few more hours. Find the answers. Pop this bubble… Deep breaths and push the idea of her being… satisfying… into the dark.

      Into the shadows.

      Into the Shade.

      I groan.
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        Fifteen Paces

      

      

      “I won’t look,” he says.

      “What?” I gasp.

      I stare at him in horror. Not the your-life-is-ending kind, but the pure embarrassment kind. Like maybe he expects me to pee in a bottle because there’s no bathroom in here, which I am not agreeing to in any way.

      He stops, and the lack of motion makes me feel dizzy.

      “Where?” I ask.

      His cheeks burn pink, and he settles the jar of something buzzing onto the bench before motioning for me to follow him.

      “Sorry. I was in my own world,” he says.

      “I know,” I mutter, trotting after him.

      “There’s a bathroom on the second story, isn’t there?” he says.

      We pad down the stairs, me behind him and perving on his ass – again.

      There is a bathroom, tucked back around the corner. No door, though. It’s not even really a room. Just a wooden seat and plumbing system for a toilet, and a piped shower running on gravity or something. Silvari technology is far more advanced than anything on the soot side of the border.

      I count the steps from the spiral staircase to the toilet. Current bubble size is fifteen paces, and I use nine of them getting from Roarke on the staircase to the toilet. Which keeps him around the corner from me. Doesn’t mean my bubble will stay this big, though, and if it keeps shrinking, one of the guys is going to have to be in here with me.

      While I pee.

      Or worse.

      Not a pleasant thought.

      A flicker of pink and blue in the sky catches my attention, but I make sure I’m off the toilet and my pants are up before I ask, “What was that?”

      “What was what?” Roarke echoes.

      I cross the room, finding him with his back turned in the stairwell, so of course he didn’t see anything.

      “Outside, there was a flash of light,” I say, waving toward the window.

      The window doesn’t look over the stream or towards the tree but kind of cuts down the middle of the other levels, with a view directly at the border.

      “Lightning?” Roarke asks.

      “No, it was pink and blue, and it kind of ran from the left to the right.”

      “I don’t know,” he says, stepping up next to me and examining the skyline.

      “You don’t know?” How doesn’t the guy know?

      “Yes, Kitten. There’s plenty of things I don’t know.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to insult you.”

      He snorts.

      The sky shimmers and rolls again, right on the edge of the tree line. Straight up from the ground to the sky. Like there’s a giant piece of cloth pulled tight and someone just gave it a shake.

      “There, that.”

      “I didn’t see anything, but where you are pointing is where the border is.”

      “Ximena,” I whisper, a little awed, though I’m not sure why.

      “What?”

      “The border – I named her Ximena back at the White Castle, remember? Look, there it is again.”

      “I don’t remember, and I didn’t see anything,” Roarke says, turning towards me. More interested in me talking crazy than in me actually seeing something that he can’t. “Kitten, it’s a border. A powerful and omniscient border – but just a border.”

      “Omniscient?” I ask, still looking out the window.

      “Some people think it is.”

      “Not what I meant,” I mutter.

      “Think of it as similar to a mortal’s god.”

      “So she can see everything and understand our fates?”

      “Some people think so. It chooses the triunes, and it has a lot of control over the flow of power through our realm.”

      “Is she close?” I ask, which is a much simpler question.

      “Yes. Eydis’ domain practically touches the border.”

      “I thought she was supposed to smell bad.”

      “It, she, does from the outside,” he says, but he sounds rather like he’s talking to a toddler who’s beginning to get annoying. “Why are you still staring out there? What can you see?”

      “Um, I’m not seeing anything right now, but I’m looking for shimmers, or waves, or power rippling, or something. Won’t being this close to her weaken you guys?”

      “Not while we’re inside Eydis’ domain. Her wards cocoon the magic in here. Hm, not cocoon - that implies nothing can escape. More like filter. And the nearby spring will draw the border’s attention. We won’t be affected.”

      “There, that shimmer – did you see it this time?” I ask.

      He hooks his finger under my chin and tries to turn my face, his dark eyes searching mine. For half a beat I wonder if he thinks I’m broken, then I lose my ability to think altogether. Staring back into those intense eyes, like black pools, impossibly dark, but full of the kind of depth that sad and lost things fall into to find a home.

      My attention drops to his chest, then abs. Damn, even this guy’s legs are hot.

      What the bralls has gotten into me?!

      “My power is hijacking the way you see me,” he mutters. “Probably the way you see others too – but it shouldn’t change the way you see magic or objects.”

      My focus shifts back to the trees. On the spot where they thin out, then stop all together, creating the cleared space around us. A man riding a black horse ambles into view. Not a Silvari. His cloak is heavy with the hood pulled up against the rain. The horse is bulky; even the saddle looks bulky and almost primitive. Silvari fashion is light and made from finer things than the wet dog he’s wearing, and Silvari horses look like they’re bred from the wind.

      It amazes me how obviously mortal he is. I must really stand out among these people.

      “What about him?” I ask. “Can you see him?”

      Roarke stills, letting go of my chin and following my gaze.

      “Yes,” he growls.

      Roarke can growl?

      He runs for the stairs, and I dash to keep within my new fifteen pace limit.

      “If I need to cover your ears, you let me, got it?”

      “Not even arguing,” I say.

      Of course, I’m not going to argue. I’m also trying really hard not to let his words sink in. We’re screwed. I fight with as much skill as a five-year-old with one arm. His best weapon is his voice – and I can’t even cover my ears.

      Screwed.

      He pulls his sword from where he’d left it beside the front door. Not sure when he put it there, probably while I was unconscious.

      Please don’t knock me unconscious again, I think. Then I’m out the door behind him and into the rain. My light shirt is instantly drenched, and my hair sticks heavily to my neck and face.

      The mortal guy pulls his horse to a stop on the other side of the stream and flips his hood back, revealing a youthful face and short dark hair. He’s older, but only just, and those lean muscles of his look more than capable of putting up a fight. His gaze is sharp, and for a few long moments, he just looks back and forth between Roarke and me, watching us approach.

      We get within talking distance then Roarke holds his arm out, making sure I stop behind him.

      “Neither one of you are Eydis. Where is she?” he asks, his voice a deep timbre that travels easily through the distance and the rain.

      “You’d better introduce yourself, stranger,” Roarke calls back.

      The guy’s lips tweak at the corners. Clearly deciding that, for some reason, he likes Roarke. “An Elorsin? With a mortal servant?”

      Which takes me by surprise, but Roarke doesn’t skip a beat. “And you are?”

      All the time we spent traveling here and only one other person picked any of my guys as being Elorsin royalty. This mortal wanders in from Desayer Realm, takes one look, in the rain, and puts his finger on Roarke’s lineage just like that.

      By the way Roarke is bristling, he’s pretty pissed about it too.

      The guy dismounts. His hand tactfully doesn’t go anywhere near the hilt of his sword. With a confident stride, he moves to the edge of the stream and stops.

      “This is as close as I come,” he announces. Which doesn’t seem to make Roarke relax at all. “I’m Leon. I hold the title of the strongest mage on the mortal side. You do realize the girl is mortal?”

      “I’ve heard of you,” Roarke growls. I haven’t. “And who the girl is, is none of your business.”

      “Shade. Lord Martin’s soot-servant, and a mortal. When the cook said you were purchased, I hadn’t expected by the Elorsins. But then, the Lord does like to play games with power and information.”

      “Cook?” I stammer, excited just to hear her name. “You know Cook?”

      Roarke's fist closes on the front of my wet shirt, and he pulls me further behind him.

      “Not really,” the mage says. “But I work in the information business.”

      I haven’t heard of him either. The only mortal mage I’ve ever heard about is the woman they recently knighted in Fairlarn. Hunter or Kemla or something. Leon isn’t a woman, so that leaves me in the dark.

      “I’ve been liaising with Eydis for several years, trying to save both our worlds.”

      “And?” Roarke’s tone is still aggressive.

      I mean, this mortal is ticking all the boxes when it comes to being peaceful and respectful. His smile is gentle even though his eyes are calculating. But Roarke’s disdain is practically dripping over us with the rain. I have to resist the urge to make Roarke turn so I can check his expression. Scowling is very likely, baring teeth and snapping – also a possibility. Angry as chuck and about to ignite – wouldn’t surprise me.

      Roarke has a temper – one I never knew about. In a strange way all these little things are making it harder and harder for me to respect his space. The quiet man who gets all the girls’ attention while offering the world nothing but his power is becoming a completely different person. More. So much more. Damn sexy, protective and powerful, confident and in control, caring and considerate, this man’s list just keeps growing. I want to chuckin’ kick myself for taking this long to notice.

      “Where is Eydis?” Leon demands, a calm kind of quiet to his tone that sets the hairs on the back of my neck on end.

      Roarke doesn’t react.

      “She’s dead,” I answer because Roarke clearly isn’t going to.

      “How?”

      “That’s not something that someone like you needs to know,” Roarke growls.

      Crap. He wasn’t this bad when three women were trying to skewer us with arrows. Enter reasonably-hot-mortal, and I have a whole different kind of Roarke to manage. Plus fresh limitations on his ability to use his power around me.

      “The border is failing. You do realize that the people out there have no idea what’s in here?” Leon asks, an edge creeping into his tone.

      “And?” Roarke begins. He might be about to say more, but I push forward and elbow him before he can.

      “What he means is,” I say, having to shout to get my voice to carry over the stream and the storm. “Will you please share your knowledge?”

      Leon smiles at me. Roarke grabs my shirt and tugs me back behind him so fast that I almost fall on my ass.

      “Eydis was tracing the springs. She’d made some progress, trying to ascertain which had been bled dry and why. We’ve managed to shore up three of the lesser springs close to the border, worked enough magic to keep them out of Lithael’s hands. Mortal magic is not something he was anticipating. However, three springs are not enough to hold the border in place, especially if this spring dies.”

      “This spring?” Roarke pushes.

      “The Origin of your Silvari kingdom,” Leon clarifies.

      Confirmation, then. Whether Roarke previously believed in the Origin Spring or not, it’s definitely real and definitely here – somewhere.

      “I have fifteen powerful mages at my disposal, and we have a decision to make. Use our power to hold the border up for a short period of time – perhaps long enough to eliminate the source of this threat, or use our magic to set the forest back on fire.”

      Back on fire?

      Meaning, the magical fire that destroyed the estate so badly it took a few thousand years just to get the grass to grow.

      This world would be gone, the trees, the life. The Silvari people wouldn’t know what to do; they wouldn’t have anywhere to run. Most of them live in the damn trees.

      Silva would be destroyed.

      Roarke lifts his weapon.

      I rush to get in front of him once more, trying to stop him from moving. I know murder is on his mind.

      “Shade,” he growls.

      “Roarke,” I counter.

      His eyes burn into me for the barest second before turning that intensity back to the man behind me.

      “Is the border failing?” I ask.

      Roarke nods, not taking his eyes off Leon.

      “How?” Even as I’m asking this my bigger question is, why didn’t you tell me? Followed by a sharp stab of pain from one temple to the other.

      “We’ve definitely talked about it,” Roarke answers automatically before shouting across to Leon. “The border’s been weak for years. Things have always escaped, and we’ve always dealt with it,” he says. “The Springs aren’t just being bled dry – the Masters are being murdered. There’s a bigger problem fueling all of this.”

      “I can’t help with that,” Leon says, “but if you have a plan to restore the springs, I can help with that. I can hold the border. I can control the mortal side. If you don’t have a plan, if your Crown Lithael marches a single Saber onto mortal soil, then we will set this realm on fire.”

      The threat slams into me, stopping the breath in my lungs. Roarke surges forward. I throw my shoulder into him, putting all of my energy into stopping him from jumping the damn stream and drawing blood.

      A part of me wants to let him – this mortal mage doesn’t stand a chance – but the majority of me wants more answers. A solution. To use this guy to our advantage. Roarke sidesteps me, and I almost end up in the mud, but I spin in time to see him reach the edge of the water at Saber speed.

      Yep – Leon is dead.

      Roarke jumps – but a magicked wind slams into him, knocking him back so hard that he lands on his ass in the thickening mud. Leon smiles, his fingers twirling around the hilt of his sword.

      This is crazy! I think, pushing my wet hair back from my face, but the heavy rain just tugs it forward again.

      These two are practically on the same team – they both want Lithael dead, and clearly, I was wrong about the mortal’s abilities.

      Roarke springs to his feet, and Leon draws his sword.

      Someone is going to die – which I can’t just stand by and watch.

      “Stop!” I shout, putting every ounce of energy I have into getting the word out above the wind and the rain and their stupid male brains.

      The effort explodes pain through my temples and into the back of my eyes. Bile rises in my throat, but they’ve both frozen, and they’re looking at me. So, I swallow it down.

      “Do you want to set fire to this realm?” I demand, my words boiling with anger as I stab my finger towards Leon. He hesitates so I add, “Answer me!”

      The anger is enough to keep me focused through the haze eating into my vision and the pounding that is eating into my consciousness.

      Roarke glares at me, poised and ready to jump the damn stream anyway.

      But Leon’s expression has drawn blank, eyes almost hollow. “No, I don’t want to see anyone die.”

      As soon as he’s answered, he looks at me sharply, his gaze accusing me of something I don’t have time to figure out.

      “What do you want?” I ask, and when his lips don’t immediately start moving I add, “What?!”

      “I want Seed magic to stay in Silva. There’s a reason the border exists. Sabers on the inside, mortals on the outside. The only way to do that is to fell your Crown and put an Elorsin on the throne – but that’s not my job. That’s your job.”

      His eyes go a little wide at his words, and I’ll admit I’m quite proud that my diplomacy skills are winning against two headstrong men.

      “If the border fails, how long can you hold it for?” I demand, pushing my need into the words.

      If I use anything less than a demand, I risk losing both males’ attention. A whole kingdom of lives depends on this one chuckin’ conversation, and I will not let them die just because two men failed to communicate.

      Roarke moves back from the stream, rushing to stand almost in front of me. Between me and Leon. He grabs my wrist in one hand, my waist in his other. Holding me like his next move might be to snap me up in his arms and run. His touch makes goosebumps run up my arms and a shiver down my spine. But this isn’t desire – it’s the crackle of power.

      “What are you doing?” he asks, the words struggling out from his clenched jaw. “You can’t do this.”

      I ignore him.

      Leon keeps that curious look on me, not seeming to notice Roarke. Even though Roarke is making it almost impossible for Leon and me to maintain eye contact.

      “A week or two – at the most,” Leon answers.

      “Kitten, don’t let my power use you,” Roarke says. “Allure doesn’t work like this.”

      “I need to know,” I whisper at him.

      He turns sideways, his gaze over the stream but his body still pressed to mine. “What would make you change your mind? Unburden your soul, share the reward that would woo you to Lithael’s side?” he asks in his silky smooth tone.

      Leon laughs at him. “Don’t underestimate me, Elorsin. My loyalty to the mortal realms is unquestionable.”

      “All men are questionable,” Roarke snaps, shifting the subject.

      He mustn’t see how important this is – too busy trying to make war when what we need is peace. Everything narrows, the world, the forest, the lightning and thunder – none of it exists. Just this need.

      This one last question.

      “Can we trust you to do that?” I demand, growling, shouting, trying to make him understand that he’s talking about killing people – lots of people.

      And I’m talking about saving them.

      I need to know. Whatever our next move is, after we get rid of this bubble, I’m certain it will involve getting very close to Lithael. I can’t have my guys in the center of this realm if Leon decides to set the damn place on fire. The stories I’ve heard from the last fire, the power it took to put it out way back then... There might not be enough Silvari with Seeds left to make that happen again. Maybe that’s part of Lithael’s plan. Bring down the border. Invade the mortal side. Take over the world and remove those who can oppose him. Remove those that could restore the border. Secretly. Slowly. Without creating a war until he’s the only one that can win.

      “Kitten, I said don’t. Relax your grip. Let go of my power,” a distant voice says.

      War.

      Lithael wants a war. Silvari against mortals. Lots and lots of death.

      Lithael wants death.

      “Can. We. Trust. You!” I scream, my whole body shaking.

      White-hot agony shoots through my head, followed by a sharp ringing sound in my ears. I almost miss Leon’s response – I can hardly even see him anymore.

      I should be worried about the dizziness, the ringing, and my loss of vision – but there are more important things.

      “Yes. If I say we’ll hold the border, then we will,” Leon says, his voice hollow and forced.

      “Promise me you’ll hold the border!” My voice is weak. So weak.

      I’m aware that it’s a stupid demand. The guy doesn’t even know me. I mean nothing to him, why would he promise?

      I’ll make you. The scream echoes around inside my skull. Promise on your life!

      “I promise,” he says, but he doesn’t look pissed, he looks almost pleased with the idea. “You have seven days from the moment the border fails. I want to see what you can do – if you survive.”

      His words are lost to the ringing in my ears and the pelting rain. He shakes his head, like he’s clearing a thought, then bloody smiles. My pulse is pounding in my ears so loud that the things might explode. I sway, looking for balance and not really finding it.

      Leon’s lips keep moving, but I can barely hear him. Just piercing pain and one line aimed at Roarke, not me. “Don’t underestimate the mortal.”

      Roarke has one hand gripping the front of my shirt as if he thinks I might try to run.

      The world lurches, and my eyes roll back, my head lolling to the side as I struggle just to stay upright. I glimpse Leon galloping off before losing all sense of balance and falling backward. My shirt pulls free from Roarke’s grip, and I hit the ground hard. Water splashes up around me, and mud soaks into my clothes and hair. It feels so good. Reminds me I’m real. Cools the burning in my body.

      “Kitten, eeaassyy,” Roarke coos. “Be still.” He keeps talking, leaning over me and cursing too, by the way his lips are moving.

      The ringing in my ears starts to throb in time with the rest of the pain, fading in and out. In and out. All other sounds cease to exist.

      “Kitten,” Roarke is saying. “Don’t. Pass. Out.”

      He pats my cheek sharply, and I roll to my side and heave up everything I’d eaten during the night. When I’ve stopped retching, I’m gasping.

      Roarke scoops me up, not caring that I’m covered in mud. I rest my head against his chest, snuggling in under his jaw and finding a spot where I can breathe without inhaling the rain. The scent of old paper fills my nose as he carries me the short distance to the cottage. I concentrate on the smell, trying to ignore each step and its jarring effects on my body. Roarke’s smell, the man who knows so very much about the world and is just starting to let me in. Me, a nobody from the other side of the border. The idea alone is comforting, that I might intrigue him. Roarke, drawing me right in and folding me in his pages. Carrying me to safety, like I mean something. Old paper, books, wisdom – Roarke – comfort.

      When I push my eyelids open again, we’re moving off the stairs and into the bedroom.

      Then I’m on the floor, and my eyes won’t open anymore. Everything happens in pieces.

      “Sorry, Kitten, but you’re wet and freezing,” he coos.

      My shirt is tugged, then slipped over my head, leaving me shaking with cold. Or maybe I was already shaking. I don’t know. He slips the wet bandage from my chest; the freedom feels good, but it’s not enough to drown out the throbbing and shaking.

      “I’ll get you dry,” he says.

      My legs are bare while Roarke pulls the dart-cuff from my calf, and then the ground is replaced by something soft, and blankets are wrapped around me. The world stills, but inside everything is still ringing and throbbing.

      “Pain,” I manage to groan.

      “I know, Kitten, I know,” Roarke says. His voice comes from nearby, floating through the agony.

      I try to hug myself, try to curl into a ball, but everything chuckin’ hurts so much. My arm feels like the pieces of my broken bone are shaking against each other. Small whimpers escape between my shivers.

      Roarke’s hand smooths over my head – over my still-wet hair. Drawing the ache out of my body. I press into him, and his arms wrap around me.

      “Shhh,” he says, the soft sound carrying on in my mind long after it’s stopped existing in the real world.

      It slips through my skull and forces everything else down. My soul goes still.

      Empty.

      Calm.

      Sleep.
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      Everything is still, except for Kitten’s low whimper every time I try to move. Without direct contact, she slips back into agony. I can sense my power’s effect on her, but I can’t feel what the damage is – Killian would be able to. He’d know down to the exact bone or muscle.

      This is torture. The naked length of her back against my chest. Her curves under my hands as she leans into me – like this isn’t hard enough already.

      I don’t even care that her hair is muddy. I just want to warm her up and take away her pain.

      And hold her.

      I’ve had three wives. Three other women in my entire life that I have actually slept next to in a bed, and then only because we understood each other's need for space. Usually, waking up next to someone after an Allure-induced tumble in the sheets just doesn’t happen.

      Allure burns hot, then burns out. Even with an Elite SeductionSeed, my power couldn’t care less about their comfort or their feelings.

      But with Kitten – I care too much.

      I’ll never tell her that the first time she was in my room, when I found her under my bed, I used my power just as much to distract myself as I did to dig under Pax’s skin.

      Even when I didn’t know her, I had this overwhelming need to see her wake up in my bed. Wake up with me.

      Probably followed by more tumbling in the sheets. I’m not going to lie, seeing her naked is one of those desires I keep shoving down, deep deep down. I need those gray eyes to look at me with white-hot lust and not be held back by her fear of what I might do.

      Which is never going to happen – because the minute it does, she’s dead.

      So I need that fear in her. A healthy level of it to keep her from pushing my boundaries.

      And, oh, how I want those boundaries pushed. By her hands, by her body.

      And not in pain. Not like now. As the rain pelts down outside and the day wears towards afternoon, and I wait for her to stop shaking.

      Then stop whimpering.

      Then fall into the kind of sleep that lets the mortal body heal.

      The hours slide on. I don’t move.

      Eydis had sixteen books on mortals – an excessive number for any Silvari. I do plan on devouring them all. Eating requirements. Evolution. Anatomy. I feel drastically underprepared for Kitten to be in my life – even at arm's length.

      Which she isn’t right now. Right now, she’s wrapped in my arms, and I’m doing my best to keep my arms around her middle – and not her bare chest.

      And… I’m winning.

      The realization jerks inside of me. My power is recognizing her needs and has been for some time – I just couldn't see it. What my power wants right now is to fix her, not … other stuff. She’s naked in my arms, warm against my chest, her curves tucked perfectly against mine. Not teasing lust to the surface, but a desire to comfort her, to make this right, and to hold her until I know it is.

      I’ve never had that happen – even with other Allures. Aeons, I broke Kiana’s leg in training, and the most I did was hold the door open as she limped into the healer’s office – while thinking that once her leg was in splints, I would have to wait two whole days before she could climb on top of me again. Then, because I was bitter about that, I slept with the SeductionSeed in her triune instead. That’s one of the reasons Pax ordered the bathroom in our hall to be a male-only bathroom.

      I groan under my breath. I bloody hate my power. Hate the way it hijacks my thinking to get what it wants. Steals my concentration almost the same as Thane can jump in and out of Pax’s life. Only I don’t have another being to blame, I just have myself.

      The front door slams open, and a heavy desire to find and secure Shade fills the periphery of my magic. The ward on the house, the one that should have let me and only me enter or leave, has worn off far earlier than it should have, but before I can get to my feet, my power brushes against the distinct tang of Darkness.

      “Killian?” I call.

      But I know it’s him, and he’s already taking the stairs two at a time. Storming toward me.

      I slip from under the covers, my fingers trailing over her warm skin. Her breath shudders, and she lets out a low moan that doesn’t quite leave her throat, but still somehow manages to pool tension into my chest.

      My hands go up in defense – or maybe surrender. I am wearing nothing but my braies, and Shade’s lingering pain is obvious.

      Aeons, this is going to hurt.

      Killian slams into the room and smashes straight into me, connecting his fist with the corner of my jaw. I hit the ground, and his desire to break something slams down on top of me. The man’s dark hair has grown since we left the castle, long enough for the rain to have made it sit heavy and stick to his forehead and neck. And Killian is a big guy, mountain-crushing big, so he has pretty much dragged half the storm in here with him.

      He grabs me by my hair and yanks me to my feet while his other hand draws his dagger, the sharp sound punctuating his anger.

      “Wait,” I gasp, using all my strength to buy me some time. “Let me explain.”

      He freezes, locked in place, growling, “Your Allure won’t hold me for long.”

      “Just long enough to save my hair. Take a moment, brother. You can feel she’s alive. If I had done something…” I swallow hard, forcing the last words out. “… Then she wouldn’t be.”

      Done something, like let my Allure relax enough to paint both our desires in bold colors around the room. I know how the steps to that dance go – my power wants, I enjoy, and enjoy, and enjoy, all the while absorbing the energy being created between us. Only a powerful Saber can take as much as they give, and if I’m the most powerful Saber in the room, then I steal the dragon's share. But I never see it happening, so wound up in the moment that I just know passion and lust. The touch, the kiss, the rush of body-against-body.

      Until it’s over.

      And there’s no turning back.

      I know what Killian’s thinking, how easily the thin line between me and Kitten could have been blown aside like a single strand of cotton and a small huff of breath. Nudged just that little bit, right into the lick of a candle too close to something so delicate to begin with.

      And how impossible it is that a candle burning hot like my power does inside me could somehow manage to lie naked and wrapped around pure silk and not leave a single singed strand.

      Too impossible to be true. Sure – her heart is still beating, but what damage have I caused?

      First thing, deal with the man holding me hostage, then find a way to fix the mess I’ve made.

      Seth reaches the top of the stairs, his hair and clothes as wet as Killian’s. He looks around for a moment in dumb shock.

      “What did I miss?” he asks, his usual light and playful tone heavy with worry.

      “Everything, little brother, everything,” I say, but I don’t try to face him. I can’t, because I’m hanging awkwardly in Killian’s grip.

      “Why?” Killian asks.

      “Eydis is dead. We dealt with the Sabers sent to kill her –” I begin.

      “Skip to explaining your clothes,” he growls.

      “It was raining.”

      “But why are you naked? You’ve got other clothes,” Seth says, moving tentatively toward the bed like he’s worried what he might find.

      “I’m not naked – I’m in my braies – and I couldn’t get into the bed soaking wet. I’d have never warmed her up like that.”

      “Is she naked?” Killian growls.

      “Mostly, yes… Ah, completely – actually.”

      Killian breaks through my Allure, lets go of my hair, then thumps me in the face. His knuckles crush into my nose, splattering my blood over his fist. I hit the wall on the other side of the room and slide to the ground pinching my nose while my healing kicks in.

      He advances on me, but Kitten’s groan stops him short.

      “Leave him alone,” she says weak and pained.
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      I stir when Roarke moves but don’t really wake up until I hear Seth’s voice. My Chaos. The guy who can’t resist climbing trees or playing a practical joke. “But why are you naked? You’ve got other clothes.”

      “I’m not naked – I’m in my braies – and I couldn’t get into the bed soaking wet. I’d have never warmed her up like that.” Roarke’s voice. My sweet Roarke. I don’t remember much since the mage and the rain – but I do remember being in his arms.

      “Is she naked?”

      That’s Killian’s voice – big and gravelly. My whole body relaxes – safe in his presence. I’m always safe, and yet strangely in danger, when I’m with Killian.

      My thoughts don’t get far – consciousness already fading away again.

      A solid, bed-shuddering thump startles me awake again – followed by Roarke groaning.

      I roll over, struggling against the daylight and the disorientation. Seth’s standing beside me, his arms crossed over his chest. Killian’s more to the left – his fist lifted and his fingers clenching and unclenching. The deep scar on his face is alive with anger like the damage happened a week ago – not eighty-odd years ago.

      And both of them are dripping wet.

      Roarke is pulling himself up off the floor, rubbing his jaw, blood smeared under his nose.

      “Leave him alone,” I growl, instantly regretting it as the remnants of the worst headache in my life boom and echo in my skull.

      “Vexy,” Seth says. “How do you feel?”

      “Like shit,” I moan, counting Elorsins. Seth in front of me. Roarke almost playing with his brothers’ feelings, and Darkness letting himself get played, but no Pax. “Where’s Pax?”

      Killian lifts his fist again, stalking toward his Allure brother. Crap, Roarke, what did you tell him to piss him off so much?

      “He didn’t do anything,” I declare – trying to save him from another hit to the face. It seems to work, and my chest relaxes – I don’t like seeing any of them in pain. Not Seth when he acts like my spirit animal, or Killian playing protector, or Roarke when all he was doing is caring for me.

      I mutter out more words, but I’m not sure what because I’m too busy counting heads again. Yep – no angry-alpha Pax. My angry-alpha Pax, who rode with them to investigate the origin of the people hunting us. People who were hunting him too.

      My heart starts beating way too fast.

      “You have to get specific here,” Seth says.

      He kneels beside the bed, which puts him down at my eye level. Having my eyes open is hard enough work right now. There’s no way I’m sitting up to deal with whatever this is that’s going on. Seth’s brilliant blue eyes try to hold my gaze, one hand resting on my shoulder, the other brushing under my chin. Coaxing my eyes open a little more, or to stay open. I feel like I haven’t slept in weeks – heavy with fatigue and almost shaking with fear.

      “Tell me where Pax is first,” I manage.

      “Pax is fine. He’s outside – calming down. Did Roarke kiss you?” Seth whispers.

      He runs a finger over my eyebrow, gently lifting my eyelid and getting a really good look at my eyes. His eyes are ice blue. They look like someone found the perfect blue gem and gifted it to him in those moments before birth when everything about us is designed.

      Then they gave him the worst sense of humor and almost ruined their perfection. Almost.

      “Yes,” I manage, without even thinking.

      Actually, I am thinking – about why Seth is inspecting my eyes, and clearly, I just said the wrong thing because Killian smacks Roarke in the face again.

      “Stop hitting him,” I try to growl, but end up groaning instead. “He didn’t hurt me.”

      “But he kissed you?” Seth asks, letting go of my eyelid and trailing his fingers down my cheek before running his thumb over my lips.

      Yes, Roarke kissed me, but damn, Seth’s lips on mine right now would be a welcome distraction from the pain in my head.

      Which makes me, what? Crazy? I kiss one Elorsin one minute, then want another the next. Hearts aren’t supposed to be split up like this.

      “Vexy?” he whispers.

      “Yes, last night. Not today. Today he didn’t kiss me and last night he didn’t hurt me. Stop asking me questions. My head really chuckin’ hurts, guys.”

      “Ouch, Killian, ouch,” Roarke says – Killian’s dragging him across the room.

      “Take her pain,” Killian growls. “And nothing else.”

      Roarke’s hand rests on my hair, and the ache turns into a fog. A blissful, heavy, pain-free fog. My vision wavers, and flashes of sparkly light dance around the room.

      “I don’t know what happened. I was yelling, then I was unconscious – again.” My mouth has more room to express itself now that the pain has settled. “Then he took my clothes off.” I might be about to add that I was cold and shaking and hurting, and nakedness was the least of my worries, but it’s too late. Killian’s already thrown Roarke across the room.

      The pain barely has a chance to seep in before Roarke’s hand is back. Heavier. Held in place by Killian, I think.

      “Kitten,” Roarke moans. “Killian, brother, I’m not going to let her hurt.”

      “Sorry,” I whisper. “Did you tell them what happened?” The world is fading in and out as I search for that blissful pain-free nothing again.

      The conversation drifts away as I hone in on the scent of jasmine and the feeling of light.

      “Then you should have put some dry clothes on before you got into bed with her,” Seth says.

      “I couldn’t, our bags are downstairs.”

      “What about those!” Killian growls.

      I don’t open my eyes, but I can picture what he’s talking about.

      “Is he pointing to Eydis’ clothes?” I chuckle.

      But the words leave my head throbbing again, and instead of listening to the response, I pull a little harder at the feel of Roarke’s hand against my head. At the flow of power that’s dissolving my pain. Wanting it. Claiming it. Relaxing into it.

      Allure, meet Pain. Allure, destroy Pain.

      The magic feels almost like something I can touch. Like it’s real. Which is stupid, because of course, it’s real. Tangible, maybe that’s the right word.

      My head clears enough for me to open my eyes and form sentences again.

      “I remember you carrying me inside,” I tell him. “I don’t care about the rest.”

      They growl at each other some more, then Roarke rolls his eyes to one side and gives the barest of nods. Suggesting, ‘not here, downstairs,’ to Killian.

      “Don’t even think about it,” I order. “You need to tell me what happened too because that was horrible.”

      “Seth, stay,” Killian orders.

      He grabs Roarke by the hair again and drags him from the room.

      My eyes droop shut as the pain pings through every fiber of my mind, then settles into an ache. The kind of ache you get after stirring the ammonia-vats all night. I feel light-headed but manage to pull myself up – taking the blankets with me.

      Seth’s still kneeling beside the bed, his gaze searching my face like there’s something he doesn’t understand in my expression.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Roarke’s slept the night beside me before,” I say. I hold up my splinted arm to indicate a time when they were all fine with him lying beside me.

      “We were there that time. We all discussed it. We had rules, and Killian was ready to make sure they were followed. Imagine how we feel walking into this.”

      I groan, about to apologize when Seth’s smile tweaks into mischief. Suddenly, the guy pounces up onto the bed.

      “Get off, you’re all wet,” I squeak, shoving at him.

      “I could take my clothes off?” he suggests, but he lets me push him off the edge.

      There’s a lot going on right now. Killian is potentially still hitting Roarke, they’re definitely having a private conversation and keeping secrets, and Pax is still nowhere in sight.

      Pax needs to be in sight.

      Not like I want to see him, to check he’s okay with my own two eyes and probably my hands too. Nope – I need to see him.

      I swing my legs out of the bed.

      “What are you doing?” Seth asks.

      “Saving Roarke.” And finding Pax.

      Seth crosses the room, leans down, and pinches Pax’s shirt – the one I was wearing on the ride here – between his thumb and forefinger. He holds it into the air – still dripping wet. Then he lets it splat back to the floor.

      “All of our gear’s still on our horses,” he says, turning toward the clothes hanging on Eydis’ rack along the wall.

      “Where’s Pax?” I ask again – I’m getting more and more anxious without him.

      “You already asked that – he’s outside. He’s… dealing with something,” Seth says as he flicks through Eydis’ clothes.

      “Forget it,” I tell him, shaking the top cover off the bed. It will have to do.

      Seth turns from the rack. Mostly they’re the same kind of white robes that the woman died in. She was tall and lean with very long white hair, and I’m rather shorter, rather less lean, and my hair is a mottled-blond mess – so I’m good with the cotton blanket.

      I pull it tight around myself.

      “Shit, no. You’re not going anywhere naked,” he declares. “Let’s not test things that quickly.”

      Seth grabs the first thing his fingers touch and tosses it onto the foot of the bed – followed quickly by a few other items from the drawers.

      “Test what? I’m going out there,” I say, striding to the foot of the bed.

      He cuts me off. “Get dressed first, or I’ll get you dressed myself. It’s only fair since Roarke got to get you undressed.”

      “Turn around,” I growl at him.

      He turns, sighing dramatically. He slouches and stomps just for good measure. Acting like a child who’s been told they can’t have any chocolate.

      If I wasn’t trapped in a bubble with the guy, I’d take my thin blue blanket… which is made from cotton so soft it feels like air against my skin – and it’s warm too. Soft and warm – two of my favorite things. Right, getting distracted. The dull pain that is making me want to go back to sleep will do that to a person. But… if I wasn’t trapped with this guy, I’d take my blanket and run right past him.

      Rain is still pelting down the window, muffling the view of my three guys out there talking – in the wet. Pax with his arms folded and an angry expression on his face. Roarke still wearing nothing but his braies, and Killian standing at an angle like he’s blocking Roarke from leaving.

      Are they crazy?

      Or just keeping secrets?

      Suddenly, getting dressed is the most important thing on my list. I drop the blanket to the bed and rush to get the dress-thingy on. My leather splint is still firm and comfortable. I grab the first item of clothing. A breastband. Why is Seth the only one to consider the kind of clothing a girl should be wearing?

      “Thank you,” I say.

      He chuckles as I shimmy into the light wrapping. Then short female braies. I don’t bother looking at the clothes, my mind a mix between dealing with the dull ache and trying to imagine what’s going on outside. Plus, I’m pretty sure that I’m about to run back out into the rain anyway.

      I throw the garment over my head, hunt out armholes, and tug it into place. I’m already moving towards the door when I realize the sleeves have fallen back off my shoulders, and there’s a chance I’ve put the stupid Silvari dress-tunic thingy on wrong.

      “Wait,” Seth calls, only just realizing that I’m leaving and rushing to catch up to me on the stairs.

      I move with my good arm up in a block in front of my face – not sure where I’ll find my wall. The front door is to the left of the stairs and wide open. I don’t even stop to consider the ward might bounce me onto my ass without Roarke. I’m one step outside when Seth’s arm goes around my waist, and he lifts me up off the ground. The ward wasn’t a problem, maybe it's gone, but Seth is.

      “Let me go, Seth.”

      “No, it’s still raining, and you’ve taken enough hits already.”

      “I haven’t taken any hits,” I protest, trying to wriggle free.

      The guy just holds me up, my legs swinging in the air, and turns to carry me back inside. “Yes, you have. I’m pretty sure mortals shouldn’t get too wet; you dissolve or something. And you definitely shouldn’t be needing Roarke as your painkiller.”

      I grab the doorframe with my good hand, forcing him to stop.

      “Seth, put me down. I can get dry clothes again – but you’ll never have dry clothes for the rest of your chuckin’ long life if you don’t let go of me!”

      Across the clearing, the other three have turned to look at us. Whatever they were discussing was serious, and it’s left them frowning.

      I don’t like that look on them; it knots my stomach up.

      “Guys,” Seth calls into the pelting rain.
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      As I approach Pax, half a step in front of Killian and half a beat faster than I would normally walk, I notice two things. That the cold sting of the rain is driven back by my fear for Kitten, and that Pax is in turmoil.

      Something went wrong at Tanakan.

      “What did you find?” I call out, not waiting until I’m standing next to my brother.

      “Nothing,” Pax growls – then Thane adds, “Not a single Seed.”

      The man turns to face me, his eyes glowing gold and the wolf clearly in control of the movement. They swallow hard, struggling with their balance, or something they’re about to say – or both.

      “What?” I demand.

      “There was one last Hyll,” Killian says.

      My stomach drops, hard enough to make me want to vomit.

      I searched their estate. I looked at each body that Thane had torn to pieces. Mostly, they were unrecognizable. So, logic is, the Cataclysm who removed Pax’s child from existence could have been alive all this time.

      Possible, but not likely. Thane hunted for years, and it’s been decades since.

      “In Tanakan?” I ask to check that I’m drawing conclusions from the right facts.

      Because if she was locked away, then that would explain why we haven’t seen or heard of her since Thane slipped deep into Pax’s darkness and left the man to clean up the mess.

      “And Lithael put her there?”

      He’s the only person I can think of who would hide someone in a prison.

      Killian nods in agreement.

      “She’s hunting Kitten?” I ask, the words torn with a whole new kind of fear.

      Thane roars in anger, but neither he nor Pax moves. They don’t shift. Don’t break stuff in a maddened rage. Nothing.

      “How did you manage to drag him back here?” I ask Killian.

      Pax pulls his shirt across to reveal a sigil on his chest, but it’s Thane who rumbles, “Leash.”

      A circle, a cross, six slashes, two dots, and what should be a half swirl of a moon phase – but it’s eaten at the edge. Everything to do with Silvari magic is fluid, so something that should last one moon phase can be burned through in a day. I just hope this sigil is stronger than Pax.

      I hold my hand out and both of them stare down at it.

      “Give one to me.”

      “We only had one,” Thane growls.

      Just one? I don’t know where or when they got it – but they can’t have acquired just one! “You don’t understand – I can’t keep being around this woman. She’s going to get herself killed, and I’m going to be the one left holding the body.”

      Thane retreats, taking the golden glow of Pax’s eyes with him, leaving Pax wide-eyed with shock.

      Oh, shit – that’s what that look is saying.

      “I should have,” he says, running a tired hand through his hair. “Should have purchased every one that the guy had made. Should have purchased him and brought him with us.”

      Pax looks at me properly for the first time since I walked out here, his brow furrowing at my lack of clothing.

      “He was in bed with her,” Killian says.

      Pax’s jaw clenches, ready to bite.

      “She’s unharmed,” Killian adds.

      At exactly the same moment I blurt out, “Nothing sexual happened – I need a damn sigil – why do you think I’m worried?”

      “She’s unharmed?” Pax repeats, hearing our brother’s words, but clearly not what I just said.

      “Mostly.”

      “Mostly?” Pax demands.

      Killian just nods.

      I want to say that I didn’t harm her, but that’s not entirely true. I want to explain that it wasn’t my fault, but that, too, is not what I’d call accurate.

      Pax rubs the back of his neck. He looks tired. We all are. Drained and at the end of our limits. His jaw relaxes, and his sharp breaths grow longer and less aggressive. The sigil’s at work, and it’s impressive.

      Thane’s gaze pulls past me and settles beyond the cottage, on the giant sequoia. There are only six of those trees in the kingdom, and based on size alone, I should have spotted all of them before. I’ve ridden nearly every part of this realm. But I’ve only seen one other, at the Veil Spring. Before the Potion Master there threw our grieving asses out of his domain.

      “You should go into town,” he finally says. “You need a tumble in the sheets. You’ve had your power locked down for too long.”

      Killian grunts, nods, and adjusts his weight.

      “And you’re volunteering to go with me?” I ask him, in the kind of shock that makes my eyes go wide.

      Killian nods.

      “You can’t fight who you are. If it keeps Shade safe…” Pax trails off.

      I rub the back of my neck. What they’re proposing is murder – given the chance of an Elite Saber just wandering through the nearest town is slim-to-nothing, and anything short of a bloody powerful Elite Saber is going to die in bed with me. Doesn’t make them any less beautiful or desirable, and my power has latched on to every level of Saber and Silvari in the past. I’ve lived for a very long time. Just makes my actions murder and my soul black with bloodstain over bloodstain.

      Is this what I need to do to keep her safe? Exhaust my power somewhere far away?

      “Cinnamon and roses,” Killian says. “Your threads are alive with it.”

      “Anything else?” I press.

      Just cinnamon and roses? Neither of those are precursors to someone dying in my hands.

      Killian looks across to Pax. “Nothing is burning.”

      “I want to tumble in the sheets. Tumble in the bloody mud – I don’t care. But I want that with her. My power isn’t flaring to life at the idea of anyone else. Even Teegan…” And Teegan always satisfies me for a few hours, sometimes even a few weeks. I sag under the weight of having to tell them everything, and start with my power knocking her to the floor in the attic, then retreating and letting me kiss her. Then, after filling in all the blanks, I finish with, “I have no idea what my power is doing, but it only wants to do it with her.”

      We hold each other’s gazes, each of us in our own mess of assumptions and poorly-formed conclusions.

      “Focus,” Pax says, clearly to Thane. “If you don’t stop thinking about pinning her to a wall and kissing the fuck out of her, I’m going to start concentrating really, really, hard on every memory I have of horses shitting – in slow motion.”

      Silence, then the smug smile on Pax’s lips says he won.

      “Why were you tempting your power, then?” Pax asks, pointing at my braies.

      “Oh, that. Well, other stuff has happened while you were gone. Specifically, a mortal mage named Leon managed to get through the border and confront us.”

      “And you let him live?” Killian growls.

      “Fighting him would have let him get far too close to Kitten.”

      “Should have ended him,” Thane adds.

      “How? There was no one else here, and she’s stuck in a bubble,” I yell.

      A bubble that’s shrinking, but I only want to explain that one time, once everyone is in the same room.

      “She wasn’t happy standing behind me, though, and she was throwing my power at him…” I scrub a hand down my face, realizing how badly my instincts took over. I’m not used to having instincts that don’t involve intimacy and passion. “Kitten used my power to force information out of him. It knocked her out because Allure doesn’t work like that. I think my power is hijacking her desires, but I’m not sure if maybe she’s hijacking my power too. It’s impossible, but that just means Kitten’s the first one I’ve ever heard of doing it. I’ve been too busy –” I trail off.

      Too busy trying to keep her alive. Too busy trying to keep my distance. Too busy with all the things I’m avoiding, things I don’t want to think about – but have to.

      “She used your Allure?” Pax asks.

      I nod, deliberately slow so there’s no confusion.

      “She pushed it to its limit. To her limit. Wouldn’t let go of the mage until he promised to hold the border. If the border goes down, the mages will hold it for as long as they can.”

      “Beautiful had control of a mortal mage?” Pax asks.

      I nod.

      With the mortal mage, she forced my power through her body and did enough damage to knock herself unconscious. Has she hurt herself every time she’s used my power?

      I turn to Killian, “You saw her in there. She was using my power, wasn’t she?”

      He nods.

      “But she’s not absorbing it like a Saber, is she?”

      Killian shakes his head, his lips pulling to a thin, strained line.

      “But I was still absorbing her energy?”

      “I could see your Allure,” he says, “I could see her pulling at it, but I had to look hard. Like she’s a thief using sleight of hand. But she’s definitely not absorbing it, just using it, and we are all still tapping into her energy, the same way all Silvari tap into each other.”

      “It doesn’t feel like that. I enjoy pulling energy from others – that moment when they let their guard down with you, and you can take what you want. I know what it feels like, how it settles inside of me. I can’t feel that with her. She feels so fragile and yet so strong. She used Allure on me, and I obeyed,” I begin, watching what was excitement and awe in me come out as barely-bottled anger in Killian. “Something in her is connecting with us, but it’s all a one-way exchange. Maybe there’s a magical blockage, or somehow her power has been severed, like she can’t connect with it anymore.”

      “Shadow is mortal,” Killian growls.

      “Mortal,” Pax echoes.

      “Not entirely, and she is using my power,” I argue.

      Killian looks ready to kill something, his jaw ticking and his eyes piercing right into me. Pax isn’t moving, but I’m pretty sure that’s because of the sigil and not his personal level of self-control.

      Yelling is getting us nowhere, so I try to calm my voice as I drop the next bomb.

      “Eydis was the one who put Shade in the spring. Shade’s two hundred and seventy years old. She’s more Silvari than we thought. Whatever Eydis did, it has locked her completely into a mortal existence for all this time – and whatever we’re doing to her now is breaking down those walls.”

      “She’s Silvari?” Pax demands, but once again the guy can’t move.

      Killian has stilled too, drawing in a deep breath. “Mortal,” he corrects.

      He doesn’t care about her genetic makeup. About how many years she has lived, or where she was born. Killian only cares for her threads – for what power makes up who she is right now.

      And I agree, who she is right now is far more mortal than Saber – that doesn’t mean that she should be or that she has to be. “She has to be strong. She’s still alive.”

      Killian shakes his head sharply. “Not strong. Blocked or cut off.”

      Shit. He’s right. The thing that’s keeping her from accessing any kind of power of her own could also be the one thing stopping me, or any one of us, from ripping her soul right out of her chest. Like a stopper on a bottle of Silvari wine – you want to put it in before you lay the bottle on the shelf. Once the wine is spilled, there’s no putting it back in.

      Shade shouts into the storm, and we all turn toward the commotion at the door.

      “Guys,” Seth hollers.
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      Pax moves first, cutting between Killian and Roarke and stalking toward Seth and me. My heart does a double thump as the rings around his pupils glow for the barest second, all of his intensity is alight and piercing – and it’s not on Seth. In the background, Killian and Roarke split off toward the horses.

      “Put her down,” Pax orders, and Seth drops me to my feet.

      Pax has his intimidating face on. Dripping wet, with his dark hair clinging to his head and his cream-colored shirt almost see-through. “Get inside.”

      My legs are doing what they’re told before my mind has a chance to process his words.

      Pax follows me, his soggy boots squelching just as much as they are thumping. He takes a long, slow inhale. I know that look – that’s the you’re-wearing-someone-else’s-clothes look.

      “You antagonized a mortal mage?” he growls, taking me off guard, and for a moment my surprise evaporates every hope I had of forming words.

      “Well,” Seth says, clearing his throat. “I’m going to help with the horses.”

      He rushes out into the rain, jumping clean from the top of the stairs down into the puddle at the bottom and striding away.

      “You antagonized a mortal mage and you used Allure?!”

      I take a step back and find myself flush against the wall. The stairs on my right and the door on my left. Two exits.

      Pax kicks the door shut.

      One exit.

      “I didn’t antagonize anyone.” My mouth starts running, but my mind is busy calculating. Measuring Pax’s level of pissed-off, my body working on maintaining the status-quo.

      Him – master.

      Me – soot-servant.

      A low growl vibrates through his chest and seems to sink into mine. My body responds – my core purring. Which is all kinds of chuckin’ weird. Thank the gods he can’t hear it!

      “Don’t. Talk. To. Mortals,” he says.

      He leans forward, resting his hand on the wall to my right.

      No exits.

      Vanilla. His lips taste of it, sweet and delicious, but why can I smell vanilla? I add that puzzle to the purring.

      I’ve had a lot of practice being in aggressive situations. Compartmentalizing is one of my few skills. So I tuck away my wandering thoughts, as my body remains frozen in ‘oh-shit’ mode, and my hands begin to wring through the front of my borrowed top.

      “I’m a mortal,” I finally say.

      Pax wraps his free hand around mine to stop my fidgeting. I scowl at him, completely trapped.

      “You’re different. You’re mine.”

      I consider headbutting him in the nose, but thankfully my mouth gets in first.

      “Not your property,” I snap. “Not your soot-servant or your slav –”

      His lips press to mine, cutting off my last word.

      Cutting off my everything. Thoughts. Ideas. My ability to stand on my own two legs. He lets go of my hands and grips my hips, pulling me into him, even as he begins to pull away.

      Desperately, I chase his kiss, keeping our lips together.

      He lets out a low moan, gripping my lip between his teeth. Teeth that sharpen.

      Pressure becomes pain. One canine nicks the soft inside of my lower lip – drawing blood.

      I might have been going to gasp at the shock, but the noise is more like a whimpering-sigh. If there is such a thing. There is now, I make up new shit all the time. A whigh.

      The paper-thin cut leaves a tang on my tongue that’s quickly lost as his canines withdraw and his very human mouth presses into mine again.

      We topple back against the wall, the weight of him almost knocking the wind out of me, and the rush of his kiss almost making it impossible to draw in another breath. He grips my ass, lifting me off the ground, and I wrap my legs around his hips.

      Static rips through me, my muscles spasming and my back arching. I lose sight of Pax, forced to look up at the ceiling until his power settles over my skin.

      I drag my head forward, looking first for his eyes, which are showing the barest amount of control, then for his lips.

      Damn. Those lips. Not soft. Not sweet.

      Demanding. Controlling. Owning.

      Mine.

      I move to kiss him again, but he grips my hair and stops me.

      “Don’t talk to mortals, and don’t use that word,” he growls – or tries to growl. His voice is lost in the rush of both our breathing and a crack of thunder rolling across the border.

      I don’t manage to answer before he’s growling, “That's an order.”

      “I’m not your puppet.”

      “No, but you are mine. You’re my Saber, I am your commander, and you’re my mate.”

      I run my tongue over a sting still on the inside of my lip. He can’t kiss me like that, then in the next breath become my lord.

      What am I talking about? This is Pax, of course he can.

      His gaze traces down to where I’ve begun chewing on my lip.

      “Beautiful,” he growls.

      “Pax,” I echo.

      “I can’t keep you safe if you’re not following the rules.”

      “You didn’t have a rule against talking to mortals, but there is one about kissing,” I say – which isn’t the whole truth.

      The rule is about sex, but every now and then my mouth likes to play with fire.

      “I was thinking about doing that from the moment we separated. Seems there is a loophole,” he says.

      “A what?”

      Which he ignores, pulling his fingers free from my hair. They snag on the mess and tangles, making me wince, but he ignores that too.

      “Why is your hair full of mud?” he asks, lowering me back to my feet.

      I shrug. “I like the feeling. It’s great for your skin.”

      “You need a shower,” he says, letting go of me. “Unless you’re in this house, you’re to be next to one of us at all times.”

      “Pax, I’m stuck in a bubble – I can’t not be next to one of you,” I joke.

      His eyes glow, sudden and hot. “That’s an order!”

      And we’re back to this. In true servant fashion, I freeze and eyeball the damn exit again.

      He hooks a finger under my chin, turning my gaze back to meet his. “Promise. No mortals, and stay where we can protect you.”

      “Protect me from what?” I ask. “Is there something worse than the BeastSeeds hunting us?”

      “He’s been dealt with.”

      “Then what? What did you find at Tanakan prison?”

      “It’s what we didn’t find,” he grumbles. “Promise.”

      I nod, managing to say, “I like being protected.”

      It’s true, but it’s not a promise. I really don’t like making promises when I don’t have all the facts. But that seems to be enough – he doesn’t hesitate, opening the door and walking straight out into the rain.

      “Wait,” I shout, rushing after him.

      What is it with these Elorsins and not caring if it’s cold and raining? Me getting to Pax was one thing, but now they should all come inside where it’s nice and warm and dry before continuing whatever they were talking about.

      He reaches the bottom of the stairs, stalking toward Killian and Seth, who are returning loaded up with bags and saddles. I hesitate on the line where the rain is flooding down off the veranda roof. One more step and I get wet.

      Pax kicks into a jog, and I open my mouth to object when a force whacks into my back.

      I’m propelled off the veranda. The world rushes past, and I curl into a ball. Bracing for impact. The ground hits hard, knocking the wind from my lungs and slipping mud into new places.

      “Shouldn’t have hesitated,” I groan.

      I also need to learn to count; I would have sworn I had more room.

      For a second my wall pushes me along, dragging me behind Pax.

      “Pax,” Seth shouts, and the wall stops.

      I can’t really see them, mostly because I’m too busy being a ball, but four sets of feet rush over to me. The rain leaves clean tracks through the mud on my arms.

      I manage to kneel, ready to stand, but Killian beats me to it. Gripping the back of my shirt, he tugs me to my feet.

      “What just happened?” Seth asks.

      “What do you mean?” I grumble, trying to wriggle free from Killian.

      “Explain?” Killian demands.

      I run my hand along my arm, brushing a thick clump off my elbow before looking up and setting my gaze on them.

      “The bubble’s shrinking.”

      Pissed Pax hadn’t really left, and this news sparks a new level of glow in his eyes. “Everyone, inside now,” he growls.

      Killian lets me go, motioning for me to walk ahead of him.

      “Ah, no. You first,” I mutter, wrapping my arms around myself.

      Yay, once again I’m wet and muddy.

      Killian grunts, which I translate to mean ‘stupid’, or maybe ‘you’re being stupid’ when he wraps an arm around me and pulls me toward the cottage ahead of Pax. I’d call this move the poker-faced headlock. Definitely not for comfort. Nope. This is to stop any kind of movement that puts me out of Killian’s reach. But no amount of knowing his motives can dampen how much I like this. My muscles leaning into his, my heart rate slowing.

      Everything about Killian makes me feel safe, and I may be the only person who’s not an Elorsin to feel this way in the entire world.

      The two of them dump their gear bags and saddles just inside the door. Killian releases my neck and nudges me towards the couch before beelining for the single-seater.

      “No way,” I say, and he stops, his eyes narrowed in confusion.

      “If we’re staying here, then you’re not sitting down soaking wet. Get changed first,” I say.

      Order. That was definitely an order.

      He looks at himself like he hadn’t even realized he was wet.

      “I’m not kidding,” I tell him. “You don’t have a team of servants here.”

      He cracks a slight smile, then grabs his bag and vanishes up the stairs, taking them two at a time.

      I point at Pax. “You too.”

      “Not until you’re washed clean, dry, and dressed in something better than that,” he says, waving a hand at me. “And Roarke tells me everything about your bubble.”

      I look down for the first time and take in exactly what it is I’m wearing. Getting to Pax was more important – and so was kissing him.

      It’s a dress; I’d worked that out already. The top half falls in layers that ruffle over my curves. Some parts reach my knees, and others are shorter. It was mostly white with silver stitching, now it’s mostly brown and dripping. There’s no sleeves, just long lengths of fabric from my shoulders that fall at odd angles. I twist, trying to see what the back of me looks like.

      “Yeah, it’s on back-to-front,” Seth says.

      Thanks, Seth!

      “You were so busy trying to get to Pax that I didn’t have a chance to tell you,” he says.

      Streaks of light fill the sky in the exact same instant as the thunder booms. The house shakes, and the glass in the windows rattles as if the static that pinches at me is pinching at everything else too. I rub my hand up and down my arm, trying to ease the electric sensation from my skin.

      Killian pads down the stairs, stopping to drape his wet clothes over the winding banister.

      “Do you have any more clothes?” Pax asks me. “Never mind,” he adds before I can answer.

      He leans down, grabs his bag, and yanks it from the ground like the thing has somehow offended him. Then heads for the stairs.

      “Where’s the food?” Seth asks, heading for the kitchen.

      “There’s not much; Eydis lived a simple life,” Roarke says, resting against the arm of the couch.

      “No, nope. Not happening, guys,” I say, jumping in front of Seth before he can traipse more water through the place than already has been. “Both of you need to get dry first. You might not care about the wet and the cold, but I do. Once I’m dry, I don’t want to be sitting on a wet couch or walking on a wet floor.”

      They look at me, a little too amused for my liking, possibly helped by the way my teeth chattering is muffling my words.

      “Killian, you still feel like hitting something – right?” I ask the big guy behind me.

      He grunts in reply. An ‘of course’ sound.

      Seth and Roarke give in, resignation and perhaps annoyance pinching their expressions. It’s almost cute. Roarke has a little pout when he’s being told what to do. Seth gives me a sidelong glance that promises mischief.

      “Beautiful,” Pax calls down the stairs. “I don’t know where your wall is anymore.”

      He’s already at the second story. I can only just see his feet through the gaps in the stairs, hidden by the sharp twisting design.

      “You’re already too far,” I call up. “Fifteen steps.”

      My stomach turns at the fact. Just a fact. Nothing I can do about it. Might be squished to death by an invisible shrinking bubble any day now. No point dwelling on it.

      Killian rumbles an almost-laugh sound, most likely at my shift in emotions. I seem to do that a lot: start a thought feeling one way, then something smartass occurs to me and makes me feel entirely different. It amuses Killian – or maybe he can just read minds. I’m undecided.

      But he’s frowning now. “She’s not serious?”

      I nod, long slow motions, as Pax thunders back down the stairs demanding, “Show me – now.”

      I want to argue. After all of my ordering them not to walk through the house wet, he’s asking me, the most wet and muddy out of the lot of us, to do it. But the look on his face, drawn with fear that’s barely masked under the anger, ends that idea. I glance around the room, because I’m not going back out into the rain, and decide to pace across to the furthest corner with my arm in front of me to save my nose and counting.

      “One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten, eleven, twelve –” Wall.

      I turn in a circle, shock punching me in the chest.

      “No, it was fifteen,” I stammer.

      Pax’s fist is already clenched, and he turns sharply to punch the solid beam beside him. The whole damn house shakes. He stares at his fist and breathes heavily, as if something has him frozen.

      Roarke paces across to me, his brow drawn and one finger tapping the corner of his lip as he silently counts the same steps. Then turns and counts them back. He doesn’t say anything.

      “You had twenty-two,” Seth says, pointing at the space between us in disbelief.

      A shiver rakes over me, and I hug myself tighter. I had twenty-two. Then seventeen, then fifteen, then twelve. There’s no logic!

      Killian turns side on and points sharply, almost viciously, up the stairs.

      “She’s cold,” he snaps.

      Agreed. Very cold.

      Pax takes the stairs two at a time before I can even get to him, which leaves me at the bottom of them with Killian.

      “Too far?” Killian asks, his voice low enough to be a whisper, only on him, it’s more like a grisper.

      Oh, I like that one. Grunt-whisper. Grisper.

      I nod, and he paces the first three steps with me. “Thank you.”

      His and Pax’s walls overlap, and I take my opportunity to move from Killian’s space into Pax’s.

      I hadn’t thought of it as their spaces before, but as I step from one to the other, I can feel the difference. The shift from Killian’s sense of safety to Pax’s sense of strength. Pax waits until I’ve joined him before he moves into the bedroom and looks around.

      “No doors,” he comments.

      “I’m sorry,” I begin, but he sets his full attention on me before I can finish and the words vanish in my throat.

      He dumps his bag on the floor and crosses the room, wrapping his arms around me. “I hate it when you use that word.”

      I hug him back, though all of my hugs are really half-hugs because I really only have half use of my arms.

      “Sorry.” The word slips out before I can check myself.

      He chuckles, soft and slowly relaxing. “Shower, then we’ll make a plan.”

      And that’s when my hug ends. He leaves me, grabs his bag, and drops it onto the foot of the bed.

      “Pax, it’s wet!”

      He sets his gaze on me, part disbelieving and part mocking, while he tugs one strap and lets the thing fall back to the floor.

      “Drama queen,” I mutter, turning to the clothes rack behind me and resisting the urge to tackle him and rub mud into all kinds of places.

      Which I’m rather successful at.

      He begins to pull out two piles of clothes – clean and dirty, but there’s not much left in the way of clean clothes – while I flick through the collection of Eydis’ things. Several long white robes, and a few more dress-tunic-type things, but towards the back she has plain black cotton pants and tops. The tops have long, loose sleeves, but the fabric across the chest is designed to be form-fitting. Which could make them useless to me, because the woman was paper-thin…

      Thinking of it that way makes me realize these clothes don’t look her size at all. I dig deeper. Five sets in total stashed right at the back. All in grays, blacks, and blues. All completely different from her other choices.

      I guess I owe it to the woman to try them on – even if I am being completely big-headed in thinking that she acquired these specifically for me.

      I pluck a fresh breastband and braies from her drawer, because life is just more comfortable in a breastband, even if they do belong to a dead woman. And to be honest, I’m looking forward to wearing something feminine. The cotton is soft, the cuts are as good as a mortal noble would wear, and the colors are never-been-worn vibrant. I move a deep blue top to the front, then turn to find Pax already has his shirt off. The wet fabric is in his hand, almost forgotten as he watches me.

      “What?” I ask.

      I trace his gaze over my shoulder to the clothes I just found.

      His nostrils flare, looking wolfish and disgusted. I sigh heavily.

      “If you need to pass these around and get your scents all over them, can you do it quickly? I’m getting cold.” I rub at the goosebumps on my arm to prove my point. “How was Roarke walking around out there in his braies!”

      Pax moans, covering the distance between us before the deliciously low sound has evaporated.

      “Mortal,” he says.

      “Part-mortal,” I correct.

      Obviously, super-elite-pains-in-my-ass-Sabers don’t get cold the same way I do. I grind my teeth, trying to decide if he’s insulting me or just stating a fact.

      “The only thing going through my mind right now is how much I want to put my scent on you. Damn the clothes.”

      My stomach does a low, hard flip.

      “Mortal,” he whispers, like he’s trying to remind himself.

      “Cold,” I say, stabbing my finger at my chest.

      He cracks a half-smile.

      “Clothes,” I say, pointing over my shoulder and get a full smile in response.

      I run my fingers through my hair. My wet and sticky hair. My hand comes away covered in mud, and before he can object, I pat him on the cheek.

      “Mud,” I say, jumping back and running for the shower.

      He snatches me up in his arms and deposits me in the small corner where a showerhead is protruding from the wall. No cubicle. No door.

      “Not fair. You can’t go using your Saber skills on me.”

      He stops for a very long moment. I want him to kiss me again – but it’s like something is stopping him.

      “Shower. Now,” he finally says.

      He lets go of me and crosses to where he abandoned his own clothes. For the first time in my whole life, I’m sinking in my own inexperience. Okay, honestly, I spend most of my time not knowing how…

      How to fight. How to ride a horse. How to read.

      But this is so much worse.

      How to deal with wanting him.

      Let’s entertain a few variations of reality here. Let’s say he’s mortal. He’s right there, unclipping his belt. Back toned and arms sculpted and pants sitting so low on his hips I almost see ass…

      I turn and inspect the single tap underneath the showerhead – because without the rush of something crazy going on, I’m just me. Me likes a nice buffer of space, and I respect that space for others.

      My head, body, and mouth are all silent, all realizing that approaching Pax is not a skill I possess. I’ve seen the women, the wives on the estate with their husbands, the Silvari with their partners, the ladies in Drayden Tavern. Seen them sauntering up to men. Making a guy smile. Making him follow her with his eyes, then his body. Fluttering her lashes and drawing him closer with a soft touch or a sweetly spoken word.

      That’s not me.

      Me – falls into Killian, tries to kiss him, and the guy pushes me back. Me – thinks about jumping on Roarke, and the guy knocks me to the ground with his power. Me – needs to learn to keep my hands to myself; things work out better that way.

      I flick the shower on – and squeal. “It’s chuckin’ cold!”

      Heavy feet boom through the house, thundering up the stairs, as Pax leans across me, wearing dry pants but still no shirt. He adjusts the tap, turning it sharply to the left, and slowly the water warms.

      “You’re still dressed,” he says softly, almost but not quite questioningly.

      I nod, my teeth chattering too intensely for words. I wasn’t intending on showering in my clothes. The tap just happens to be in a spot that required me to get under the showerhead to reach the thing. The dress I’m wearing begins to absorb the warm water. The cold that had soaked my clothes runs down my body, mixing with an endless amount of mud, then off down a drain built along the wall.

      Slowly, my clothes fill with delicious warmth.

      The other three run into the room. All of them dry and looking comfortable. Killian takes one look at me, then grunts.

      Seth laughs.

      Roarke, in the process of tying his hair back, just smiles.

      “Can’t a girl get some privacy?” I shout.

      He shakes his head, snapping the band into place as he moves across the room to the bed. He picks up the king-sized cover. Killian nods knowingly at me, then grabs the other side, and the two of them ignore Pax to move across the room and hold it in place like a wall. A blanket-wall. Blall? Waet? Nope – just blanket-wall.

      Pax smiles at me over the top of the thing, before his brothers lift it a little higher, tucking the corners around and pressing the edges to the walls.

      Privacy.
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      When Shade’s finished in the shower, we retreat. Pax, Killian, and I move up the stairs into Eydis’ attic potion lab, leaving Seth on the stairs to wait as Shade gets dressed.

      The attic is cozy, with a shallow ceiling that Killian almost bumps his head on in places; in others, he has to stoop. The window is barely letting any light in, and the storm outside is not helping. The rain has settled to a drizzle, but the sky is still rolling, dark and sparking with fury. Outside, Eydis’ domain is struggling back to life. The grass is brown, the crops withered to nothing. Domains don’t live long if their masters aren’t here to fan the magic. Our presence must be enough to breathe some life into the place.

      Killian moves toward the window, followed by Pax – dressed but still strapping his short sword to his belt. Their gazes settle on the estate beyond our realm. Martin’s holding. Tension rustles through both of them. Pax gripping the hilt of his sword in white knuckles – hadn’t he realized how close we are?

      I look at the distant building through new eyes. Killian’s – calculating, and Pax’s – territorial.

      “Eydis has a view of the mortal’s estate,” Pax says, his gritted teeth drawing the sentence out long and slow. “She has clothes down there that are Beautiful’s size.”

      “And this,” I say, holding the folded letter out to him.

      Pax takes it.

      “She’s more Silvari than we think,” I continue. “I was too busy telling you what the mortal mage said, so I hadn’t properly explained this to you.”

      “Explain what?” Seth asks, bounding up the stairs.

      Kitten walks in last. Wearing a deep blue Silvari shirt that is tight across the middle, too tight across the bust, and gentle down the arms. Coupled with black linen pants that taper to leather ankles. The garment has been tailored – fits perfectly. Clothes from Eydis’ wall – clothes made to fight in.

      I glance back toward the estate out in the storm. On a hook, hidden among papers with curling corners that were nailed to the wall a few hundred years ago, is a spyglass. Killian spots it, pulls it down, snaps it open, then holds it out to Pax.

      Pax snatches it up. His breathing slows, measured, as he studies the estate. I’m ready for him to turn and tear out of here, for the desire to rip the whole manor apart and the lord with it to take over. But this new sigil controls it all.

      Kitten dashes between us, snatching the glass from Pax. She leaps onto the window seat. Pax and Killian both grab her by the waistband, steadying her with one arm each. Her sleeves fall back, displaying the splint and reminding us all how breakable she is. Going through the window is not an option.

      “What do you see?” I ask, my voice softer than Killian or Pax’s would be, maybe even Seth’s.

      “Nothing,” she says, her shoulders relaxing. “Nothing.”

      Nothing? This is the first time she’s looked at it in the daylight, and the first time she’s had a clear, magnified view. She has to see something.

      She steps backwards off the seat, held in mid-air for a split second before Pax and Killian lower her. Then she holds the glass out, and I wrap my fingers around it.

      The metal casing is as cold as ice, and the Silvari glass at either end is impossible to see through, completely frosted over. She’s right, nothing. It’s almost like there’s a hundred tiny cracks in the glass. I check it twice, looking, then looking again, then turning it to look from the other side, while Kitten examines the room.

      “You guys really know how to make a space feel tiny.”

      But the glass is unusable – and it sure wasn’t when Pax looked ready to tear the manor to pieces just moments ago.

      Goosebumps trace across her skin, and Pax pulls her back into his arms, but his gaze is on me – because we have things we need to talk about. There’s conflict in his expression, his brow drawn, his nose a little bad-smell scrunched, before he relents to whatever battle he was fighting on the inside – or with Thane.

      Not the time to bring up the glass, so I file it in my growing list of stuff-I’m-desperate-to-understand. If ever I get a chance.

      “Seth, get her warm,” he says, passing Kitten across to the bouncing ball of Chaos.

      Pax’s nose wrinkles.

      “And the clothes, I know,” Seth says, grabbing Kitten by the shoulders and steering her towards the stairs.

      “Wait, I get a say in where I’m going. You can’t just man-handle me around,” she says.

      “Yes, we can,” all four of us respond.

      “I’m going to find a way to woman-handle you lot,” she grumbles as Seth drags her down the stairs.

      I groan. Please, yes, do it, my insides are pleading… That’s not the right thing to say to any of us, Kitten. I take two involuntary steps after her before Pax puts a hand on my chest, and Thane growls at me.

      Then she’s down the stairs and out of earshot.

      Pax waves the letter in the air, and I regain the brain power to step back. “Two hundred and seventy?”

      I nod.

      “Who’s her father?”

      I shake my head, scratching at the back of my neck. How would I know?

      Killian snatches the letter from Pax, his expression impossible to read as he scans over it, saying, “This is impossible.”

      “The simple things are usually the ones that go wrong,” I mumble. Honestly, what do they want me to say?

      “Explain,” Pax growls.

      “It’s the 50-50-90 rule. Anytime there’s an equal chance between two options – 50-50 – there’s a proportionally higher chance, nearer the 90 percent, that things will go wrong.”

      It’s a fact – that only people who spend time reading facts will appreciate. Killian is not one of them, so the big man just growls. Which makes me very happy – though I’m careful to keep that emotion locked under enough Allure that he won’t pick up the scent. He once told me that my power smells like jasmine, and I figured out long ago that if I flood myself with Allure, it masks some of the other emotions I’m feeling. Doesn’t work with the strong ones, though. Fear – especially. Lust – even more so.

      “If her mother is a mortal, and her father is a Saber, she’s 50-50. But it’s not that easy. A 50-50 ShimmerSeed and FireSeed is called a Flicker – and they’re downright dangerous. A 50-50 StrengthSeed and FaunaSeed is called a Silvari – normal and seedless. There’s never been a child of a DeathSeed and a FireSeed – but there’s a 90% chance that it would go very wrong.”

      And both of them look at me like I’m about to be strangled to death.

      I take a deep breath and try again. “Whatever her father was, she might have inherited some power from him, but I don’t know what that is. It’s not impossible, it’s just not probable. Which doesn’t matter because it’s somehow locked down or cut off, and that’s not even important, because her bubble and its effects are exponentially more critical right now.”

      Killian is growling again.

      Pax’s eyes glow, but the guy doesn’t move, so I wave my hand in front of his face, pushing a few of his buttons to see how this sigil factors in.

      “Ah.” I exhale. “So that’s how it works.”

      He growls and I lower my hand, but it’s still a few more moments before he unlocks his jaw to talk. “Could it be the bubble and not something Eydis did? Could that be what’s blocking her from properly accessing the world?”

      I shake my head at him. “We should ask Shade if she had any kind of Saber power before she was trapped in the bubble.”

      “Downstairs,” Killian rumbles. “Seth hasn’t got her warm yet.”

      No, Seth hasn’t; he’s become distracted with much more interesting activities.
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      Seth guides me down the stairs.

      Away from the guys having a private conversation in Eydis’ attic. Away from the window. Away from the estate. I’m not sure looking through that glass was a good idea. Seeing the details – putting them back into my mind.

      The pole is still there – broken, but there.

      The chain still hanging from the top of it.

      I lived with the thing every day. Tended the garden beside it. Rested in the shade on the wall beneath it to catch my breath when Alfie, the little bugger, made me chase him.

      Every. Chuckin’. Day.

      But seeing it just this once has left a hard, knotted feeling inside of me.

      Is it that easy to forget? Like a dog forgetting its master’s orders and relearning the hard way.

      Seth pauses as soon as we’re out of sight. I’m pretty sure he’s trying to hear what the others are saying. All I can hear is muttering, but these guys have better hearing than me. And because he’s paused, I’m paused. Stuck.

      I adjust the clothing strewn along the banister. It makes me a little nervous having their gear everywhere when they’re usually packed and ready to run. Run from the Sabers chasing us, the Crown, the chuckin’ end of the world in a massive magically-induced forest fire.

      Life went from one scary situation to another when I left Lord Martin’s estate.

      I physically have to glance at my wrist to remind myself that it’s not the same kind of captivity. But there’s a growing feeling inside me that safety is impossible and that survival is a dart falling too fast to ever hit the board.

      “Vexy,” Seth says, stepping in close.

      His chest to my back and the banister in front of me – the two of us standing on the same step. Then he cups his hand around mine – the one I’m holding up in fearful inspection of chains that no one else can see.

      “I can’t feel your emotions,” he says. “You have to talk to me.”

      I swallow and shake my head. “It’s nothing.”

      His other arm slips around my middle – he’s hugging me, and it feels so good. Seth is confidence, and the man pausing to explore my complete lack of confidence feels beautiful in a way I can’t quite find words for.

      “You don’t understand,” I manage.

      “If I can understand ladies’ undergarments, the smell of week-old tacos, and Pax’s unnatural love of pie – there’s a chance I can understand whatever is worrying you.”

      “Do you understand captivity?”

      He lets out a long, slow exhale. “I had twenty coins on you lasting from the first day of your bubble until the new moon before crumpling. But, in my defense, your bubble wasn’t shrinking at that time.”

      “What?” I demand.

      “That would have been eleven days, from the day we were in the potions lab.”

      I turn in his arms so I can face him, and while he lets me turn, he doesn’t back up or give me any space. So we’re still hugging and now also arguing.

      “You put a bet down on my misery?”

      He takes a quick breath and furrows his brow like it wasn’t what he was expecting, but he keeps talking as if none of it is worth his attention. Typical Seth.

      “Only with Roarke, and not on your misery – on your strength,” he says.

      “Strength?” I ask.

      He nods, those deep blue eyes of his pulling me in, easing the tension inside me in a way only Seth can.

      “You are one of the strongest people I know,” he says. “And that would be the complete truth whether you crumbled today or last week.”

      I wrap my arms around him, falling into the hug I had been resisting, and rest my head against his chest.

      He’s not telling me it’s all okay, or that I’m wrong for feeling this way, or that I need to just suck it up. He’s telling me that I can exist in this moment, as horrible and undesirable as it is. I can exist.

      And I really like existing.

      “What if I can’t stay strong?”

      “That’s okay, you have the four of us to hold you up, and I’ve been putting aside some of my strength for a while now – just in case you need it.” As he talks, he hooks his finger under my chin and tilts my head back.

      His lips brush over mine, so soft at first – then maybe he falls into the moment, maybe it’s me rising up on the balls of my feet, but our soft kiss soon turns to deep passion.

      I have to survive this bubble because I can’t lose this.

      I can’t lose these guys.

      Suddenly, Seth breaks away and half-carries, half-pushes me downstairs, his brothers close behind us. As soon as we’re in the living space, he lets go, and I stagger back until he catches my shoulders and steadies me. He’s bloody beaming, like nearly knocking me on the floor is a compliment. I’m a little too out of breath to set him straight – understatement.

      I bite my lip in an effort to find some focus as we fan out in the sitting room, which luckily is bigger than the upstairs space. This house is built in tiers, each one slightly offsetting the one above.

      Roarke kneels beside the hearth and sets to work bringing the small fireplace to life. Either Seth or Killian, I don’t see which, tosses the blanket from the back of the couch, and Pax wraps the thing around my shoulders.

      “Plan?” Pax asks, looking down at Roarke.

      Seth moves through everyone and into the kitchen, saying, “Get drunk,” as he opens doors and drawers.

      I cross the room and kneel in the middle of the couch, so I can watch them over the back of it. Most of them are in the space between the stairs and the seats. The kitchen is tucked back to the left, front door to the right, and the fireplace and stairs in between.

      “I think I managed a reversal for the Rearrange Potion during the night, but without simultaneously reversing Logan’s potion, all we’re going to do is put his efforts to right, and I will need water from the Spring for that.”

      “Roarke, man, in words I understand,” Seth groans. “The woman doesn’t even have any wine.”

      “Why not?” Killian asks.

      “Focus,” Pax says, passing a piece of cut wood from the crate into Roarke’s hands.

      The AlphaSeed gives me another sideways glance. Which Seth mirrors, then lifts his chin and gives the air a little sniff before looking back to Roarke. Both of them look agitated by me. Like I smell bad.

      Which I probably do, because I’m wearing Eydis’ clothes. Well, that explains a few things. Doesn’t change my mind, though. Just to check, I run my palms down the stomach of my shirt. Soft and warm and clean and perfectly cut. I like wearing the guys’ clothes, I really do, but I also like wearing these.

      Killian is standing closest to me, and his nostrils flare for just an instant before he sets his gaze on me, but it’s Roarke who starts talking, “If we undo Seth’s potion, we will put Logan’s firmly in place. Shade’s bubble will morph into walls for all of us. None of us will be able to reach each other. Which includes our tetrad abilities.”

      “Pentad,” Pax rumbles.

      “Right. Kitten, we need to work out if Logan’s potion is what’s blocking any remnant of a Seed you might have. It’s short-circuiting some of our magic – it could be doing that to you too.”

      “That’s an easy one. There was nothing Saber about me before I met you guys. Mortal from sunrise to sunset.”

      Killian makes an agreeing sound.

      “See, Killian knows,” I say.

      A small smile sneaks onto the always-cranky Darkness guys lips, that he wipes away as he rubs at his nose. I get it, I smell, but this is becoming entertaining.

      “Could she be accessing you the same way I do?” Seth asks.

      My eyes go wide, images of Seth doing all the things I want to do with Roarke flashing before my mind. ‘You think your brother’s hot too?’ is about to tumble off my lips, but Killian cuts me off with a sudden explosive laugh. Full, loud, and happy-as-bralls.

      The world chuckin’ stops. I’m lost for words. All of us are just staring at the big, grumpy man.

      “You,” Killian says, waving a hand towards me, but needing another breath to get himself under control before continuing. “Funny.”

      That’s it. He doesn’t add why.

      Each one of my guys turns towards me for the answers.

      Chuck no. I smile at Seth and deliberately choose to keep this one to myself. Which involves deliberately changing the subject, “What do you mean, accessing?”

      “Wait, what was that about?” Pax insists.

      “Yes, Vexy, what was that about?” Seth asks, his best impression of being Alluring in his tone, but his brow is creased in a promise of mischief.

      “I don’t understand what you mean by access?” I repeat, my lips struggling to pull into a neutral line.

      Relax my cheeks. Relax my cheeks. I can stop myself from smiling if I relax my cheeks.

      “Explain,” Pax says, raising his voice a little.

      Damn, Mr. Must-be-in-control just entered the room. I shrug. “Ask Killian. I didn’t do anything.”

      “Relax, brother,” Seth says. “I’m pretty sure it was a joke at my expense.”

      Pax pulls his gaze from me, the intense depths of his presence shifting back to Roarke, and a cold shiver settles over my skin.

      “Keep going,” Pax says.

      Roarke scrunches his nose against a whiff of possibly me, then snaps another piece of kindling in half.

      “Right,” he begins, but that’s about all I hear before Killian steps up next to the couch, leaning on one elbow and stealing all my attention.

      “I like your kind of funny,” he mutters.

      “Shhh,” I hiss. “Commander Pax is pissed off.”

      “Only because you stink.”

      “I know. I bet you a week’s worth of doing the dishes that Roarke works it out first,” I whisper.

      “Pax,” is all Killian says, nodding at the man who currently has his back to us as he listens to what Roarke has to say.

      “In our, ah, group, all four of us can use Killian’s strength,” Roarke continues, ignoring the little side conversation I’m having with Killian. “My speed. Pax’s smell, and his blasts if we’re together. Seth’s… what do you bring to this group, Seth?”

      Killian grunt-chuckles.

      “Wait, so I’m only strong because of him?” Seth asks, pointing at Killian. He doesn’t wait for confirmation though. “There’s your answer, Vexy. No, not all Sabers have metal-crushing strength, just Killian and people who have lived with him for too long.”

      “When did I ask that?”

      “When I freed your law-breaking ass from the stocks,” he says, giving me just enough time to pull an ‘oh’ face before continuing. “I make you smile – that’s my contribution to the group. Just admit it. You’re all sour old ladies without me.”

      Roarke lifts the collar of his shirt up over his nose, then his brow furrows with realization. “Kitten, I’m sorry, but you really do stink.”

      “I win,” I exclaim.

      Killian rumbles, and Seth has a surprised-confused crease on his brow.

      “Win what?” Pax asks.

      “I’ve been watching you all pull faces,” I say, twisting to look Killian in the eye.

      “We don’t pull faces,” Roarke mutters. “I think we should stick to her wearing our clothes. That was working fine.”

      “Nope,” I announce. “My clothes, my decision. I like these.”

      Which is mostly true, I leave out the fact that I also like claiming their clothes, but surely they don’t want some girl ruining everything they own. Because the reality is, if I wear it, then they can pretty much say goodbye to it.

      Pax’s eyes glow, and maybe he’s about to say something – I don’t know, because I get in first.

      “Did you want to take them off me?”

      Correction, my mouth gets in first.

      Oh, chuck.

      Not what I wanted to say – at all.

      “That’s okay,” Seth says, jumping over the back of the couch. “I can deal with the scent thing.”

      “Wow, no, no. Back up,” I shout, pushing myself away from the couch.

      But I’m too slow and only manage to push myself into Seth’s chest, where he wraps his arms around me and locks me in place.

      He wraps his arms around me in a big, exaggerated movement. Like a kid trying to smother their favorite teddy to death – well, a kid who’s very aware that his favorite teddy has a broken arm.

      “Help,” I gasp at the nearest Elorsin – Killian – as he walks past with two jars of dried fruits.

      He smiles, walking right past me. Not even pretending to care.

      “I think your faces are cute,” I say.

      “Not sure cute is ever Killian’s goal,” Seth says – half the words lost to the fact that now he’s rubbing his chest all over my back, with his arms bear-hug tight around my middle.

      “We’re hunting as soon as the rain stops,” Killian says, passing one jar off to Pax, then sitting heavily on one of the single chairs with the second jar in his hands.

      He has no intention of helping me at all.

      “What was that?” Seth asks, tightening his arms around me. “Hug you harder?”

      “Roarke?” I gasp.

      Roarke ignores me, feeding another piece of wood into the gentle flames.

      “Help,” I beg.

      I’m not sure if Roarke is pretending not to hear me or genuinely lost in thought. Either way, he crosses the room and relaxes back in the other single couch without offering any help or even advice. I guess the fire’s going now, so his job is done.

      “More?” Seth asks.

      I would beg for Pax’s help, but I can barely breathe at this point. What other options does a girl have? I’m already begging – what comes after begging?

      Pax sits on the couch next to me and grips my sleeve.

      Apparently, the move means ‘let her go’ in guy body language code because Seth grumbles, “No fun,” then unwraps himself from me.

      Pax pulls me across the couch, and almost freedom, until I’m nestled against his side – and damn, he smells good.

      I should possibly think more about the fact that his arm is wrapped around me, and I’m pretty sure I’m not actually allowed up right now – but vanilla is the only real thing on my mind. Warm, comforting, sweet vanilla.

      Seth pulls the blanket from where it had become tangled in his legs, drapes it around me, then starts tucking it into place around my cold toes. I really need to see if any of Eydis’ boots will fit me.

      His calloused fingers wrap around my ankle and coax my legs up onto his lap. I don’t argue – it’s comfortable. I lean back, watching the slow drizzle of rain down the big bay window, and the occasional distant flash of lightning along Ximena.

      A dried apricot is tossed up then plummets straight into Roarke’s open mouth, followed by a sheepish grin at his own skill.

      “Me, too,” Seth says, then opens his mouth wide.

      The big guy tosses an apricot at him, which lands in Seth’s mouth with minimal head movement required – followed by four others.

      “Yes,” he mumbles around a mouth so full that he’s struggling to chew.

      I didn’t realize this is a thing people do with food? Obviously only people who have always had enough to eat.

      He starts massaging the ball of my foot with his thumb, pressing along the sides with his fingers, and squeezing my toes together.

      Bralls, I almost moan out loud!

      Then he moves on to my other foot. I sigh, relaxing into Pax even more.

      An apricot appears in front of my face, and I open my mouth to let Pax feed me. The sweet flavors make my stomach growl in appreciation.

      Pax chuckles, then offers me another one. Then another, I don’t know, twenty, one at a time as they discuss ways they think Logan’s potion was trying to meddle with their magic.

      My eyes droop shut just a little. Being knocked unconscious doesn’t count for sleep. Ever.

      “It’s almost been ten minutes,” Killian says.

      I feel Pax shift, nodding.

      “What’s ten minutes?” I ask.

      “Ten minutes since you told Pax he can take your clothes off,” Seth says.

      Pax just grumbles. Or maybe it’s the wolf side of him that grumbles. That was a very wolfish sound.

      “I don’t understand,” I press, rolling onto my back so I can look straight up at the hard lines of Pax’s face.

      I might be about to launch into some argument about needing him to trust me, or treat me as part of the team, but he hooks a finger into the collar of his shirt and pulls it across to display a sigil.

      “The prison was empty, and I couldn’t risk another…” He stops to clear his throat. “Unfolding like at Lackshir. So we took precautions.”

      As he speaks, I shuffle up and practically sit myself in his lap. Which I’m pretty sure crosses boundaries, but he doesn’t push me away. Doesn’t stop me from straddling his legs and pulling his shirt open so I can inspect the gold circle with its six sharp lines cutting through a swish and swirl. I run my finger over the raised edges. Sigils hurt like bralls – I should know, I’ve had the pleasure of wearing one.

      His chest vibrates, his hands sliding to grip my hips and pull me deeper onto his lap. My knees press into the back of the couch. It’s harder than I realized, trying to stay focused on a conversation when my body fits so perfectly into his.

      I look into his eyes. “I am a little offended that everyone else here seems to know what’s going on, and I have no clue.”

      “Don’t worry,” Seth says, a chuckle hidden in his tone. “I think you’ve got what’s left of his ten minutes to corner the information out of him before one of us is going to have to separate the three of you.”

      I hadn’t realized Seth’s inability to add one and one together was so bad, but the magical mark on Pax’s chest is more important right now.

      “One minute, Pax. I’m giving you one minute,” I say, my fingers stilling over the sigil.

      His gaze settles on mine, with an almost calculating look. It makes the gold of his irises swirl and pulse.

      One second. Two seconds. Three seconds.

      Screw this.

      I jab my finger into the center of the burn. “Spill.”

      He rumbles, his hand wrapping around mine and tugging it away. But he doesn’t let it go. Our hands are frozen in the space between us. Poking him in the chest really pisses him off, and I almost smile at his predictable reaction, even though I know I’m misreading it.  I don’t really have any control over this conversation – which is highlighted by the fact that the gold in his eyes pulses bright for two shared heartbeats.

      “It restricts my impulses for ten minutes,” he says, the words slow – apprehensive.

      Like he’s prepared for me to be pissed off at him.

      “Impulses? Like ducking to save your own life in a fight?”

      “I might get the first duck in, but once the adrenaline kicks in, I’m mellowed into walking and talking. Anything I want to do in that time has to be preplanned.”

      I push off his chest, launching myself to my feet. “That sounds stupid!”

      He stands, slowly. “People could have died in Lackshir,” he says, his tone deep, troubled.

      “You could die!”

      Killian grunts behind me, and I have no idea if it was an ‘I agree’ noise or ‘I can protect him.’

      “I don’t care how many brothers you have. Lithael wants you guys dead! He has sent killers after you. Xylon and Daryan were BeastSeeds – they weren’t just hunting you; they were going to use you. Gartil could literally shake things to pieces with his power, had a freaking lip-ring, and tried to cut your head off. And Sromma, he could take your power and mimic it,” I shout, my voice high and shaking – and my hands starting to do the same.

      The motion sends a dull ache through my broken arm, and I find myself pacing back and forth across the rug, while hugging my arm to my chest.

      “He can’t do this,” I declare, turning to face Killian with fear and anger rolling off each and every word.

      “It’s short-term,” Roarke offers, and I spin sharply to face him in the armchair behind me.

      “You knew, you all knew?”

      Roarke nods. “I can read sigils, but he told me when he arrived.”

      “Yes, with books and research – and you were in your chuckin’ braies!”

      “This one isn’t too complicated. Adrenaline goes up – ability to react goes down. And all sigils are temporary.”

      “About a week,” Seth adds.

      “I don’t care!” I shout.

      It doesn’t make sense to me. Yes – Lackshir was horrible, and it felt like a really close call, but we’re at Eydis’ little hidden cottage now. If anything happens to make Pax lose his shit, it will be a danger that has come to find us. And now he won’t even be able to save his own ass.

      “Beautiful, the prison was empty,” Pax says, like that should explain it all.

      It doesn’t.

      “No, Pax, you’re not making any sense. Why would you risk your life like this?” I demand, sending a thrum-thrum of blood and Allure-induced pain through my ears and down my spine.

      “Because Thane is too unpredictable, and he’s growing too strong. He’s growing strong because of you. We agreed – to keep you safe; otherwise, we were both going to hunt the last living Hyll and destroy her before she could get near you, but you’re in a bubble, and we need to remove it before our Release Seals dissolve.”

      “I don’t understand. My bubble isn’t worth your life. Why would you?” I almost choke on the word; it feels raw and somehow sharp.

      “Because I need you,” he declares, and I blink back black spots in my vision.

      “Because I’ll always stand between him and his pain,” Killian adds, and my world tilts a little to the left.

      “Because Pax values his pack more than his own life,” Seth says, his words ringing and echoing.

      “Because being able to hide from your pain is an Elorsin privilege,” Roarke finishes.

      “Undo it. Find a way,” I demand. I need him to, I need him to be safe, and I don’t care about this other stuff.

      “Kitten, he can’t,” Roarke says, and as soon as the words are out, Pax pushes me off his lap and advances on my AllureSeed.

      Roarke throws his hands up in submission. “It was her,” he says, but the room topples, and I don’t quite see anyone’s reactions.

      “Shade,” Pax growls.

      He wraps his arms around me at the same time as my legs give out and I lean into him, waiting. Trying to breathe through the pain. Unable to make sense of his words.

      “Don’t. Use. Allure,” he growls.

      For a long moment I can’t make sense of anything. The guys arguing. Pax is breathing hard – more arguing. Using Allure is worse than being hit in the head by something big and hard. Problem is – I don’t even know I’m doing it.

      I try to sift through their conversation, but only one little bit has stuck in my mind – Thane.

      “Who’s Thane?” I whisper.

      “She did that? She’s that strong?” Pax asks over the top of me, like he’s forgotten I’m here.

      “At first, I thought my power was using her – but I’m pretty sure she’s using my power.”

      “What makes you so sure?” Seth asks. “She looks like she’s going to pass out.”

      Something is pressed to my lips, and I drink greedily. Roarke’s fingers slip under my shirt, his palm flat to the small of my back. His touch makes the pain seep away.

      “Because if my power was using her, then it would be trying to get what I want. That question was completely for her benefit. But you can’t force Allure. It’s like sleight-of-hand – an art, not an axe. Pushing this power through anyone’s body like that is going to hurt.”

      Pax hooks an arm under my legs and carries me to the couch, which makes Roarke’s fingers slip from my skin.

      I grumble, then realize my eyes are shut, sleep tugging at my mind.

      “No,” I groan, trying to sit up and press myself away from Pax.

      He holds me tighter, settling onto the couch with me on his lap. I hug my aching arm to my chest, my other hand pressing to my temple like I might need to hold my head in place or the thing will fall off.

      “Thane – now,” I insist.

      Pax’s eyes are instantly aglow. His skin ripples with the distinct outline of the wolf beneath before settling back into man-Pax.

      “Thane,” a decidedly wolfish voice says.

      “Your wolf has a name?” I gasp, the sudden intake of air making my head swim all over again.

      “I have a name,” the wolf responds.

      “Why didn’t I know this?” I demand, my heart nearly pumping out of my chest.

      Seth settles the blanket around me again, then vacates the couch. Roarke slips into his place, smelling like aged paper and jasmine. I inhale slowly. The smell is better than chocolate. His fingers find my ankle underneath the blanket and begin to draw circles on my skin; each stroke pulls me further and further away from the ache. But with the pain goes the last few tendrils of energy inside me.

      I manage to mutter out the word, “Thane,” before sinking into Pax’s chest.
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      “Is she asleep?” Pax asks.

      Killian grunts, nods, then gets up from his chair – clearly he’s had enough. “Hunting,” he says.

      He pulls his boots on with rushed precision, grabs his throwing knives and recurve, then leaves the house. The door makes a quiet click behind him, and his descent down the front steps is hidden by the rain.

      “What do we need to do?” Pax asks, settling Kitten to lay on the couch between us, her head on his lap. He gently pulls her right arm out to rest on his leg, the break supported. Which catches my attention, because the guy hasn’t even asked if it’s healing properly – he appears to be ignoring it. But he’s not.

      He tucks the blanket over her other arm, covering the scar left from her childhood in chains. That scar stands out, stark white and ragged against her tanned complexion. He’s not insisting she cover it every minute of the day, but he can’t handle looking at it. For half a second, Thane’s claws descend, ripping three short gashes into the blanket over where he just tucked in her wrist. Then they retreat so quickly that I would have missed it if I weren’t already looking. Shade doesn’t stir, so he didn’t hurt the girl.

      Pax takes a sharp, deep breath and starts stroking her hair.

      I draw in a long slow breath myself.

      The impossible – that’s what we need to do. But even the impossible can be broken down into a task list. Order of importance. Order of difficulty. That sort of thing.

      “We need to search for any reference to the potion Logan used. The only thing Seth remembers is that it created a blue mist and used a rare ingredient from the Potion Master’s locked cabinets – I think it was the water from the Origin Spring,” I stop to slip a stray strand of my hair back behind my ear, using the moment to search for some clarity before continuing. “Finding the original recipe is our best option. Once we exhaust her notes and journals, creating a new potion that will hopefully reverse the effects is our second best option. Either way, we need to find that spring.”

      I run a hand down my face, already feeling drained at the weight of the task. I’m not normally the one responsible for things.

      For people.

      “I’m not a Potion Master, so I can’t guarantee any recipe I create will work the way it needs to.”

      “Then we get sure. Who do we need to kidnap?” Seth demands.

      “The nearest Potion Master is at the Fire Spring, somewhere between half and a full day’s ride away,” I say. “That’s if he’s alive, and if he’s going to be on our side. I’m the only one who can get into his domain, the same as Eydis’ – meaning no one will be working on fixing Kitten’s bubble in the meantime.”

      “We can be quick,” Seth says, stretching out his shoulders like he’s suggesting we run there, right now. “I’m up for a kidnapping. Haven’t done one for a while – not since that time with the rope merchant, and that was pretty much by accident.”

      “No, Seth, Roarke’s right. Fire Spring potions have been used a lot by Lithael. There’s a strong chance the Potion Master will put Shade in more danger. Jada and the triunes are on their way here,” Pax says.

      I nod. “They should be here tomorrow, followed by the others. Putting plans into place with them should be easy – dealing with Tanakan is not going to be.”

      “We need to take the White Castle first. We need to control the Sabers’ assignments without Lithael knowing, and to do that we need to suck the poison from within its walls.”

      Pax looks at the palm of his hand, where the Release Seal sits dull over the creases of his life. “We have about two days before it begins to be an issue. Once we’ve dealt with this bubble and Jada, we’ll bring down the domain walls and wait for them to attack. And they will. I’m willing to bet they’ll keep attacking – we’re the only real threat against Lithael. We can make our stand here and take down as many of the monsters from Tanakan as possible. When we can’t hold out any longer, we’ll return to the White Castle and find a way to keep Shade out of the arena. There is no law saying every member of a team must compete in tournament. We should be able to lock her in a cupboard somewhere.”

      “So you’re planning on bringing her back to the castle?” I ask, a mix of surprise and trepidation settling in the bottom of my stomach.

      “We will face Lithael – but he can’t kill any of us outright. Not openly. Without the bubble, and with access to whatever it is she’s doing with magic, and if they consider her a Saber and not a servant, we can keep her safe. She’s in just as much danger out here as she would be in there, and once we have control of the castle, she’ll actually be safer with us. Classes will be fine, training too – all of that will be good for her. And when we’re challenged to tournament, we’ll put her somewhere safe.”

      I groan. “That didn’t work so well the first two times, brother. It’s a bad idea.” And a good one at the same time.

      Seth clears his throat a little too loudly. “How are any of you three going to live with her?”

      I look down at my own seal, aging at the same rate as Pax’s, Seth’s, and Killian’s. The clock is ticking.

      “More sigils,” Seth suggests, having no idea how impossible that sounds. Like putting a single sapling in the desert and expecting it to survive.

      But Pax nods. Long, slow head movements.

      “The sigil is helping. If she were stronger, things would be different. If she could look after herself just a little bit, I might have time to work things out.”  His fingers stroke through her tangled hair as he talks. The room is heavy with the desire to protect. “But she’s so fragile, and our seconds are limited. How long do we have?”

      I’m sure he just did the math himself, but I confirm it anyway. “Until our seals dissolve? About two days, give or take. They’re never exact.”

      He shakes his head, so I try again.

      “Her bubble? I don’t know. I can’t work out why it’s shrinking. It’s got no rhyme or reason.”

      “Is she safe in here from Hyll?” Pax asks, Thane growling behind the words.

      I scrub a tired hand down my face. “I’ll double the magic. Eydis has a potion up there to add a key to her wards. If we use that, I won’t have to leave the domain and personally escort every triune in, and that will save time. No one would be able to get in without a key.”

      “Do it,” Pax orders.

      “How’s Thane handling it?” Seth asks.

      “I know she will never fully be my mate. Thane does too. He’s a bit more stubborn about how we can overcome that hurdle, but I’m pretty sure he’ll accept the fact that this is as close as we’ll ever be.” Pax pauses, his brow creasing like Thane is saying something. “Yes, you will. We’ve talked about this,” he says to the wolf.

      His eyes flash gold, accompanied by a deep growl, then settle again, enough to let Pax talk. “You can’t make her strong enough. No matter how much you try, she’s no stronger than a mortal,” Pax says, before continuing with our conversation, “And that makes keeping her alive all the more important. Demanding. Desperate.”

      The room takes a collective sigh. All of us looking at the sleeping Kitten, lying with her head in the lap of a wolf.

      “And it is making her ability to get herself into trouble so much more irritating,” he grumbles, his eyes flashing yellow in agreement. “We should get to work now, then eat, and sleep tonight. We’re dangerously close to needing it, and I don’t want to leave her unguarded once more Sabers begin to arrive.”

      Seth claps his hands, making Kitten stir and roll over, nuzzling her face into Pax’s crotch.

      “Mallow,” she mumbles.

      Pax inhales sharply, slipping from beneath her with a muffled groan, and sticking a cushion under her head.

      “Sorry,” Seth whispers, standing up. “What’s a mallow?”

      “A man-pillow,” I answer.

      “When do I get to be one?”

      I ignore him. “Seth, stay with her. I need a break. I’ll bring you down some books.”

      He moves to settle back into the couch, saying, “I can do that. Mallow time.”

      “No, over there,” Pax orders, pointing to the single seat that Killian was in before he went hunting.

      “My power isn’t going to hurt her, brother.”

      “Concentrate,” Pax’s chest rumbles, then takes himself and his ignited lust out of the house. “We all need to concentrate.”

      Seth watches him leave, then looks between his ordered seat and Kitten. Pax has let him choose – and the guy isn’t great at choices that aren’t impulsive. I almost laugh at the frown on his face, waiting for Seth to look my way. Waiting for his full attention before I start talking.

      It takes a beat, and I’m pretty sure he’d almost forgotten I was here. Then he raises a questioning eyebrow.

      “We’re running out of time. Even if Thane was at full power, none of us have more than a one week window from the moment our Release Seals dissolve to the time our souls ripping free from our bodies becomes very real. We can’t fight the Return Seal’s pull for long. If I break that time up, we have to reverse this bubble, organize a rebellion, and ride back to the castle. Then deal with Lithael’s temper tantrum and whatever punishment he is going to try and demean us with. On top of that, I don’t even know how that sigil on Pax’s chest has changed things; he might be weaker – might run out of the ability to fight the Return Seal quicker than usual. And there’s Eyv. Lithael can’t attack us in the castle, but Eyv can bloody try.”

      Dealing with the potions might be our top priority, but it’s not the only thing on our plate.

      “None of this is easy, brother,” Seth says, his eyes lowering to Kitten on the couch. Then he turns and drags the single seat closer to her.

      I know there’s more to his sentence, something he’s left unsaid.

      None of this is easy, but we’re still going to do it anyway.
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      When I stir, it’s dark. The night outside the window is lit up by a large fire burning beside the stream, where Killian’s carrying an armload of really big logs to the edge of the licking flames. Then one by one, he tears them apart with his bare hands.

      I’m mesmerized by how easily he rips them in two. Who needs an axe?

      Roarke’s nearby in one of the chairs, and Seth’s in the other. Both are reading, or rather, flicking through pages with grim determination, with piles of books on the floor beside each of them. Roarke has made stacks of three or four books, all tilting into each other. Seth has one tall stack in order of size and perfectly straight.

      What surprises me is the fact that Seth can read at all, and the realization makes me feel a little inadequate around them. Not that I thought my Sethy couldn’t read – just that I thought we had the most in common, and I can’t read at all…

      I nudge that thought aside as I stretch and push myself up from the couch. Pax’s gone, and I can’t see him anywhere inside or outside.

      “Where’s Pax?” I croak.

      Both guys stop what they’re doing and look up to watch me yawn and run my good hand through my hair. The pinky on my broken arm is twitching, and I groan, holding it in place with my other hand.

      Roarke leans towards the window and taps on it a few times.

      “What was that for?” I ask, but my sleepy voice makes it sound more like another groan.

      At least my headache is gone.

      “Where’s Pax?” Internally adding, and Thane.

      I won’t lie, being Pax’s mate just got a lot scarier.

      Scary like knowing Lord Martin is in a bad mood, but not knowing exactly where he is – and at the same time not scary, like when Lord Martin travels into Drayden, and the servants have the Manor all to ourselves.

      “Looking for the Spring,” Roarke says.

      I nod. That’s all I needed to know.

      Killian’s big steps echo all the way up to the door, then stop. After a moment, he lets himself inside, taking much softer steps with only his socks on.

      I pull my legs up underneath me and watch him advance, my skin prickling, because I know he’s in here to do something to me, and I’m not keen on the idea. I’m even hugging my arm to my chest.

      “Give me your arm,” he says softly, sitting sideways on the couch beside me.

      It’s the soft tone of his voice that slips under my defenses and makes me hold my arm out like a good little injured servant. My heart beats a little faster than it should – Killian talking softly is as unnerving as it is calming.

      Then my finger twitches again.

      “Why’s it doing that?” I ask.

      “Just a muscle. I’ll relax it,” he says.

      Seth goes back to his book, but Roarke flips the big red hardcover in his hands shut.

      “She’s fine,” Killian grunts at him.

      I run my fingers back through my hair again, snagging on knots, as Killian starts untying the splint, and Roarke crosses the room to his bag.

      My stomach growls, followed swiftly by Seth, with the book still open and being scanned as he walks, shoving a jar of nuts into my lap.

      I start eating, chewing each one slowly. Roarke returns with a brush in his hand, and slides onto the couch behind me to pull it through my knotted hair.

      My Darkness runs his thumb down the inside of my arm, stopping to knead deep into the muscle until he releases exactly the right spot to stop the twitch in my pinkie. I sigh – that was getting really annoying.

      I’m not sure which hurts worse. Roarke working the knots from my hair or Killian working the knots from my muscles.

      Three of my guys are here with me, and Pax’s out in the dark looking for the Spring. But technically we’ve an extra member that I never knew existed before.

      “What about Thane?” I ask, very tentatively. “How does that work?”

      “They’re the same being,” Roarke says. “Same body, same soul.”

      “But two names?” I press.

      “Two threads,” Killian adds, pressing hard near the crook of my elbow.

      I wince, squeeze my eyes shut, and almost chuckin’ cry. Almost, but not quite.

      “Two streams of consciousness.”

      I wait a beat, hoping Roarke will realize I have no idea what that means.

      “They think independently. When Pax is a man, Thane can talk to him in his mind, but Pax has to talk to Thane out loud. When Thane takes over, and they’re all wolf, Pax’s words are almost lost in the wolf’s impulses. They rely on a balance that exists between them. On shared rules.”

      Rules, that sounds like Pax. Killian hesitates, his thumb sitting lightly on my wrist.

      Roarke stills.

      “What?” I ask, not even sure I want to know the answer.

      “You can’t use my power anymore. I don’t know what kind of damage you’re doing to yourself,” Roarke says.

      “You can’t be serious. How am I going to stop doing something that just happens on its own? That’s like trying to stop a sneeze or the damn hiccups.” I hiss as Killian presses into the muscle at my wrist, stretching it forwards towards my hand.

      “You compelled Pax to answer you,” Roarke continues. “You ripped the information from his mind.”

      I chuff at him. He makes it sound so much more amazing than it was. I just asked. I was freaking out, and I asked a question. That’s it.

      Roarke plays with the ends of my hair, pulling everything tight, before letting it go. A little pang of regret radiates through my chest – does he have to stop? Can’t he keep going? A little more – or forever?

      Trying not to pout, I run my fingers over it. A braid. The guy has braided my hair. Both of his hands settle on my shoulders, sending shivers down my spine, as he leans in to rest his forehead against my now neater-than-it-ever-has-been hair. I suck in a breath, stuttered and desperate.

      Wanting the world to hold. My eyes drift closed. Just this. Just us. Just now. For as long as the universe will allow. Killian even stops pressing his fingers into the tender parts of my arm.

      “You can’t do that again,” Roarke says softly, but not soft enough. The air shifts, and the moment shatters. “Allure is a delicate, seductive power. You can’t force it.”

      Don’t pout, I tell myself, trying to focus on what he’s saying and not the shivers still coursing through my body or the fact that Killian is moving again. I can’t force Allure, or it hurts.

      I nod to show Roarke I understand because words aren’t possible right now.

      It’s a few more moments, and another firm dig of Killian’s thumb, before I manage to put together a sentence.

      “So whoever my dad was, he could have been an Allure?” Part of a memory is niggling at the back of my mind.

      Actually it feels more like the upper-mid-right of my mind, and it feels like a word. I dig around for the syllables, almost losing them twice before settling on Haryk-Larsan.

      “What’s a Haryk-Larsan?” I ask.

      And get blank looks from each of them in return.

      “I’ve never heard of a Haryk-Larsan,” Roarke says thoughtfully. “Why?”

      “It was something in my memory, I think.”

      “I can look it up,” he says.

      “I think you’re tapping into our abilities because you’re so close to us all the time. This bubble is altering some of the properties of our powers, making us and our Seeds accessible to you. Which means we might burn your soul out before we manage to reverse these potions,” Seth says, his gaze on the fast flick of pages before his eyes.

      All three of us turn to face him and his eyes go wide – like he’s just realized that something smart came out of his mouth, and he’s horrified.

      “I’m going to help Pax,” he says, jumping from his seat and dumping his book onto the cushion.

      Roarke stands and crosses to Seth’s neat stack of books. “I’m going to research Haryk-Larsans.”

      “What were you guys looking for?” I ask, waving towards the piles of books.

      “Lots of things. Anything we can find on tracking down the other Springs and breathing life back into them,” Roarke says. “Or how to shore up the border some other way.”

      “Are you going to talk to that mage? He was–”

      Killian’s grip on my wrist tightens, and that’s all I need to realize everything I was about to say was going to come out wrong.

      “Where would we even find him?” Roarke asks. “We’ve got too much to do. When Pax gets his plans into place, we can send Sabers, other Sabers, to communicate with him, but not now. If Lithael is trying to bring the border down, we need to stop him. If the mortals want to start the great fire again, we need to stop them too. And before all of that, we need to research you – and your bubble.”

      Both realms are in serious danger here. The fire would destroy these people, but the things being contained here can’t get out onto the mortal side either. My shrinking bubble, and the weird little side effects it’s having on everyone’s magic, is only one small dot on a canvas covered in dots. Most of them much bigger than I am.

      Big dots. Splodges. Whole fists full of paint being smashed at a great big wall.

      “We will work this out, Shadow,” Killian says as he puts the splint back onto my arm. He gives me a sneaky half smile, then gets up and goes back outside.

      “Is it bad that I find his smile comforting?” I ask no one in particular.

      Roarke chuckles. “Come on, he’s cooking meat, and the rain’s stopped.”

      He insists I walk in front of him. Out the door, down the stairs, and onto the mud. I stop to give Roarke time to catch up, and also so I can roll my pants up to my knees. I’m really sick of every item of clothing I own getting taken from me, thrown away, ripped up, shredded, or covered in gravy. Roarke steps down beside me wearing boots with high ankles and a very long set of laces. I’m so jealous of those boots right now.

      “Is it cold?” he asks, glancing at my feet.

      “Yes, and wet. What kind of a question is that?”

      He cracks a smile at me. “I meant too cold. Mortals don’t have the same temperature variation endurance as we do. You were always a smart-ass, weren’t you?”

      “Um.” I stall, not sure if that’s an actual question or an observation. He’s waiting – so question? “Yeah, born this way.”

      He nods slowly. “Perhaps your Seed, if any, is closer to Seth’s abilities.”

      “Isn’t there some magical test you can do?”

      “No. A lot of Seeds overlap. If you don’t know your lineage, then working out your Seed is hard, but not impossible. Killian generally knows at first glance, and he swears you’re mortal. It’s not even essential to Sabers. We are our abilities, so using them comes naturally.”

      “Unless,” I cut in, “you were dumped down a well as a baby, and everything about you is all screwed up.”

      He nods. “Technically you were dumped down a spring and came up inside a well.”

      I wave a hand at him. “Semantics.”

      “Oh,” he coos. “That’s a beautiful word.”

      “Semantics? You find words beautiful?” I ask, then instantly know he’s not going to answer me as his cheeks turn red.

      He lifts his hand to run through his hair and starts walking toward the fire. I squelch through the mud after him, smiling at his back and unavoidably enjoying the view of his ass.

      “You’re doing it again,” he says.

      “Appreciating your hindquarters?”

      He snorts. “That’s what a horse has.”

      “Breech?”

      “That’s what a kid has.”

      “Then why do they call a man’s pants breeches?”

      He turns to meet my gaze again – I win. I made him smile again. The victory gives my heart a rush, even though I have no idea when this became a game. Pretty sure he has no idea either.

      But it’s still points to me.

      He doesn’t say anything, just looks at me like I put a thought into his head that he’s never had before – and I get the feeling he’s covered most topics in that brain of his. He wraps an arm around my shoulders and pulls me into him, snug against his side. Our bodies feel like they were made to fit together. I relax into his hold and let him lead me to the fire, even though staying right here and in his arms would be nicer. Cold, but worth it.

      Killian is tending the meat, all splayed out on a wire rack over the open flames. Saying it smells good is an understatement.

      Roarke steps up next to him and lets me go so I can edge as close as possible to the warmth of the flames without getting burnt.

      I shoot looks into the darkness – hoping to spot Pax, with or without his glowing eyes. Nothing. The fire begins to melt a layer of ice from my skin. It’s not that cold, colder than last night probably - because of the storm and the fact that everything is wet - but not middle of winter cold. Not snowfall cold – even though the seasons are turning closer and closer toward being chuckin’ freezing.

      “How did you even get a fire going?” I ask.

      “I dug the wet ground out, and Eydis had dry wood stacked under the house,” Killian says, carefully turning a small piece of meat over.

      He looks at the underside, then without warning flicks it at me. I squeak and jump back, but at the same time decide that the thing needs to be caught, and I snatch it out of the air. It instantly burns my fingers, making me gasp bralls-this-is-hot noises as I juggle the meat back and forth.

      “Crap, Killian. What did you do that for?” I demand.

      I risk a glance up at him, just a quick one. He’s smiling, leaning towards a second piece of meat. With the first still burning my hands, I take a really big step back and behind Roarke, alternating between juggling the meat and sucking on the stinging tips of my fingers.

      “That wasn’t funny,” I say.

      Kicking him probably wouldn’t work. The guy would kick back, and I’d end up on my ass in the mud. But kicking mud at him – there’s an idea.

      I draw my foot back as Seth’s hand lands on my shoulder – freezing me in place. “You’re going to get mud on our food.”

      A barely-restrained sigh escapes me. Fine.

      He leans in close to my ear and whispers, “We’ll get him later.”

      “I heard that, Chaos.”

      “I knew you would, Darkness.”

      Seth moves past me, leans in, and snags a piece of meat from the rack. He takes a bite, chewing it slowly. Of course, he’s barely affected – he’s probably healing as fast as he’s burning.

      So jealous right now. Just because they’re this tiny bit different to me – namely that they have magic – doesn’t mean they should have this massive advantage over me. If I could steal it, I would.

      Maybe I can?

      “I want to hijack your ability to heal,” I say, lifting my now-sore-from-Killian-throwing-burning-hot-meat-at-me fingers in the air and waggling them a little for emphasis. “I’m sick of being bruised, broken, and now also burnt.”

      Three sets of eyes dart to meet mine, then run over me in sharp inspection.

      Strength suddenly rushes through me, and I know without looking that Pax has stepped through the edge of my bubble. I turn in time for him to grab my hand. He lifts it into the light of the fire. They’re red – but they’re not going to blister. Years of handling hot pots and boiling water have given me some pretty good calluses.

      “That’s the best idea you’ve ever had. I didn’t think you had it in you,” Seth says.

      “Shut up, Seth,” I mutter.

      “She’s fine,” Killian grunts, pointing at me with the stick he was using to turn the meat. The tip’s glowing from almost being set on fire.

      Pax nods, but he doesn’t let go of my hand. “Is it worth the risk?”

      Roarke rolls his shoulders and flexes his neck. “Trying isn’t going to hurt, much. Succeeding might.”

      “Hurt how?” I ask.

      “Well, if you get it wrong, you could do more damage. Tear through muscles, misalign the bone.”

      “There are ligaments, arteries, veins. A bone too hard or too soft will break again. Too many variables,” Killian adds.

      “You guys heal fine,” I grumble.

      “We heal naturally. What you’re talking about is not natural for your body,” Roarke says, his tone soft, almost compassionate.

      “Do mortals have a limit on the number of times they can get knocked out before they don’t wake up?” Seth asks.

      Pax glares at him, but Killian offers me a look that says he’d love to find out.

      “I think it’s worth the risk,” I say, “And it’s my decision.”

      “No, it’s not,” all four of them bark at me.

      “Chuck yes, it is. If you’re not going to help me, I’m just going to try on my own. Apparently I’m pretty good at accidentally doing shit.”

      Pax groans, running a hand down his face. “We’re safe here, for now? You increased the domain’s protections?” he asks, looking to Roarke and getting a sharp nod before continuing. “You just try not to be – you… while we’re here, and you will heal on your own.”

      “She’ll be fine,” Killian adds, flicking another piece of meat across the fire.

      Pax snatches it out of the air without even looking. “I’ll hold it until it cools.”

      “You don’t get the final say on this, Pax. It’s my arm,” I argue as he walks over to the meat piled on the edge of the grate – just out of the reach of the flames – and picks up a piece of raw meat.

      All of my arguments evaporate from my tongue – because he is not about to eat a piece of raw meat?

      He can’t?

      He pops it in his mouth, chewing slowly like it’s delicious. But it’s completely, still bleedingly, raw!

      I don’t finish my argument. Can’t, because if I open my mouth, it will be to gag. Especially when he grabs another piece from the waiting-to-be-cooked pile and starts to devour it too.

      My meat cools, and we eat piece after piece until the whole deer, or whatever it was, is gone. All of Pax’s are bloody.

      The moon is hanging directly over our heads with a large chunk taken out of it. I’m about to declare that I’m tired when Killian snags me around the waist and lifts me in the air. My indignant squeal doesn’t even slow him down.

      “Put me down.”

      He does, dropping me to my feet in the freezing cold stream.

      “Killian!”

      “You need to wash your feet,” he says, like this was the only option.

      I have no words – just growls as I stomp out of the chuckin’ freezing water.
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      I’m not going to pretend this isn’t a risk as we break fresh ward potions on the front door of the cottage and discuss the sleeping arrangements.

      “That won’t last long,” I point out. “My ward was gone by the next day.”

      “We’ll refresh it every night,” Seth says, shrugging like its no big deal. “Why don’t we let her break it with us?”

      “No,” is all Pax says, moving away.

      “Recipe for disaster,” I mumble, moving in the other direction.

      I’m also not going to pretend that sleeping isn’t going to be hard work. I’ve opted for the study, pulling a few spare blankets from Eydis’ closet and the cushions from her window seat.

      “I’ll stay awake until midnight,” I mutter.

      But those books. All that information we have to sift through – it’s going to be on my mind, and even sleeping after midnight will be hard.

      Sabers don’t function well without sleep. We don’t need a lot, but a solid night every moon phase is essential or our powers diminish in order to maintain regular metabolic functions. We have to get a full night, any night, within the phase. And we sleep like rocks.

      Rocks with nightmares, in my case. Killian’s too.

      The big guy looks agitated as he waves a hand towards the couch and grunts a noise that indicates his choice is final. Our rooms in the White Castle are warded. No sound in or out. No screams. No having to admit that he sleeps like bloody shit. But soundproof wards require doors, which not a single room in this cottage has.

      Denial is Killian’s real weapon of choice.

      He eyes Kitten but talks to the group. “I’ll wake at midnight for the second shift. Go to sleep.”

      Pax grabs Kitten by the shoulders and begins to steer her towards the stairs, followed closely by Seth.

      At least my nightmares come and go. Months without them – then a night with them. Since Kitten has been here, the daymares are the worst. Her gray eyes morphing to the shades of women I’ve watched die. Sometimes she isn’t even looking at me, but suddenly I’m remembering, and the remembering feels real.

      The rush of Allure that would draw me to a woman. The desire to sweet-talk her. The need to hold her. The pleasure as we tumbled and danced. Minutes turned to hours, and each second my Seed would draw out power from her weaker being. Surface energy at first, then the thing that keeps us alive – the energy that is our soul.

      Not that my soul isn’t wide open for them to draw from, they just can’t.

      And then, when my power is still begging for more, their eyes would glaze, their muscles grow weak, and their breaths shorter. By then it was too late. Guilt, remorse, self-hatred, they all swim up inside me. Wrapping around my heart and reminding me I’m dangerous, too dangerous, and I don’t deserve Kitten.

      Never will.

      Kitten, Pax, and Seth move into the bedroom. I take the stairs two at a time and begin arguing with myself over whether or not a sleeping potion would be my best option – just this once. We can’t defend her, save her, if we’re sleep-deprived – and I need to save her.

      But as I work into the night, I realize I can’t.

      Can’t find the recipe. Can’t find a reference to any of the effects of the potion, or the spring. Just can’t.

      I pace the small workspace. From the left wall to the right, then the window, then back again, my mind tumbling. I’ve read each of the appropriate books on the shelves. Opened every file in the drawer. Looked in every cupboard. I have to be missing something. But I’ve been looking all day!

      Still pacing, I pick up, then put down, one object after another until finally I hear Seth, Shade, and Pax’s voices fade away.

      The house goes still, and I stop pacing.

      Outside, the world is dark, and the only movement is a flicker from the mortal manor on the horizon.

      Everything in me knows that the answers must be here. But feelings can’t compete with logic and reason.

      I have all three. But still no answers.

      I look down at the object in my hands – the spyglass – that I don’t even remember picking up. The metal is cold against my eye, pointing out toward the Manor. Toward the light. Perhaps there’s a stone wall and the building in the dark, but I can’t see anything at all. I know I added looking into this to my to-do list for after the bigger problems in my life, but it’s intriguing. The lens is frozen over with delicate veins of ice etched across the domed glass. Crystalline.

      I breathe short huffs of air onto the glass and try rubbing away at it with my sleeve. But that just makes the crystals glimmer and shine. Silver against the black inside.

      Kitten was looking through this. She was seeing something. I sensed the change in her, her reaction. What in the Aeons could have frosted the thing over since then? I inspect the wall where it was hanging, the nearby bench. Nothing out of the ordinary.

      Just the Silvari glass in my hands.

      Silvari glass that Kitten seems to have an affinity with. Object still in hand, I rush down the stairs. Past Seth snoring, and into the sitting room – where Killian has already begun to growl and sweat. Shade’s saddle bag is slung over the back of the nearest single seat. Just a few paces into the room.

      But if I startle Killian, the guy will have a knife to my throat before my speed can kick in.

      Or not.

      All of his blades are in the kitchen. Away from his immediate reach. He’s chosen to put his weapons on the other side of the room. I won’t get an immediate blade to my throat, but he could still crush me or snap me in two.

      I slip my Allure from its strong hold, whispering power into the night, into the universe. Just for the few seconds that it takes to collect the bag and retreat – that’s all I need. A few seconds is easy enough.

      “Pause,” I tell the world.

      And the world pauses.

      I snatch up the saddle bags, then take the stairs two at a time, pooling the Allure back inside of me. Pushing it down. Leaving it to congeal in the pit of my stomach, sharp and painful.

      Kitten is still quietly lying between Seth and Pax. I can’t tell if she’s actually sleeping or not; she’s proven to be able to trick us there anyway. But she’s breathing.

      Which should settle my agitation, but it doesn’t. Gritting my teeth, I finish the climb into the workroom and pull at the buckles with too much fury to actually get the things open. I drop the bag onto the nearest bench, bracing myself and doing my best attempt at inhaling with slow grace.

      One breath.

      Two breaths.

      Screw this.
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        Eleven Paces

      

      

      “What do you mean you’re both sleeping in the bed with me?” I demand, following Pax into the bedroom.

      “Either that or we lock you in the larder,” he says.

      “What? Why?”

      Seth just chuckles, dumping his bag on the floor and pulling his shirt over his head. Damn those arms – sculpted could be the right word. Defined. Cut from stone and polished smooth to perfection. Then his chest… Then his abs… I have a problem.

      I think I’m starting to go weak in my middle. Or lower. Much lower.

      Get a grip, Shade.

      “Bralls no, you’re not going anywhere near me in your braies,” I declare, giving Seth a pointed stare before swiveling back to where Pax has also stripped his shirt off.

      Oh, for chuck’s sake!

      I consider my options in the small space of the bedroom and the even smaller space of my bubble. Consider – and come up with nothing.

      “I’ll put clean pants on,” Seth says, dropping his dirty pants to the floor.

      Damn. Damn. Damn. This is such a bad idea.

      “We have rules,” Pax says, or rather repeats, because he says that a lot.

      “New rule. If things involve Shade, then Shade gets all of her questions answered,” I say.

      “Beautiful,” Pax says, scooping down to dig out a pair of clean pants.

      Seth tugs on a fresh pair of black cotton pants and crosses the room to me, resting a hand on my shoulder as he dips low, whispering, “Vexy,” in my ear.

      That’s all.

      Then he climbs over the foot of the bed and begins testing each of the pillows. I cross my arms over my chest, my foot tapping. Pax unfastens his belt and lets his pants fall to the floor. The gentle flicker of the only lit lantern dances across the long, hard lines of his back. I can think of a pretty long list of circumstances where climbing into bed with them would be very enjoyable. The thought alone ignites that spot low in my abdomen, again, with a flutter of nerves and a rush of excitement. But being told I have to get into bed between them, and that my alternative is to get locked in a cupboard, that’s not on my list at all.

      I keep my arms crossed over my chest and wait.

      “Get into the bed,” Pax orders, pulling clean pants on.

      “No –” The words I actually intended to say were ‘not until you tell me why’ but the severe look, hard determination, and slight glow to Pax’s eyes as his head snaps up and his gaze meets mine, cut the words off.

      He stalks towards me, and I step backward – until I’m against the wall.

      “We have to sleep,” he says, his tone deep and challenging.

      “You have to sleep,” Thane adds.

      Thane. His voice makes my insides crush into a ball of need and want and fear and desire and… so many feelings.

      “You can sleep whenever you want,” I blurt out.

      “We need to sleep,” Pax repeats, their voices are the same, yet so different. “I have to let you out of my sight.” As he talks, he picks me up and tosses me over his shoulder. “But I’m not letting you out of my reach.”

      “So you’re going to pin me down in the bed?” I demand, and if Seth wasn’t already snoring on one side, I might begin to freak out.

      But Seth is snoring, and Pax drops me not-too-gently into place next to him.

      “You do stupid shit when I’m not looking,” he says.

      “Get under the blanket,” Thane snaps.

      “I do stupid shit even when you are looking,” I say, ignoring the order.

      He offers me a lopsided smile and stretches out beside me.

      “Exactly, so either you’re right here – or I’m locking you in the larder.”

      I groan, the fight seeping out of me. It’s helped immensely by the way his hand splays out over my stomach and pulls me in to mold against his body, my back to his chest.

      My right arm is almost squished between me and Seth. I gently pull it free and rest it on Seth’s hip. He’s not under the blankets either, but the body heat from the two guys is going to be more than enough to keep me warm.

      Seth sighs, reaching back and gripping my thigh, then repositioning my leg so it’s pressed into the back of his.

      “Go to sleep, Beautiful,” Pax whispers in my ear, his hand sliding up and settling against my chest. The guy sounds half asleep already.

      “Vexy,” Seth moans in a deep, heavy tone.

      “Beautiful Vexy,” they both mutter, a hint of Thane in the mix.

      I’d groan at them and argue, but I have to admit I’m tired and comfortable. Their breathing slows, settling into two distinct rhythms. The rise and fall of their chests and the muffled snore that occasionally settles over Seth.

      My eyelids droop low. Then close.

      Pax nuzzles closer, his face in my hair. He draws in a few long breaths, the kind that makes me think Thane is smelling me, then settles back down to sleep.

      Outside a frog croaks, the noise funneling up the drain. But neither guy moves.

      Upstairs, Roarke thumps around, and I listen to his every step until the whole house goes silent. Just the frog – and my thoughts.

      Thoughts that won’t shut up.

      I was drowned, a really long time ago. But I lived. I could be part-something-awesome, but not a big enough part to actually be awesome.

      And on my thoughts go. Sleep dances just out of reach.

      A growl punctures up through the floor, and I bolt upright, heart racing. Hands shaking. Eyes searching for …

      “What was that?” I gasp.

      Pax grips the back of my shirt and yanks me down, helped by Seth who sits up and presses a hand to my chest.

      “Darkness,” Seth mutters.

      He hasn’t even opened his eyes. Neither has Pax. The house itself feels alive with the echo, even though I can’t hear the sound anymore.

      “Killian?” I ask. “Is he okay?”

      “He’s fine,” Seth mutters.

      “We have to check on him,” I demand.

      “I’m not going down there. That man’s deadly in his sleep,” Seth says.

      Pax settles his arm over my waist, nodding into his pillow. “No one goes near him,” he agrees. It almost sounds like he’s going to add the words ‘that’s an order’, but he’s already falling back to sleep.

      Killian’s gone quiet again anyway, but now I need to pee.

      “Let me up,” I declare, wriggling towards the foot of the bed. Neither of them lift their arms, so I try again with something a little more pressing. “I need to pee.”

      Both of them snag a grip on my shirt.

      “Do you want me to pee my pants?” I ask, adding, “Or your pants?”

      Pax almost-growls, opening his eyes a sliver and fixing his groggy gaze on me.

      Damn, when Sabers sleep, they go down hard. No wonder these guys are paranoid about where they sleep.

      “I can’t leave my bubble anyway, so I can’t go far. I’m going to pee, and you’re going to close your eyes and not watch me pee.”

      He relaxes his grip. Seth’s fallen back to sleep, and I practically have to rip my shirt free from his fingers.

      “Pax?” Seth asks, trying to sit up.

      I put my hand on his chest and push him back down. “I’m going to the toilet,” I grumble.

      I get myself off the bed and out of their reach as quickly as I can, then hesitate awkwardly until they’ve both rolled over. I’m almost certain Seth’s going to roll over as soon as I start to pee and laugh at me. But he doesn’t. Neither of them move when I wash my hands and wet my face either. The frog croaks joyfully at the bottom of the water pipe.

      Killian lets out a series of low, angry growls downstairs. The sounds send shivers up my spine, freezing me in place. Like he’s in serious pain, soul-deep pain.

      I follow the edge of my bubble, past Eydis’ clothes, towards the door, but not out of it. I can’t even glimpse down the stairs and see if Killian’s okay.

      Which is a considerably stupid idea, because I’m pretty sure Killian is not okay. Another heart-stopping howl rips through the building, making me jump. A low whimper follows, and that’s the sound that hits me the hardest.

      I run over to Seth, giving his shoulder a firm shake. He grips my wrist, wriggles over, and tugs me into the bed. “Sleep.”

      “I need to check on Killian.”

      “That’s a bad idea.”

      “You don’t have to check on him – you just have to walk me down the stairs.”

      “Very…” Yawn. “Bad idea. He’ll break you…” Yawn. “Like a twig. Tiny Vexy.”

      Pax groans. “Beautiful.”

      “She’s here,” Seth whispers.

      They both make an agreeing-grunting sound, then settle into silence.

      Bralls, no. Killian’s gone quiet, but I need to see him before I can go to sleep. Which has nothing to do with these two being super-possessive and super annoying.

      Okay, maybe a little.

      Their attitude has certainly got my blood pumping a little faster, and my good hand curled into a fist.

      “Seth,” I whisper. You can stay asleep for all I care – but you are taking me downstairs.

      The sharp ache through my temple, and little trickle of blood under my nose, warns me that I just used Roarke’s Allure – but I get no warning before Seth’s on his feet, picking me up and carrying me from the room. I bite my lip to stop myself from squealing, looking back over Seth’s shoulder at the still-sleeping Pax.

      Killian groans like a man being beaten to death, then thumps something hard enough to make the big bay window shudder. Seth doesn’t react, walking down the stairs with his eyes unnervingly still closed.

      “Stop,” I say on the bottom step, then wriggle free from Seth’s grip.

      I can feel that I’m inside Killian’s bubble – but I can’t see the man. The back of the couch is blocking my view. All I want to do is peek over the couch, see he’s okay, then go back to bed.

      Maybe even shake his shoulder to wake him a little – that usually stops a nightmare. Or shake his shoulder a lot because he’s a big man, and the sounds he was making hint at the most intense nightmares a person could have.

      Seth turns and stumbles back up the stairs.

      “Where are you going?” I hiss after him.

      But he’s gone. I scratch my head, trying to remember what my actual instructions were. Do people obey to the exact words a person uses, or is intention enough?

      Right, new plan. Check on Killian, then curl up in one of the single chairs and deal with pissed-off Pax in the morning.

      Carefully, I step up to the back of the seat, practically tiptoeing. Every nerve in me is alive with Seth’s warning – ‘he’ll break you.’ But the big guy has gone quiet.

      I peer over, stepping close enough to make out his features in the firelight.

      He’s using the couch arm as a pillow. One foot is hanging over the far arm, and the other has fallen to the floor. His hand is at his side – where his sword would usually be – fist clenched.

      I should register the huge sigh of relief that he lets out, but everything in me is focused on the scar down his face – vibrant with fresh blood that pools and runs along its length and onto his neck. The chest of his dark shirt looks equally wet – but I’m hoping that’s just sweat.

      It’s probably not – likely more blood from the scar that cuts through his chest.

      Why the chuck are his scars ripped open and bleeding?

      I gasp and grab him by the shoulder.

      His hand is around my neck, and I’m being flung over the couch, over him, and down onto the floor before his eyes are even open. He pins me down, practically sitting on my chest, cutting off my air and any chance I had of talking. But just to be sure, he presses his hand hard down on my neck.

      I grab at his fingers, trying to pry them off, but he grips my wrist and slams it to the floor.

      The stiff leather splint creaks, then something cracks and pain shoots up my arm. His weight is so heavy I’m waiting for more bones to break, and ice cold wisps of shadow magic are rising from his fingers.

      Black seeps into the world, narrowing everything to just Killian. Just the man easily twice my size, carved from stone, with blood running down the scar on his face and his eyes still closed.

      Finally, he lifts his eyelids.

      His brow pulls into angry lines, and the freshly-opened scar across his face is vibrant against the fear that fills his eyes. He shifts his weight, pulling his hand from my neck and letting the air in. I heave and choke, then cough, too out of control to find words.

      “Shadow,” he growls.

      His eyes are black, pure black, with no-whites-left black. His expression contorts in barely controlled anger – or rage. After the briefest moment of realizing that it’s me he has under his grip, he tosses me over his shoulder and storms up the stairs. I still can’t freaking breathe, barely drawing in gasps before his shoulder forces it back out of me again.

      “Never go near me when I’m sleeping.” He grates the words out, “Never.”

      As soon as he’s in the room, he tosses me down, and I land with a hard thud on the floor. Gasping and pressing my eyes shut tight against the seams of pain that threaten to rip me apart, I don’t even notice him leave.

      But I do sense the stillness in the room and hear his darkness resume as he tries to sleep downstairs. His pain mildly overtakes mine and actually gives me enough strength to try to wriggle my fingers – which hurts too chuckin’ much.

      It’s not pain – it’s agony so bad that I can’t even groan.

      The croak of the frog ticks by unhindered, and finally, I open my eyes again. The lantern has burned out, so I have no idea how long I’ve been lying here.

      Downstairs, Killian grunts, then howls, his pain shredding through me again and again. Hurting me more than whatever is going on with my arm or the lingering bruises on my neck. Even if I wanted to go back to bed right now, I couldn’t. Killian has reset my arm enough times for me to recognize that that’s exactly what I need.

      “Seth,” I whisper, pressing my eyes shut and digging through my soul. Come on, Allure, where are you? I order Seth to take me downstairs.

      The fresh throb through my head barely registers against all of the parts of me pulled tight to the point of almost shredding.

      It takes me a moment to realize that Seth’s picked me up and begun to carry me downstairs. It does occur to me, though, that all of this is just going to get me into more trouble. Seth’s going to be pissed. Pax is going to be really pissed. Killian is already pissed – and now I’m going to try and wake the guy up again, then beg him to straighten my arm.

      Or I could just get Seth to take me up to Roarke and beg Roarke to take the pain away until morning.

      Killian growls, the sound cut off suddenly as we step into his radius – where Seth promptly sets me down and pads back up the stairs.

      I stagger, the world spinning in an agony-induced mess as I grip the banister and wait to see if I’m going to throw up. Above me, Seth has collapsed into a snoring heap just inside the bedroom door – I can still see his feet.

      I edge into the sitting room, going as wide around the couch and Killian as I can.

      He’s still. Peaceful.

      The noises born from nightmares are gone. I lean against the side of one of the single seats, trying to judge how I can wake him without getting something else broken.

      Between my head throbbing and the stabbing pain radiating from my arm, there’s not a lot of room left for a clear thought. Or a lot of strength.

      My knees buckle, and I sink to the ground, crumpling against the chair. A chair which would have been quite comfortable to sit in, but I don’t even have the energy to get back up. I hug my right arm against my chest. Each of my breaths is a struggled, gasping effort.

      Killian rolls over on the couch, letting out a soft, gentle noise. The kind a dog makes when he gets comfortable and ready to relax. The kind the dog on the estate, Chomp, made when he had a full stomach.

      He’s facing me, but his eyes are closed, and the scar on his face has stopped bleeding. More than stopped bleeding. As I watch, the redness settles, and the angry intensity that was drawn into every line of his face smooths.

      His big eyelids settle, and the man finds the kind of sleep he should have been having. The guy’s like a giant protector for us all, but every time he closes his eyes, there’s no one there to protect him.

      What does he see? Are the nightmares of Darkness darker than anyone else's? Death? The death of his mother. Her last breaths as he used his own body as a human shield - and yet still failed. Does he look into Lithael’s eyes, look at his mother’s soul trapped inside one of Lithael’s glass necklaces, and feel his own soul being torn into pieces?

      Does he see my death too?

      

      The one thing to fight a grimm is something that’s finally dead.

      

      Wait until your grief has passed, then – Seek the remnant beyond the border.

      Speak to a man named Martin but believe the word of a bird.

      

      Let your reflection go hazy in clear waters and see instead through a grey lens.

      

      In Silvari glass is a blade that can pass, a soul that can kneel, and a world that can heal.

      This is not a battle that can be won. Before this time can pass, the mortal soul from its beginnings can not last. There is no way a soul can rule and live.

      

      Because I heard what the Origin Spring said to the tallest forest tree – the key will be in the last of me.

      

      Way down deep in the pit of my stomach, I’m pretty sure my imagination only just skims the top of what Darkness dreams of.

      Which all makes me seriously consider just staying where I am, on the floor, in agony. Don’t poke a sleeping… anything… right? Not when he’s sleeping like a baby. All snuggly and relaxed. If I were Seth, I’d be thinking about sneaking up and putting Killian’s thumb in his mouth.

      I’m in too much pain to be Seth.

      I could throw something at him if he starts having another dream – if I can get to my feet. Like the cushion on the couch next to me. Or his boot – boot to the head could be dangerous, though.

      Besides, there’s something in his boot. A shadow.

      Which means I’m losing my marbles, because small shadows without small creatures attached to them don’t exist.

      Killian lets out another sigh, a long, contented, comfortable sigh – and it’s decided. I’m staying exactly where I am – watching a shadow – until the guy wakes up on his own.
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      Killian lets out a house-shuddering growl, and I snap my fingers in the air, an automatic response that helps guide my power into one specific purpose – to silence the air around me. I need to concentrate – I’ll sleep later – and in the morning I need to save Kitten’s life.

      Then, in my cocoon of silence, I set to work. Yanking at the buckles again, I manage to get one open just enough to hunt around for the small blue book inside.

      ‘Seed Lore,’ the faded brown lettering reads. Under the image of a pine cone. A sequoia pine cone – like the one lonely sequoia tree that’s visible outside the window.

      I flip open the book, brushing my fingertips over the gold lettering of the index. GlassSeeds are a myth – I’m sure of that. But what are the other options?

      ShatterSeed. ThreadSeed. ShimmerSeed. The names aren’t even in alphabetical order. EbbSeed. AllureSeed.

      I stop there, hesitating. I already tore the page out and threw it in the fire when we were camped in the Inya Forest… before I gave the book to Kitten. The page might be gone, but the words echo inside of me…

      AllureSeed. Born of the beginning and of the end, of all things to come and where they began. Holder of the right and the wrong. The one to start and end the song. The harmony of true love is the only thing to satiate the power within.

      I swallow hard, as if the words actually rolled over my vocals. I’ve not sung anything, not even hummed, since I was a child. Just the idea of it is painful.

      And of course I would turn a moment of furious research about Kitten into one where I’m… what would she call it? Having a pity party.

      I force the moment to step aside and let some real thinking in.

      As unlikely as the idea is, I flip the book open to the page on OriginSeeds, right in the center. This was always my least favorite passage. It’s delicate and pretty to read. Most people believe it, but I never could accept that Silva started with one race – the Origins.

      “OriginSeed. Born with every choice in the land and the ability to Seed another. But the soul must choose only one – and that one must accept being chosen. That is the power and the curse they shall bear. The power to create those who can destroy.

      Ridiculous. Origins were supposedly the only Silvari, when they existed.

      Unions between Seeded Silvari only produce Seeded children when the parents’ powers have some kind of tie, some type of connection that causes the powers to seek each other out as even vaguely familiar. All these Seedless Silvaris today are the products of two Sabers with vastly different seeds having children. A StrengthSeed and a ShimmerSeed will not have the compatibility to create any seed in their children. How did our race evolve to a point where there was incompatibility when every child was born from Origins, and when Origins themselves could have just handed over new seeds?

      Not just any new seed, a seed of the receiver’s choosing.

      Logic says that every child would have chosen a seed of Allure. From a young age, all children desperately want something they can't have, another piece of chocolate, or a toy, or to avoid a chore, and Allure would grant them the ability to order their parents to comply.

      Was there an age limit – you were granted a seed when you became an adult? But then, Sabers have their seeds from birth and parents have to deal with ShimmerSeeds disappearing into lightwaves even as newborns. Plus, if adolescents were offered any seed their hearts desired, we’d have a kingdom full of Seductions.

      The world would be a mess. The OriginSeed is pure myth. Bloody waste of paper and ink, the lot of it.

      I flip sharply back to the index. Working myself into a temper about a stupid legend is not going to help.

      Right, Kitten has a seed of some kind, a tainted-by-mortal-blood and blocked-or-severed-by-magic seed, but a seed nonetheless. Something that works with glass, but is not glass.

      SandSeed would make sense if such a thing existed.

      SaltSeed – now that holds promise. I rush through the pages, finding it near the end of the book.

      SaltSeed. To see the world down to something so small and value each grain as a handle on a door. Then hold that small-precious piece of life, and choose if the door shall be opened, or locked with a knife.

      Bloody Silvari scribble.

      There’s a red line through the title – extinct. So there isn’t any hope that I can find one and ask them how their power works. The line drawing is of something shattering, but not glass. It looks more like a salt crystal – or grains of sand.

      I scan through the list of Seed’s once more. Flipping through page after page in quick Allure-sped succession. No Haryk-Larsan. None. Whatever a Haryk-Larsan is, it has nothing to do with Seeds of Power.

      More questions, less answers, and now I need to sleep.
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        Eight Paces

      

      

      I sense Killian stirring an eternity later. My eyes, glazed over but still opened, flicker to life. At first checking if the small shadow is still in his boot. Which it isn’t, because it wasn’t real.

      Killian rolls onto his back, runs a hand down his face, then holds it up and looks intently at it like something is wrong.

      Like he was expecting to see blood, and not seeing blood leaves his brow drawn in confusion. He glances at the window and the early morning light, then launches to his feet, eyes searching for half a beat before they stab in my direction. The emotion in them just as sharp as any dagger.

      “Shadow,” he growls, the sound low and angry in the early light.

      I blink, and when I open my eyes again, he’s kneeling in front of me.

      “What did you do?” he rumbles.

      “You were sleeping,” I manage.

      He pulls my right arm from its cradle against my chest, ripping the splint off. My fingers are a light purple-blue color, and everything from fingertips to elbow is bruised in sharp contrast to my normally-tanned complexion. He grips my wrist, poised to pull down on the inside of my elbow, then stops.

      With a grunt, which I have no translation for, he grabs me by the waist and hauls me up in his arms. Almost over his shoulder, but not quite. I try to wrap my arms around his neck, but I’m pretty confused about what’s going on right now.

      Confused. Tired as bralls. Slightly dizzy and definitely in pain.

      Then, in a burst of Saber speed, we’re out the door, down the stairs, across the stream and all of the way to the other side of the dead crops. He leans forward, almost laying me on the ground, but then he lets me drop the last foot or so. I land with a thump and squelch.

      “Why?” I groan, failing to catch myself in any way.

      He crouches in front of me and resumes gripping my wrist and my elbow before answering. “Because you’re going to scream, my love.”

      My love? The words roll around in my mind, warm and oddly inviting, considering they were just spoken by Darkness himself.

      Then they’re swallowed up by the fact that he’s wrong. Screaming involves a lot of energy. As he pulls and adjusts, realigning the bones, the sound that escapes me is more like that of a dying cow. My back arches, but I don’t fight him. When he lets go, I slump into the wet grass and muddy ground, panting.

      “Thank you,” I manage, the pain ebbing from stabbing to throbbing.

      He stands to his full height, casting me into his shadow, and pulls something from his pocket. I catch a glimpse of movement before a silver blade drops into the dirt beside my head. Very, very close to my head.

      My eyes might be about to pop out of their sockets right now. It’s my blade. The one I’d dropped by the stream the day we first arrived.

      It’s followed by a dart. My dart, the one I’d left on the windowsill in the attic.

      He’s wearing a loose shirt and plain linen pants. None of his usual belts and holsters – which makes sense, because he was trying to sleep on a couch.

      “Where the chuck were you hiding them? Down your pants?” my mouth demands.

      “It doesn’t matter where I had them. They should have been securely on you,” he growls as he leans down. One hand grabs the front of my shirt and yanks me up, the other behind my neck. Fingers splayed, but gentle – stopping me from looking away from him.

      Mud rains down from my back, and I can feel its slickness between his hand and my skin. For half a second my feet aren’t even touching the ground – then he stubbornly relaxes his arms just enough to let my toes sink into the sodden earth.

      I lift my good arm, because the pain in my other arm is forcing me to press the thing into my chest, and press the tips of my fingers to the bottom edge of his scar. I know it’s probably the most dangerous thing my body can think of, and I know it’s stupid – but I have no choice.

      My fingers are trembling, but my voice holds steady as I ask, “Why was it bleeding?”

      He lets go of my shirt and snatches my fingers away, closing my hand into his fist hard enough to force a whimper from my lips.

      I should have known. The guy looks seriously pissed off. I-should-be-running-away kind of pissed off. The muscle in his jaw is ticking, and the hard set of his eyes is turning black. Black is bad.

      “You have no right to be near me when I’m sleeping,” he growls.

      “You stopped making noises when I was near you, and your face stopped bleeding.”

      He squeezes tighter, and my knees would buckle, but he’s holding me up by the back of my neck and my hair. Bending my knees just creates pain in new places – so I struggle against the urge.

      “Never go near me when I’m sleeping. Promise me.”

      “No,” I manage around another whimper. “You were having nightmares.”

      “I always have nightmares,” he growls, his words shredding through clenched teeth.

      “Then I’ll always be near you,” I gasp.

      He lets go of my hand and grabs the bicep on the broken arm instead, lifting my arm out and up for inspection. I don’t need to inspect it – the thing hurts like bralls. Like two Brahmans are constantly headbutting each other, and my arm is in the middle.

      “I broke the other bone in your arm – and I didn’t even notice.”

      Oh, is that what happened? The Brahmans make sense now.

      “How many bones do I have in my arm?”

      “Two,” he shouts.

      “Then what’s the problem if they’re both already broken?” He’s not getting out of this that easily.

      He’s been having nightmares bad enough to rip the scars on his body open and slice the memory – probably of watching his mother die – through his soul again and again. Next time I won’t try to wake him; I’ll just stay close. If I don’t try to wake him, he won’t throw me across the room. Easy. Simple.

      He drops my arm, and I quickly pull it securely to my chest, while his hand moves to my throat. Gentle, his fingers barely touching the skin.

      “I bruised you,” he whispers, closing his eyes, searching for something. “I barely remember you being there.” Then his eyes snap open again. “And you can’t forgive me for this.”

      “I wasn’t blaming you,” I bite back.

      “You don’t have a choice.”

      “Of course, I do. Listen to me very carefully, Killian.” I wait for the barest second, watching his chest, neck and jaw harden back up. “Chuck’ you – because I don’t blame you.”

      Everything about him goes tense, and as his hands very slowly pull away from me I consider kicking him in the balls as a distraction from whatever emotions are warring inside him right now. Anger – of course; regret – perhaps; disappointment – maybe.

      The scent of roses dances underneath my nose, strong and close. I am going to find that plant and rip the damn thing up if it doesn’t stop blooming. I’ll deal with the fact that I haven’t seen a single rose yet later.

      He leans down, his hand on the back of my neck pulling me closer to him. I should be uncomfortable with the dry blood on his skin, but I’m not. It smells tangy, which is a stupid observation, but I’m trying not to focus on his lips, so any observation will do.

      They part, and mine want to part in anticipation as a cool blanket of power descends over me. Pushing the pain in my arm down deep.

      I sigh in relief, his face about a dart length distance from me.

      So close.

      I’ve wanted to kiss Killian since that night in the forest – but he pushed me back.

      Hasn’t quenched any of my desires though. He runs his tongue over his lips, then growls, “I’m going to kill Seth.”

      Not what I was expecting.

      He releases me, turns, and starts stalking toward the house. I struggle and stagger behind him, pain bubbling to the surface with every step I take. My feet are sinking in the wet earth, and my legs were shaky to begin with.

      “I’m going to kill Seth,” he repeats.

      “Seth. Why Seth?” I demand, forcing my body into a jog and trying to get in front of him.

      The cottage door slams open, and Pax storms to the edge of the veranda. Wolf-intense anger shimmers over his bare chest as he glares at me and then Killian.

      Shit, they’re all going to kill each other.

      I stumble into the stream, then run-stumble out of it. Jumping in front of Killian and then throwing myself, good shoulder first, into his chest.

      “Stop,” I say - actually, I gasp.

      “He can’t hurt me. He’s on a leash,” Killian rumbles. “But I’m going to kill Seth.”

      Pax leaps down the stairs, one jump, and lands half-crouched and eyes glowing. “What happened?” he growls, teeth starting to descend.

      At this point, I honestly don’t know if he’s asking me or Killian. But I answer anyway, “Nothing. Nothing happened, and everyone is going to forget that nothing happened.” Crap, that didn’t make sense. “No, you’re going to remember that nothing happened and forget everything else you think happened.” A bit of Allure would be helpful here, so I try again. “Walk away,” I command.

      They both ignore me.

      “Walk away, please?”

      Still ignoring me. Where’s that Allure gone?

      “Beautiful,” Pax growls.

      “Shadow.”

      “Move,” they say in unison.

      Seth wanders out of the house, shirtless, stretching, yawning and oblivious. “What’s going on?” he asks when his first yawn finishes, followed promptly by a second yawn.

      “You,” Killian growls.

      Killian steps towards Seth, Seth’s eyes go wide with alarm, and Pax moves toward me, or Killian. Probably Killian, but it can’t possibly have been ten minutes already.

      Which means if Pax gets between this, he’s going to get hurt.

      Everyone is going to get hurt!

      Twisting, I do the first thing that comes to mind.

      I kick Killian in the balls.

      I’m immediately surprised that he doesn’t stop me then break my leg for trying, as my muddy foot presses against fabric and then soft flesh. I’m more surprised that Killian’s in-pain face looks the same as anyone else's. For some reason, I thought Darkness would have a more angry-in-pain face or even happy-in-pain face. He doesn’t. His eyes go wide in shock, then slam shut in agony. Teeth grinding together. Lips pressed into a pinched line. Groan escaping his throat, even though he doesn’t appear to be breathing.

      No one else moves.

      It’s like I just pressed the stop button on the whole argument.

      “Right,” I say, my tone betraying my own shock. “Now that we’re all even, you can all get over it.”

      I turn away from Killian, who’s kneeling on the ground, a hand held tightly over his precious parts. I have to work very, very hard not to apologize. Even though inside I’m struggling with a massive lump of guilt, I force myself to keep walking.

      Then Pax blocks me, two whole steps away from Killian.

      “What else did he damage?” he asks, his tone strained, but not to the I’m-about-to-kill-someone kind of extreme. He touches a tentative finger to the base of my neck.

      There must be bruising – I know how much pressure my throat can handle before blue marks appear on my skin – but I’ve no idea how bad it looks.

      Seth walks up to meet us. “Someone needs to explain this to me.”

      “It’s not his fault,” I say, pointing at Seth. “I hijacked some Allure. Killian was in pain, and I couldn’t sleep. You can’t possibly have expected me to sleep through that?”

      “I expected you to stay between Seth and me,” Pax rumbles, looking over my head to where Killian’s climbing to his feet – chuckling.

      I let out a measured breath, the pain in my broken body barely tolerable. Not on top of the sleep thing and the hunger thing.

      Killian steps up beside me, closing our circle. I can sense that at least some of the fight has ebbed away. Pain evident in the places where the anger used to be. “I broke her arm.”

      “He could have crushed your throat,” Pax says, his finger still brushing along the base of my neck.

      “Too easily,” Killian agrees.

      “I’m sorry,” Seth mutters, running a hand through his hair. “Whatever I did, I don’t remember any of it.”

      “What did I miss?” Roarke calls from the top of the stairs.

      He jogs down to meet us, and Seth moves to make room for him next to me. His long hair is out and sleep-messed, and he’s also shirtless. Damn, I’m surrounded by shirtless gods, and I feel too damaged to enjoy any of it.

      “Why is she covered in mud?” Roarke asks. As he talks he reaches out, his hand slipping under my hair and resting on the back of my neck.

      “Lots of mud,” he repeats, but I barely notice over the blissful sensation of pain leaving my body and white spots speckling the edges of my vision.

      I sigh in relief, almost collapsing into Roarke’s side, and he wraps his other arm around my back and pulls me against his chest.

      “I’m getting mud on you,” I mutter.

      “I don’t care,” he says.

      Now that the pain’s gone, my fingers feel tingly.

      “Vexy Allured me into walking her down to Killian during the night,” Seth explains, making Roarke’s hand stiffen against my neck. “I don’t even remember it.”

      “She can’t keep doing this,” Roarke says – shifting their conversation into talking about me, not with me.

      “Roarke, can you stop her?” Pax asks.

      “I don’t even sense that she’s doing it.”

      “Is she using your power, Darkness?” Pax shifts the question to Killian.

      “Her threads haven’t changed,” he says.

      “I can probably make a potion, but power blocking would only last a few hours – and that’s factoring in her mortal blood. Making them continuously would exhaust my time and resources.”

      I force myself to straighten and step back from Roarke, just a little. He keeps his hand on the back of my neck, and I draw strength from his touch – as well as pain relief. “All right, all right. I’m right here. Stop talking about me as if I’m not.”

      “We know,” they grumble in unison.

      I stomp my bare foot in the mud, trying to clench my numb fingers into a fist, while still letting loose with my temper. “You are not getting a new potion anywhere near me. There are a few things I really hate, and Sabers, Sigils, and Potions are all high on that list!”

      My fingers are only half clenching, not managing to curl all the way into a fist, and I find myself looking at them rather than the guys’ reactions.

      “The bone was pressing against a nerve for too long. I need to work on it,” Killian says.

      “No,” I almost whimper. “No more splinting and massaging, you guys need to heal me. Clearly, I can use your powers and survive just fine.” I won’t add the splitting headache that Allure gives me. “If your powers heal you, then your powers can heal me.”

      They all stare at me. Long, calculating looks.

      “We discussed this last night. It’s not safe, and it’s not possible,” Pax growls.

      “Last night I only had one broken bone – now I have two.”

      “Our powers don’t heal us; our Saber genetics heals us. Only a HealingSeed has power that can speed that,” Killian begins, but pauses when Roarke begins to groan.

      “My power can do it. I can’t do it to her. No one desires specific interactions between bone and muscle enough to spontaneously heal in my presence, but if she can use my power… it might work. And Killian can sense when she’s reached her limit – before she does any damage – assuming you want to stop her before she goes too far, brother?”

      Killian grunts – agreement.

      Pax nods – resignation.

      Seth frowns – worry.

      I smile – because I just won – and bounce on the balls of my feet, a little mud splashing up my ankles.

      “Now?” I press.

      “Probably should,” Roarke says, frowning at me. “Inside. After you get into some dry clothes.”

      No one moves though, all of us staring at Pax for approval.

      “You have exactly ten minutes from the moment I see you sit down,” Pax rumbles.

      “I’ll take them on if things go bad before then,” Seth says, and there’s far too much seriousness in my Chaos’ voice.

      Everyone looks at him and nods. I get the feeling that Seth against Killian and Roarke will end in Seth being hurt.

      “Agreed,” the word is echoed around me.

      Roarke hesitates before letting his hand slip from my neck and walking back to the cottage.

      The wash of pain is worse than the constant ache I had before. I hurry to keep behind him – hurry to get to the point where pain isn’t a part of my life anymore – and the closer I am to Roarke, the less pain I’m in.

      “Shadow,” Killian says, stepping up beside me. “You could die.”

      I don’t say anything. I don’t particularly want to think about it, and I can’t argue – he’s right. I could die. I could die now, playing with magic and power that I know nothing about. I could die tomorrow, being in the presence of Sabers who find me intolerable. I could die in two days when my bubble runs out of room to shrink.

      His bare feet are heavy on the steps and then heavier on the veranda.

      “And that would make a mess of things,” he mutters.

      “What kind of things?” I ask, because to me, me dying is only going to make a mess of me.

      “Everything,” he says, his voice lowered so only I can hear. He holds his fingers up in front of his face and snaps them, igniting black smoke that quickly vanishes.

      Vanishes like the line of prophecy that he tore from the note and disintegrated. The one thing to fight a grimm is something that’s finally dead, the words dance through my mind.

      “Wait,” I say, stopping and grabbing his arm to make him stop beside me. “You don’t think I’m supposed to die?”

      I find myself talking in low tones too, even though Roarke is already inside, and the other two are way back by the remains of the fire.

      “Oh, I do. But your death involves the grimm – not healing this.” He grabs my fingers and pulls them up – sending sharp pain through every part of my mind and body. “If you die, it will not be at the hands of one of us – I’ve been working very hard to make sure of that.” He cradles my arm along the length of his, relieving the pressure and partly relieving the pain. “My light is not allowed to die a worthless death.”

      Mud shifts and slides in long wet tendrils down from my hair, under my shirt, and along my spine. Helping me focus through the fading black in his eyes as nothing but emerald green meets my gaze.

      I might be about to say something. I have no idea what, but I don’t get the chance before he growls, “You’re shaking. Get inside.”
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      By the time she’s dragged herself into the bedroom she’s shaking.

      “Shock.”

      An ominous sign – her system is already struggling, and we’re going to try to push more magic through it.

      “Shower,” I suggest. Then clean clothes.

      Killian grabs a towel and tosses it at her – which she fails to catch and stands for a long second with the thing draped over her head.

      “Rub down,” the man grunts.

      With the towel around her, she looks almost incapable of… anything. I’m hardly in any position to help her shower; damned sure not going there.

      Options. Killian helps her shower – clearly not happening. Get Seth in here, and in the meantime her system keeps shutting down, trying to deal with the damage to her arm. Or we just get on with the healing.

      I scoop her up. No argument. No resistance. It’s helped immensely by my tendril of desire that she latches on to. It’s so quick, so instinctive, that if I wasn’t paying attention, I wouldn’t pick up on it.

      Calm and fine, my power says.

      Everything is okay, she echoes.

      She wraps her good arm around my neck and draws in a long, pain-free breath.

      I settle her onto the couch, the really big towel cocooning her, while Killian moves to hover beside the door. He stares out at the fire, Pax, and Seth.

      “What do I do?” Kitten asks, a giddy excitement in her voice – now that the pain isn’t in control.

      “When Sabers get help from a HealingSeed, the healer extends their energy, and our bodies latch on to it, direct it, tell it what to do. I don’t specifically have healing power, so I’m pretty sure this won’t work. The only way I think this may be possible is if you consciously focus on your arm and your body’s natural, if slow, healing ability. You need to Allure your body into healing. Allure it into thinking that my power is its own and use it accordingly.”

      “And Killian’s going to stop me from hurting myself?”

      Killian chuffs. The guy wants to get out of here more than help. He doesn’t want to fix the extra damage he’s done.

      “That’s the idea,” I say, looking at Killian with a sincere promise that if this goes wrong because he lets it go wrong, there will be ongoing problems between us.

      “I’ll stop you from killing yourself,” he says. “I promise.”

      Words which are underlined by a pure desire that slips so quickly back into his Darkness I’m almost not even sure they were there.

      Kitten smiles. “Okay, I’m in, you’re in, he’s in.”

      “Describe what you were doing when you confronted that mortal mage?”

      “I just got mad.”

      I shake my head. “You can’t do that. Allure is like softly strumming a harp into a tune, not pounding a veil-drum.”

      She frowns at me. Right – mortals wouldn’t know what a veil-drum is.

      I grip her good arm, pulling it free from the towel and pushing her sleeve back. My fingers rest at the crook of her elbow, and heat from my power begins to slip into her skin. It instantly looks to draw back from her.

      I push at its edges, forcing it into some kind of control, then slowly draw my fingers along her skin. I unavoidably enjoy the gasp of excitement that escapes her lips. I could take her pain all day and not hurt her soul. She could probably steal a little Allure from me all day and not feel it – if she used it properly. But what we’re about to do involves more than a little Allure.

      I tease my finger along her arm, drawing pleasure into every second of the touch.

      “Allure is like this,” I whisper.

      Her eyelids fall as my fingers edge closer to her wrist.

      “Understand?” I ask.

      She mumbles, “Mm.”

      “Kitten?”

      “Mmmmmm.”

      “We can’t do this if you fall asleep.”

      “Oh,” she says, opening her eyes and sitting up straighter. “Okay. Soft – gentle, got it.”

      The smile on my face can’t be helped. I never thought I would be instructing someone in Allure. While I was sure that one day I would have children, my Seed doesn’t require a perfect match to sire offspring – but it does require a perfect match to have anything other than Seedless offspring. Silvari – yes. A Saber – no. And nowhere near strong enough to be immune to me. I would outlive them. With a high chance that too much exposure to my magic would be harmful, even deadly, my outliving would be from a distance.

      I want to be a father. I always have. It’s an annoying little early thought that has crossed the non-Allure part of my brain at the beginning of every serious relationship. How would we make that work? What would I sacrifice?

      My heart aches as I remind it that Kitten isn’t absorbing my power. Somehow, she’s using it, but it is still tapping at her energy, drip by drip, and each of us only has so much to spare at any one time. Mortals begin with much less than a Saber.

      I can’t let myself go down the relationship planning path with her. She’s not mine, for one thing. I’m never going to be inside of her, for another.

      And it would kill me to have to put distance between us, between me and my child – so much so that the pain niggles at me even now. And now has nothing to do with us and everything to do with her arm, her survival.

      I draw the heat back in, and the swirls of desire that have stirred inside me stab like daggers through my chest. I barely manage to keep from grunting. Pax was right. It’s been too long since I’ve had someone between the sheets. Desire doesn’t just dissolve…

      But I don’t want to have anyone else.

      I want Kitten, or nothing.

      She screws up her nose. “Why can I smell jasmine and roses? I’ve looked, and there is no jasmine around here – but bralls, I keep smelling it, and I swear I’m going to cut those roses up.”

      Killian stabs a finger towards me. “It’s Allure, and –” he says, then seems to realize what he’s saying, cuts himself off, and moves closer instead. He closes his eyes for a moment, concentrating, then opens them and asks, “What do you smell now?”

      She sniffs, then glances towards the kitchen. “Cinnamon.”

      Killian huffs.

      “She’s using you too?” I ask.

      Cinnamon is the scent of regret – I’ve lived with the guy long enough to pick up a small catalogue of his power. I’m pretty sure he can draw and manipulate threads enough to spike certain scents. Aeons, it could be my regret that he’s teased to the surface for his little experiment.

      He gives me a sharp nod.

      “What do you mean, I’m using you?” Kitten demands.

      “If you feel it, he knows it. In this case, smells it. And you’re smelling it too. Smelling something is the same with or without power.” I stop myself there, about to tell her that feeling love is not something everyone can naturally do.

      This small creature has spent more time in the darkness than I want to explore; she steps so easily into Killian’s shadow. It’s something she’s not afraid of. But desires, wants, love… those concepts she grips at with the barest tips of her fingers and tries to force into place. Being Allured is easy, but Alluring is hard – like learning to sing softly when all she’s heard in her life is shouting. I need to teach her to sing.

      “That sucks. I feel lots of shit. I thought you just read my mind when I started remembering and stuff,” she says, interrupting my train of thought.

      Killian grunt-chuckles, and I translate.

      “He doesn’t read minds. His sense of emotions is either visual – threads – or chemical – scents.”

      “Sometimes colors, sometimes sensations,” Killian adds.

      “I’m just smelling crap. Mostly jasmine and roses.”

      I push my free hand through my hair. “Yeah, there’s a lot of that going on.”

      “Burnt roses?” Killian asks.

      Her brow creases in a look of concentration. “Sometimes.”

      Killian glares at me.

      “I’m controlling it,” I say.

      I know I’m lying, and the next few minutes are going to be very hard. HealingSeeds are highly prized for the way their power turns hours of healing into seconds and days of it into just a few minutes. Seconds would be better, but I’m not a HealingSeed. She has weeks of healing ahead of her. I can’t turn weeks into seconds.

      “Okay, concentrate,” I say, drawing Kitten’s eye from Killian back to me. “Try to use my power.”

      “What power?”

      I reach up and cup her cheek, my thumb trailing across her lips, then resting lightly at the corner of her mouth. Her breath stutters, and a seductive smile pulls at my lips before I manage to slip myself into control.

      How did she manage to get Pax to agree to this?

      Kitten’s already fallen into my Allure, but now she needs to use it. Draw it like a thin inked line across fine grade paper. Perfect.

      “Concentrate,” I whisper. “Harmony.”

      Harmony. I need to let myself be in perfect tune with the thing I’m doing. Exist like the brush does to a painting, like ink does to a book, like the sun does to a flower.

      “Harmony,” I repeat the word I used when I first began to control my desires.

      The more I relax, the more she relaxes, and the more my power draws in on her energy. One part of me is trying to prod along the edges of her being, looking for the gap that might be her Saber lineage, that might be a way for her to absorb some of me – and not finding it. It’s like her bloody bubble is just as much inside her as it is outside.

      I still blame Eydis, or Mother – or the two of them working together. This all started right here.

      “Harmony,” I repeat – stupidly because there’s a chance she doesn’t know what the word means.

      As the power moves through her, she responds by balling into frustration. Her eyes pinch tightly shut.

      I close my own and concentrate – hard. The barest thread of my power is moving of its own accord. Not really a thread, a wisp. Slim. Shadowy. Undefined. Almost non-existent.

      No wonder I never notice her using it.

      The power is so little, but the way she’s accessing it is so harsh, demanding. Lashing then releasing.

      “Think about your arm,” I whisper in my hypnotic tones, watching as my power is tugged towards the break.

      How is she Alluring anyone with such a sliver? I funnel more into her, following the wisp that she’s controlling.

      This is taking too long.

      Seconds of exposure would have been fine. The time required to say a sentence. A kiss, where our energies meet for less than a minute. This is minute after minute. Killian better be keeping track because I can’t nudge my power to heal her arm, talk her through healing it, and watch the flow of her energy escaping her. And it is escaping her.

      It is slipping inside of me.

      And I am enjoying it.

      She snatches at more power, growling under her breath, pulling like she’s been waiting this whole time on the end of a leash. Ready to attack.

      I struggle to draw the pain in her arm away, to give her a fighting chance at keeping her concentration, as new pain spikes through her head. Sharp bursts of power sear into her mind – into mine through this deeper connection.

      Is this what she’s doing to herself when she accesses me? Hurting herself this badly?

      Just one more second. That’s all I’m giving her. Or me. Us.

      One more second.

      The desire and the pleasure and the building tension tease at my own common sense, and I let more seconds tick by.

      Bone creaks, the sound of one small shard pulling into place – at least I hope that’s what I‘m hearing.

      She gasps.

      “Stop?” I whisper.

      “No,” Killian snaps.

      She grits her teeth, but my magic isn’t enough, even with the extra I’m pooling into her – something is blocking me; this thin sliver is still all that is being put to use. And that blockage might be the only thing keeping me from jumping on her – ripping her bloody clothes off and not ceasing, not finishing with her, until… ever.

      Until she’s dead.

      Harmony.

      I try to clear my throat, which sounds a lot like a strangled groan. “Imagine the power is silk, and you’re wrapping it delicately around the bone.”

      The clock is ticking fast, and the healing is happening so very slowly.

      Killian kneels beside the couch and grabs her arm. She whimpers, squirms, falters, and begins to struggle away. Begins to resist me.

      I clamp my power down on her – hard.

      Her mind reels. Another bone snaps loudly into place, but her body buckles.

      “Want it,” Killian growls.

      Aeons, Killian, is that what you’re doing? Motivation through increased pain – smart, brother, smart – in the stupidest way.

      I feel her move to grip Killian’s hand and try to pry him away. The guy grunts but doesn’t relax.

      Anything she tries to do with Allure now is only going to hurt more, damage more – we need to end this.

      Now.

      Or soon, I correct myself as a tantalizing sweet honey and saffron flavor tickles the back of my throat. Pressure slams into my chest as she hungrily sucks at my power.

      And Killian’s.

      Locking him in place.

      Locking me in place.

      Her essence caresses across my skin. Mortal and vulnerable and fading.

      So fragile.

      Infused with darkness, shadows, and instinct. Jasmine and lavender scents slip past my nose.

      I’m smelling…

      And feeling. Feeling inside of her as each muscle stubbornly knits in a way that shouldn’t be possible. Sinew and the delicate dance between tendon and ligament.  The pieces of bone wanting to be whole again. And the crimson-gold color that floods through her veins. Flows from her into us.

      So intoxicating.

      She cries out. The first genuine noise she’s made.

      The sound settles against my chest – pushing me back – and I want to recoil from it. But not Killian, he latches on harder, and his reaction makes both of us press in on her. If he needs her, then so do I.

      My eyes are still shut, but I can see it all through our shared powers.

      My hands cup her cheeks and pull her towards me, my lips wanting hers, as Killian grips her waist, lifts her, and wraps his arms around her middle. He nestles her back to his bare chest as the towel falls to the floor. I feel him tilting her head back, his fingers running through her hair. A pleasure-filled sigh slips from her flushed lips, across my skin, shivering through every fiber in my body. I can feel her wanting me. Wanting us.

      And it makes my fingers search out skin – then Thane slams into us, and I realize too late that the door has burst open.

      Ten minutes has passed.

      I hit the floor mercilessly and snap my eyes open. For the barest second I see threads. Too many colors and scents to catalogue – but the crimson-gold from Thane to Kitten is brightest, glowing, pulsing, alive.

      Then the world settles back to how it should be, and all I sense is his desire to keep his mate safe.

      Kitten is unconscious on the couch – barely breathing.

      “It worked,” Killian barks at the wolf, shaking his head sharply from side to side – as if clearing something from his vision too.

      But the wolf is too quick, pinning Killian down and latching on to his arm. Canines bite through Killian’s flesh, and the guy grunts in pain. It’s the grunt more than anything that makes me run to his aid.

      I throw myself into Thane’s side, dislodging the wolf and pushing the three of us out the door. Killian and I keep rolling until we’ve hit the bottom of the stairs. Thane, however, recovers quickly and manages to right himself at the top of the stairs – ready to attack.

      But he doesn’t, can’t. His pre-planned actions mustn’t have reached this far, and he’s left heaving and snarling but unable to attack.

      “It worked,” Killian snaps again, ignoring the bleeding wounds on his arm.

      “It worked,” I confirm, even though I’m not exactly sure how I know that. Then my whole world drops from under me. “Shade!”

      We’re too far away!

      I run up the stairs two at a time. Too far. Too far.

      Killian is hot on my heels, but Thane’s inability to react puts him behind us. With my heart ripping through my chest, I rush back into the cabin.

      She’s not on the lounge. We were thrown out the door, and the wall would have hit her hard. Thrown her to the ground, crashing into the single-seater, to knock it over, but not out of her way. I find her on her hands and knees groaning and struggling to breathe.

      I drop to her side and lift her chin to meet my gaze, but before she can comprehend it’s me, she collapses.

      Killian grabs the back of the lounge and rights it with enough force that the thing comes to a stop resting against the far wall. Thane’s breath brushes my shoulder; the oversized wolf could take my head off. One bite, easy. But I’m hoping that wasn’t part of his pre-planning either.

      I extend a thread to her, confirming as much as I can that our original healing worked. But she’s still hurting. I can feel that pain, and I look to Killian for confirmation.

      “She’s fine,” he growls, as if any part of her that’s not fine will respond to his aggression and get fine.

      I don’t want to even think about what the result might have been if she was pressed into the wall or the glass window. The window would have broken – and her affinity with Silvari glass aside, I’m pretty sure normal glass would do damage.

      I pull my power back, watching her lungs continue to expand, her breathing rough but steady.

      None of us move, waiting for Thane to retreat first.

      He sniffs at the girl, offers us one last growl, then shifts with a violent flash back into the man. “Will she keep breathing?”

      What he’s really asking is if he can take her – or does she need my power to stay alive right now.

      I nod. “If she starts whimpering, call out to me.”

      He scoops her up and carries her up the stairs, having heard everything he needs to. I wait until they’re out of sight, then jump to my feet. Everything warring inside me, to hold her – be there for her, against the relief that Pax has her safe, and more. So much more.

      “If she needs me, you come find me.” I point at Killian before running from the cottage.

      Killian rushes out the door behind me. “Seth,” he roars, storming in the other direction. “If she needs Roarke, you find him.”

      Both of us running away.

      Terrified.

      I slam through Eydis’ knowledge gate – then keep running. Until there’s nothing but me and trees, and I collapse to the ground, releasing my hold on my power and sighing in relief as every part of me settles into its proper place.

      The pain eases to nothing. Air tastes as it should, delicate and full of potential desire, and the pulse of mother earth returns like a second heartbeat beneath me.

      I fall back, looking up at the sky through the patchwork of autumn trees each one desiring something.

      Normally, when I’m not blocking myself off from my power, all of this is background noise that I grew deaf to a very, very long time ago. Maybe it’s the forced break - I have never bottled my Allure this much or for this long. Or maybe it’s the new person in my life who expects nothing, takes nothing, but gives so much – that’s rare in Silva. Even more so among the people around me.

      So rare I may have forgotten it exists in my daily battle to toe the line. To ensure I don’t use people, and they don’t use me – unless, of course, it serves a purpose bigger than what my Allure wants.

      But, oh, how beautiful this world is.

      Kitten is right. We will not let it burn.

      I have to keep everyone alive – keep her alive.
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        Eight Paces

      

      

      I stir awake with a cracking pain through my skull, a soft pillow under my head, and a heavy arm over my chest. The sun’s up, barely. The storm has definitely moved on, and a clear blue sky fills the view out of Eydis’ bedroom window.

      My fingers trace along the bare arm that has me pinned in place, finding a bare shoulder, then a bare back. I stop myself from exploring lower. I know it’s Pax – not sure how I know, though. I’m lying on my back, and Pax is almost on his stomach, his head on the very edge of the pillow next to mine. Not sure how I got here or exactly why my head hurts. My arm still aches, so I’m pretty sure trying to heal was unsuccessful and not worth the price.

      And the other stuff. The bits and pieces that I remember. Killian’s hand in my hair. Roarke pressed oh-so-hard against me. The roses being turned to ash, and my whole being feeling like I wanted to be ash with them.

      Crap. Think of something else, Shade, before you turn your insides to mush.

      Pax lets out a soft snore, which makes me giggle.

      The guy sucks in a breath and cracks an eyelid open to look at me.

      “Sleeping?” I ask, then close my eyes against the low thrum of pain through my head. Talking hurts.

      “Napping,” he counters. “I’ll get Roarke.”

      “No,” I whisper, giving my head a second to settle before opening my eyes again.

      Being pain-free would be nice, but being alone with Pax is more appealing right now.

      He rolls over, pulling the top cover over himself as he moves to prop up on an elbow. With a lingering look of concern, his gaze searches mine. “How do you feel?”

      “The same as the last time I passed out.”

      The mortals-don’t-live-long-with-Sabers thing is really starting to be driven home. The risk is real. The dangers are real. And the pain is very real.

      He leans down, pressing the barest kiss to my forehead.

      “How does your arm feel?” he asks, his lips brushing against my skin.

      My eyes drift shut again, all of me relaxing into the sensation. “Like I want to kiss you.”

      He chuckles. “No, your arm.”

      “It wants to kiss you, too.”

      He sits up sharply, clearly needing a serious answer, and grabs my arm, inspecting it. Disappointment races through me. Would he listen if I ordered him to lie back down?

      “Killian said it worked,” he presses. His tone is calm, but there’s a forced edge to it.

      I keep my mouth shut because my arm still hurts, and there's a chance I knocked myself out for nothing. Or for only half a job.

      “The bruising is gone,” he says.

      He’s right – the bruising is gone, leaving smooth creamy-tan skin with a smudge of mud near my elbow.

      “I can’t tell if the breaks have healed.” He looks at me as if I might have the answers.

      I shake my head. “It still hurts.” Like a horse trampled it.

      He frowns, looking like he might be ready to leap out of bed and lecture Roarke and Killian – or worse.

      I reach for him. Grabbing at his chest, which would work if he were wearing a shirt, then at his arm. He slips free from my grip. If he were Roarke, I’d grab his hair, but Pax’s hair is a bit too short for that. So, I grab his ear.

      He freezes instantly.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      His lips press into a hard line. “Are you commanding me to stay?”

      “Yes, Pax. You need to stay here. You can’t be pissed at your brothers when I did this to myself.”

      “Logan’s men broke it first, and Killian broke it a second time because I wasn’t there to protect you.”

      “Shut up,” I growl at him. “I’m all for you protecting me – but not from your brothers. You said you trusted them.”

      “I,” he says through gritted teeth. “Do.”

      “And you can’t attack them with this sigil on, anyway.”

      “I can yell at them for ten minutes – then attack.”

      “Stay with me for ten minutes,” I say, mentally adding, then don’t attack them.

      He leans towards me, which relaxes some of the pressure on his ear. Then he reaches for my arm, his fingertips trailing a line from my elbow to my hand and settling at my wrist. In no hurry to remove my grip.

      “We need to be careful with you – I trust them to respect that. But we have all agreed that if one of us oversteps the line, the others will step in.”

      “When did that happen?” I demand.

      “While you were sleeping.”

      I practically roll my eyes at him. “Which time?”

      “The very first time.”

      Okay. Um. “That was a long time ago.”

      His brow furrows into confused angles.

      “Why does that puzzle you?” he asks, sitting back.

      “You didn’t even like me then.”

      “Yes, I did.” His voice is soft, his movements gentle as he finally pulls my hand free from his ear. “I tried to make sure you didn’t like me. It didn’t work.”

      “Oh, it was working.”

      “What made it stop working?”

      “You saved my life a few too many times,” I say. And you’re sexy as bralls, all the way to your core. “Wait, why did you like me? You guys hate mortals.”

      “I don’t know. I have a feeling my mother knew, though.”

      “Knew what, exactly? That this whole mate thing would happen?”

      “Maybe. If she had taken you in like the rest of us, we’d have bonded as brother and sister. Maybe whatever is going to unfold requires this different kind of bond. Maybe because I’ve already lost one mate, it will be easier to lose another.” By the time he’s finished, his voice is little more than a whisper.

      “Or maybe I’m going to kick ass and just need to learn how to use a weapon and your powers without knocking myself out.”

      “If that’s even possible.”

      I toss the blankets off, then snatch them back around me. “Where are my pants?”

      “They were covered in mud. Apparently trying to heal you came before getting you clean. Your shirt was okay, as much as I wanted to take it off you.”

      “You make it sound like I can’t get myself clean – like I’m a puppy who enjoys rolling in puddles.”

      He leans in, lips brushing on the sensitive skin near my ear and sending shivers up my spine, then back down again.

      “Yes, puppy. That’s exactly what you are,” he whispers.

      I groan.

      “What?” he asks, lips still so close to me that I can almost feel them.

      “You’re naked.”

      “Yes.”

      “And I’m almost naked.”

      “Yes.”

      He cups my cheeks. Just the slightest bit of encouragement to turn my face, to put my lips and his lips together in a whisper of a kiss.

      “I see the problem,” he says.

      His lips. My lips. No room to breathe.

      Pressing me down onto the bed, he angles himself over me. The blanket falls back from his bare chest. I moan, and his lips follow the source of the sound, kissing down my neck and over my throat.

      “This was a bad idea,” he rumbles, his tongue tracing my collarbone.

      I press my good hand to his chest with absolutely no intention of pushing him away. “Yes.”

      “Don’t do that,” he says, starting to kiss from my shoulder back towards my neck. Slowly, like each one matters. Kiss, long slow exhale, kiss. Very long, very slow inhale.

      “Don’t. Do. What?” I manage to form rough words.

      Pain presses into my shoulder, his teeth slipping through my skin, and my moan sinks into a low growl. Which only makes him bite harder, sending bolts of lightning through every dark, painful corner of my body. Hard and alive as everything in me turns into his.

      Slowly, he relaxes back, running his tongue over the bite.

      “You’re growling,” he says.

      I cut the sound off. Yeah, that is a little weird.

      “You’re biting me,” I counter in a gasp because gasping is so very sexy.

      Just mildly better than growling, but gasping is safe – and what I really want to do with my mouth isn’t.

      Lick him – all over.

      Nibble – yum.

      Bite – yes. I run my tongue over my teeth, feeling nothing but ordinary mortal teeth.

      Sure, I could bite, and I could probably draw blood, but it would be nothing like the delicious puncture from Pax’s teeth. Or maybe they’re Thane’s. I really should work out who’s who.

      “I may have been dreaming of doing that. Lucky I wasn’t dreaming of doing anything else,” Pax says.

      The sigil on his chest is glowing, along with the gold in his eyes. I run my fingers over it, tracing the edges raised like a brand pressed into his skin. But here and there bits are missing, like finger smudges through a drawing in the flour on the kitchen bench. A very small finger.

      “Does it hurt?”

      He shakes his head. “Just inhibits. Like my ideas run into a wall.”

      “I know what running into a wall feels like.”

      He offers me a lopsided smile. “You’re going to have to get up, Beautiful. I can’t pull myself away.”

      Right, get my almost naked body out of this bed before he manages to find a loophole in his sigil.

      Which, at this point, I completely don’t mind him doing. Headache and threat of death don’t even deter me. But he would mind, and death is not something I’m keen on existing in. Staying nestled under him with just the fold of the blanket and my shirt between us is clearly warring with his instincts and his common sense.

      In short, I’m currently torturing him.

      “Stay,” I order, pressing my finger against his nose like it might be the key to him following my command.

      He smiles. “Just for the record, so you’re aware when this sigil wears off, giving me orders is the last thing you want to do.”

      I shimmy out from underneath him, saying, “Right, so I should give as many as I can before the sigil wears off?”

      He collapses onto the bed, rolling to watch a glimpse of my bare ass crossing the room towards Eydis’ clothes.

      Slowly, something about being exposed makes me hyper-aware of the way my body moves and jiggles – and sways. I sway, not something I’ve stopped to explore before. I mean, unless I didn’t sway before, which is also a possibility. It’s not like I’ve ever enjoyed anyone looking at my ass, not in this or possible past lives.

      I feel… almost… sexy.

      Thane cuts through my thoughts with his growl, and shivers cover every inch of my skin.

      The new bite on my shoulder is nestled against several half-healed puncture marks. I must be crazy, because just looking at them makes me clench my core in anticipation of something more.

      And… no shaking. The remnants of static are rushing down my spine, but no twitching. No tremors. Nothing.

      I consider this as I stretch out still-sleeping muscles.

      Did I shake after our last kiss? I think, and walk straight, smack, forehead first into a wall.

      My wall.

      I groan, holding my head and fighting against my eyes watering.

      “It’s still shrinking,” Pax says, not really asking or sounding like he wants me to respond as he jumps out of the bed and rips open the zip on his bag.

      I’m too busy trying to breathe through the sting to bother saying anything.

      His arms wrap around my shoulders, pulling me back into his bare chest. He hasn’t even bothered with a shirt – but at least he has pants on.

      That chuckin' hurt.

      “Get dressed,” he whispers, pushing a pair of his pants and a shirt into my arms. “Wear these; we still need to get those clothes smelling right.”

      “Pax,” Seth shouts up the stairs.

      I would argue, but I don’t have time. Seth is on his way in here. Rushing, I pull Pax’s pants on just seconds before Seth bursts into the room, his gaze finding me.

      “Ah?” he asks, pointing at me and clearly saying something other than what he intended.

      “Bubble’s shrinking,” I grumble.

      “We’ll discuss it down stairs, get dressed,” Pax orders.

      Seth looks over my head to Pax. “She’s healed?”

      “Yes,” I snap, because I’m right here so I’m going to answer. “I think.”

      Seth gives me a lopsided smile, not sure what Pax’s doing because he’s behind me. I run my hands over my braided hair, then down the front of my messed shirt.

      “Worried about your looks?” Seth asks, smiling wickedly.

      “Shut up and turn around,” I snap.

      Seth chuckles, but he obeys.

      “Why?” Pax asks, his back to me as he fishes through his bag for a shirt.

      “I’m changing my shirt,” I say, shimmying out of the dirty garment from Eydis that I actually liked and working Pax’s nice and clean, creamy white one on.

      It’s not going to be clean for long.

      “My shirt,” Pax says.

      “Oh, brother, everything you own is hers now,” Seth says. “She’s like the mouse making a home in your bottom drawer. Nothing survives.”

      That’s just mean.

      I run at him with every intention of tackling the guy and kind of wishing there were a pot of gravy nearby. But somehow he turns my tackle into a straddle and takes my full force without even staggering.

      “Nice to see you too,” he says, wrapping his arms around me and starting down the steps.

      I squeal and squirm. Being carried down a tight staircase with no way to see where I’m going is a horrible feeling.

      “Put me down!”

      “Even if I put you down, you’re still coming with me. Pax has had enough time with you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask, but I don’t stop trying to escape.

      He lets me slide to my feet by the front door and stares down at me. “Exactly what I just said, my turn.”

      “Pax didn’t just get a turn. There are no turns.”

      He lifts his hand and starts counting off his fingers, “Was he with you while you slept?”

      My brow scrunches, but I nod. Truth.

      “Naked, all night, and kissing you this morning, and the two of you were only just getting dressed.”

      I don’t get a chance to interrupt before he’s leaning in close to my ear and saying ever so softly, “My turn.”

      So I blurt, “I’m not the outhouse.”

      He snorts, but he doesn’t really backup, so I consider myself lucky it’s a tiny snort. “What?” he kind of whisper-demands.

      “For you to take turns with. Everyone has to share the outhouse.”

      “If you were an outhouse, I would keep you all to myself,” he whispers. “That’s my goal in life – to have my own private bathroom.”

      I – ah – what?

      I seriously don’t know what to do with that? It could be a compliment, but it feels like an insult.

      Then he straightens, putting some space between us. Chuckin’ beaming at me. “I like watching you squirm. It’s fun.”

      I adjust my shirt, hunting for a distraction, or the right thing to say, or some smart-ass comment that currently eludes me.

      What a time for my mouth to fail me.

      So I blurt out the first thing that comes to mind. “What’s Pax doing?”

      “Showering, using the toilet, brushing his pubes, who knows.”

      Seth and information do go surprisingly well together. He’s not one for withholding things, but sometimes he just enjoys watching what happens when I draw conclusions. This is one of those times. Now I’m chewing on my lip, trying to picture the various times I’ve seen Pax pantsless and if the guy even had pubes.

      The air is teased with a rich scent that’s coming from Seth.

      “You smell like a blacksmith eating an orange,” I tell him, hoping it will change the subject.

      He laughs. “Killian says my Seed smells like copper, and I smell like citrus. Have you always been able to smell me?”

      “Usually body odor and decaying food.”

      “I was being serious,” Seth says, taking my free hand and leading me to the kitchen alcove. “Have you always been able to smell me?”

      My other hand is being hugged to my chest. It aches, but nothing like the pain I was in.

      “No,” I answer him, then accept a roll stuffed with some kind of bright red berry that I hope isn’t about to kill me.

      “It’s new, and Roarke says –”

      “What does Roarke say?” Roarke says, cutting Seth off.

      I turn sharply to meet the AllureSeed’s dark eyes. His long hair is pulled back in a neat bun with a few strands broken free around his face. He looks like he’s washed his face and brushed his hair, but his clothes haven’t changed. Roarke’s focus is deep and intense, and damn, I want him.

      He steps into the building and meets my gaze, a look of relief relaxing his features before his attention settles on my arm. I’m cradling it again, and it aches – like I hauled hay bales all day and the weather’s turned bone-cold – but not badly enough for the serious look that falls over him. His shoulders tense as he crosses the distance.

      “Sorry,” I begin, because damn, that’s exactly how I feel.

      He stops suddenly and asks, “Why?” His tone is soft and then buried under Killian’s voice.

      “Yes – why?” Killian demands.

      I didn’t see him arrive, but he’s suddenly right beside Roarke. I’d step back, but the kitchen bench is behind me, which kind of makes escape impossible. Killian steps in close and shoves two things at me, my knife – now in its sheath – and my dart-cuff – with all five darts cleaned and polished. I wrap my good arm around them, almost losing my roll in the process. And now both my arms are full, and eating my roll is impossible anyway.

      “Sorry,” I echo.

      He growls at me, leaning in close to grab the collar of my shirt.

      “Wear them in their sheaths or I’ll embed them into your thigh. Your choice.”

      I swallow hard, and thank chuck Roarke changes the subject, asking, “What do you remember?”

      “Not much,” I say. Remembering what we did so we can do it better next time would have been the beginning of a smart idea. “The last thing I really remember is you grabbing my arm,” I grumble at Killian.

      “Nothing else?” Roarke asks.

      “What should I be remembering?”

      My mouth fills with a bitter taste, and I roll my tongue around trying to work out what it is, before realizing that’s not helping.

      “What did you put on my roll, Seth?”

      “Jam.”

      “Then why has it made my taste buds pinch and sting?”

      “Like it’s bitter?” Killian asks.

      “You gave me bitter jam?” I demand, but why doesn’t that surprise me. Bitter jam is right up Seth’s alley.

      “It’s not the jam,” Roarke says.

      But at the same time Killian lets go of my shirt, pokes me in the forehead, and growls. “Stop using my power.”

      “What emotion tastes bitter?” I ask, getting another poke for my effort.

      Roarke’s brow furrows thoughtfully before he says, “Indecision.”

      Which stops my tumbling thoughts. “What’s there to be indecisive about?”

      “No.” Killian grabs my bad arm from its half-cradled, half-holding weapons position.

      He pulls it toward him, making the rest of me stagger forward too, and everything I was holding falls to the ground.

      “Ouch,” I hiss. “That’s attached to me.”

      He’s smiling at it – ignoring the rest of me.

      “Does this hurt?” he asks, digging his thumb in hard.

      “Yes, Killian. Stop it.”

      I buckle, and Seth has to catch me before I end up on my knees. The two of them are similar in height, which leaves me dwarfed between them.

      Killian works his thumb along the muscle, each movement stabbing pain deeper through me. Then he tosses my arm away.

      “She’s fine,” he says, and he sounds rather pleased with himself. “The bone’s solid. Her muscles are protesting the healing. Another mortal flaw.”

      Seth pulls me back; the muscles of the arm that he has wrapped around me are solid and securing, but his other hand slides under my shirt and settles softly against my stomach. It’s calming and centering.

      “So, she did heal herself?” Seth asks, and I know he’s smiling even without looking at him.

      I straighten, taking a big step away from Darkness and his evil half-smile.

      “It took a lot of power. You pulled from Killian and me, and it was,” Roarke hesitates, rubbing the back of his neck, “intoxicating. If Pax hadn’t intervened, we – we were getting dangerously close.”

      “Pax intervened?” I ask.

      Seth loosens his grip around me, a little at first like he’s testing my ability not to fall over. But now that Killian isn’t trying to torture me, standing isn’t a problem. He seems to realize that and scoops my roll back off the floor. He brushes his hand over it – then offers it back to me.

      I try to wave it off, but all three of them fix me with glares that make it obvious this conversation is only going to continue once I’m eating. So I take it and bite. I don’t care that it’s been on the ground, or that it may or may not be bitter, because to be honest, I am hungry-as-bralls.

      “Pax might work, though?” Seth suggests. “Now that she knows how to heal – he might be able to push more power into her without taking so much out?”

      “No.”

      Roarke nods. “I’m with Killian. Pax is just as likely to, ah, lose himself, and once she had control of my power, she latched on to Killian pretty instinctively.”

      “I did? Have you three forgotten I’m here?” I demand. “How about I just don’t get hurt again?”

      Killian grunt-chuckles, then crouches to grab the weapons. Suddenly, my pants ankle is yanked up, and he’s slapping the leather against my shin.

      “This stays on,” he growls, tightening it in a well-practiced heartbeat before standing up. “And put this in your pocket,” he adds, shoving the knife back into my hands.

      “Roarke,” Pax shouts down the stairs.

      “What’s his problem?” Roarke asks, looking up at the ceiling.

      “Bubble’s still shrinking,” I admit, holding my hand up as if answering him requires some kind of permission.

      All eyes are on me again. The rhythm of Pax coming down the stairs is impatient, like there’s more thumps than there needs to be before he joins us. The small stack of Eydis’ clothes – the ones I seem destined to claim – are in his arms, and he dumps them on the floor.

      I groan. They were clean.

      “Fix these,” he tells the guys.

      The image of my clothes laid across the bed and Pax, or more accurately Thane, rolling and rubbing all over them pops into my mind. I mean, maybe the guy needed to use the toilet as Seth said, or maybe he just wanted to act like a giant puppy. At least it was my clothes and not the massive piles of Brahman shit the manor mutt, Chomp, would stink of.

      “Show me,” Pax says.

      This is both getting old and at the same time more and more horrifying. I pace across the room with Seth counting each step out loud.

      “One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight.”

      “Why?” Roarke pulls his bun in frustration, but no one else jumps in with answers, so he keeps talking. “It’s got no pattern. Day or night. Unrelated to environmental factors. It’s like every time she sleeps, she wakes up with less steps.”

      “I volunteer to keep her awake,” Seth says.

      Roarke opens his mouth, then closes it again.

      “Or it’s a slow piece of Logan’s potion reacting to her after being messed up by Seth,” Pax says, waving me across to him. He presses a soft kiss to my forehead before adding, “Roarke, Killian, upstairs.”

      Roarke doesn’t say anything, taking the steps two at a time with Killian right behind him.

      “Stay with Seth,” Pax whispers in my ear.

      I don’t argue. A part of me doesn’t want to be stuck in the bubble conversation again anyway.

      Seth leans in exactly where Pax was and says, “Stay with me.”

      I shove him away. “I am. Don’t make me regret it.”

      “You’ll never regret it,” he says, bouncing on the balls of his feet. First on the spot as he talks, then around the room, grabbing strewn items of clothing. “That’s one of my missions in life.”

      “What are the others?” I ask, helping him make a pile out of all the clothes in the room.

      “Keep those guys alive, always have a bottle of liquor close by, rate every object taller than me based on climbability. Never wear the same braies for two weeks straight. Treat Logan like my walking, talking toy. Use the left end of a loaf of bread first just because left things get left out, and accept that Killian’s never going to get over that one time I burnt his hair off. And more. It’s a long list.”

      And a weird one. I pull a face at his back, a cross between being annoyed because I’m sure he did all of those things just to poke fun at me, and ridiculous, with my tongue sticking out and my eyes crossed. None of which he sees.

      And since he isn’t looking at me, I take my first opportunity to look at my arm. It still hurts, the kind where I instinctively keep it close and motionless, and without confirmation, I’d think it’s still broken. But it hurts less than yesterday, less than when I woke up, even.

      I follow him, because I have no choice, as he grabs the things off the steps and tosses them beside the door.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m doing the laundry.”

      “Do you know how to do laundry?” I ask him, serious and dumbstruck at the same time.

      “Yes, Vexy, I can wash clothes and lots of other things too,” he says, running a hand through his silky hair.

      He has gold strands that glint in the light. All of my guys have nice hair. I’m definitely jealous.

      “And what are they doing upstairs?”

      “My guess is it’s boring and it involves numbers, facts, or more books.”

      As I suspected, more bubble conversation.

      I gather up an armful of clothes and get two steps through the door with him close behind before stopping.

      “You’d better go first,” I say – because honestly I’m not entirely sure how many steps I’ve got before I get knocked on my ass.

      Seth moves around me with his own armful of clothes and leads the way to the back of the house, where we find a woodshed, hot-water heating by a coal pit, and several vats for various tasks requiring getting things wet.

      He dumps everything into one of the vats. It’s really only big enough for one or two sets of clothes, or more likely robes, from the person who used to live here, so Seth’s armful spills over the sides with absolutely no room for mine. I drop mine on the ground – they’re about to be washed anyway.

      I try my best not to glance over my shoulder at the boulders, but three whole seconds later, I’ve given in.

      “We buried her,” Seth says softly.

      I swallow, nodding. “I know.” Doesn’t make that particular spot any less fear-inducing.

      To battle falling into the emotion, I make myself busy getting wood for the small fire under the vat.

      After a few more logs, Seth turns the tap and lets the water start filling the vat. A handful of soap nuts and a paddle later, and we’ve got bubbles and the beginning of clean clothes.

      “So, what really happened while I was healing my arm? Because Killian and Roarke are both terrible liars. I’d have thought Roarke would be good at it. I already knew Killian was a bad liar when I had to call him my husband in the Lackshir Markets,” I say, as nonchalantly as possible, a soapy wet sock in my hand.

      Which is a big failure – the trying to be smooth bit. Not the sock, that’s looking lovely.

      Seth practically chokes on his laughter, tossing a pair of pants over the pen top rail beside us. They’re the pants with the criss-cross tie on the front, ones that I think will pull tightly enough to fit me, and I decided a few days ago that I’m going to steal them off Seth. Making them my pants, technically.

      I adjust my pants – making sure they’re going to dry properly – while he picks up a shirt and starts scrubbing.

      “I don’t think I’m the best person to try and explain it. I stayed outside,” he says, but there’s a strain to his tone that hints at this story being more complicated.

      I clench and unclench my fist again. It aches, but whatever happened, it was worth it – for me.

      Doesn’t mean it was worth it for the others.

      I open my mouth to apologize or something similar, but Seth hooks a soapy finger under my chin and gently closes it. He runs his thumb over my cheek.

      “They’re big boys, Vexy. Don’t waste your energy worrying about the people who should be worrying about you.”

      He smiles softly, leaning in to rest his forehead against mine. Soft is a look I really like on Seth.

      “Pax might be number One, but I’m number Two – don’t forget it,” he whispers, then his lips are on mine.

      Not a planned thing, just maybe like we were standing too close, and the logical way to move this moment on was to lean in even closer.

      I don’t care why – only what. Just the feeling of intoxicating happiness that tickles across my lips.

      World gone.

      Worries gone.

      Breath gone.

      His kiss is gentle and far too short. When he pulls away, I try to chase after him, lifting to my toes and leaning forward.

      He laughs.

      “Careful now, mortal,” he says, running his tongue over his lips. “You still taste really good – let’s not have you stripping your clothes off out here in the open.”

      Not what I was planning to do – so I slap him in the face with my wet sock, leaving a trail of bubbles from his hair down to his jaw.

      Those brilliant blue eyes light up, and before I can react his arms are around me, and he’s hoisting me in the air.

      “Possibly the dirtiest thing I own,” he chuckles.

      “Seth, no,” I squeal and squirm.

      I was wrong when I said the vat was big enough for one set of clothes. Pretty sure it’s big enough for a person to be stuffed into. He swings my legs up, cradling me, and Killian’s blade slips straight out of my pocket, then he lowers my ass into the almost hot and very soapy tub.

      “Seth,” I gasp as my clothes soak up the water.

      And I’m stuck. Ass in, legs hanging over the edge, back pressed hard against the steel. I’m not getting out of here without help.

      Seth, smiling about as broadly as the guy can, leans in and pokes my chest.

      “This one’s see through,” he says.

      And he’s chuckin’ right.

      I cross my arms over my chest and glare at him, biting my lip and trying to convince myself I’m purely embarrassed, definitely indignant, and a whole lot disappointed that I’m the only one revealing what’s under my clothes.

      “Game’s over. Get me out!”

      I’m not a hundred percent sure what’s about to come out of his mouth, but he’s still smiling, so I’m pretty sure whatever it is, is going to be something I don’t want to hear.

      “Seth,” I say sweetly, smiling and fluttering my eyelashes back at him. “If you don’t get me out of here, something bad is going to happen.”

      He just keeps laughing at me!

      I don’t have a single idea how I can get my revenge while I’m stuck in here, but I will have my revenge. No one can escape me, not even Jake could, and he had years more experience than this man. Years worth of me putting dye in the washing up liquid or stitching the toes of his socks together. The right opportunity and my revenge will be hot enough to burn you, Seth.

      Flames shoot out from underneath the vat, latch on to his pants leg, and start devouring the fabric. Red dances along the black linen as if it’s alive.

      My eyes are wide with shock. His eyes go wider, then he starts jumping around, trying to bash at the flames. Which doesn’t work. After a breath, he pulls at the tie on the waist and drops his pants to the ground, then stomps and stamps on the things to try and put them out.

      But I’m not looking at his pants anymore. Couldn't really care what’s on the ground on fire because all of my focus is on his crotch – clearly the guy had no clean braies left.

      I’ve seen his ass before. He has a habit of not caring where he gets dressed. And I’ve slept naked with Roarke and Pax. But that’s nothing compared to seeing his jewels dance and jiggle around.

      Jiggle and bounce.

      Everything really does just flop about.

      “Vexy,” he gasps as he stamps the last flames out of his ruined pants, stopping his dancing and just staring at me.

      I try to stare back – at his eyes, that is. Even if all I want to look at is his naked bottom half. “I didn’t do it!”

      “Bralls, yes, you did,” he says, slowly catching his breath. Then his lips pull into a broad smile. “And you enjoyed it.”

      “You just said bralls!” I exclaim.

      Even in the decade I lived and worked alongside Jake, he never, not once, said bralls.

      Seth’s eyes go wide. “Bralls,” he repeats slowly, like he’s trying it on for size. Then he shakes his head with mock determination. “Not sure why, but it still sounds ridiculous.”

      I chuckle at him, my arms and legs flailing around uselessly in an effort to escape the vat again. To be honest, I have two pretty big problems right now. The first is that his shirt is barely covering his jewels, and the second is that I am barely managing not to stare at what he’s got. Which surprises the bralls out of me, because I was thinking I’d be more of a-pretend-it’s-not-there kind of girl. Not a stare and gasp kind of girl. I’ve had Pax’s arms around me while the guy’s been naked a few times, and yeah, they’re all sexy as hell, but this moment with Seth is somehow different. Staring at Seth’s junk feels like the natural next step in this whole situation.

      Instructions on how to do the laundry: step one – get everything wet. Step two – set the Seed of Chaos’ pants on fire. Step three – stare at the one part of him that is making the wettest parts of me even wetter.

      Note to self – doing laundry is a dangerous chore… Also, at this rate, everyone will be wearing wet and only partially cleaned clothes.

      Because I just want to stare at Seth. All of Seth.

      I’m not sure that’s possible? Can I be interested in Pax’s eyes and the way he sinks his teeth into me and be unable to pull my gaze from his expression, then with Seth be hyper-aware of a totally different body part? A girl should fall in love with one guy, and not several, and then if she falls for several, shouldn’t she love them all equally?

      I’m so confused.

      But that’s not enough to stop me from guessing length in comparison to the hem of his shirt, and noting that the shape of his, ah… tip, is different from Pax’s. I’m not ready to ask either of them why, though.

      My other big problem right now is that my ass is starting to burn.

      Seth walks purposefully up to the vat.

      “You need me to get you out?”

      I nod, making a little ‘uh-huh’ noise.

      “How badly?”

      “Burning my butt badly.”

      “I can’t smell flesh burning yet – and I should know,” he says, pointing at his leg.

      “Oh, come on, there isn’t a mark on you. On the other hand, you’re now standing very close to the fire with no pants on, and you’ve got enough hair down there for me to set on fire.”

      One hand darts down to shield his jewels, but he doesn’t step back.

      “I bet you couldn’t do that again even if you tried.”

      With my bum getting incredibly hot, I focus on what little wiry hair he has… hard… Fire, meet pubic hair.

      A sharp stabbing sensation shoots through my temples. I gasp and clap my hands to my head. My eyes squeeze shut against the sudden pain.

      He hooks a finger under my chin, tilting my head back and just waiting for the pain to dull and for me to open my eyes.

      “Now, I imagine what you’re trying to do is Allure, not Chaos, and I imagine you’re still doing it wrong,” he says.

      “Was it Chaos last time?”

      “Sure felt like it,” he says, rubbing his balls.

      “I have no idea what the difference is, and I have no idea how I manage to do any of it,” I groan.

      He nods, just once, like he understands, and says, “Let me get some pants,” grabbing the nearest pair off the railing.

      “They’re my pants,” I say.

      “Then you’ll have to get in here with me.” For something so funny, he says it with a straight face and just the tiniest quirk of the corner of his lips.

      Then he cradles me out of the vat and puts me on my feet. Water cascades down my body, turning the dirt under my feet into mud that instantly slides between my bare toes. But he doesn’t let go of me, and after a long second, I realize he’s waiting for something. One arm is wrapped around my shoulders and the other is on my bicep, with barely any room between us.

      “Has it gone?” he asks.

      “The pain in my head? Mostly. The pain-in-the-ass holding onto me? No, he’s still here.”

      He chuckles, his chest rumbling against mine. “I’m serious. On a scale of one to ten, how bad was that?”

      “Maybe a four or five.”

      “How bad was breaking your arm?”

      “An eight.”

      “Right, we now have a scale of one to eight because breaking your arm should have been way up there.”

      “Eight is way up there,” I protest. Way up there. Things worse than eight come at Lord Martin’s hand, and I’m not going into that explanation right now. If Lord Martin isn’t involved, I can shave things back from a ten, or even a nine, in the terror and agony department.

      Which he ignores. “How bad’s the pain now?”

      “A one, but it’s mostly in my arm.”

      “I’m going to make that at least a two. I’m doubling all your numbers.”

      “Why bother asking me then?” I demand.

      He grabs my wrist with gentle fingers. “Because I’m going to keep worrying until you’ve stopped treating it like it’s broken.”

      “It’s been broken for weeks,” I counter.

      He huffs at me. “It’s been days, Vexy, and everything is worse now.”

      “Because of my shrinking bubble?”

      He puts my arm back where I had it and leans in to kiss my forehead. “Because I need you to fight this, but can you do me a favor?”

      “Probably not.”

      “Leave that shirt on?”

      I jump back out of his grip – crap, I’d forgotten about that. I grab the nearest dark shirt and pull it on over the top of the one I’m wearing. Covered.

      When I turn around, Seth’s still chuckling, but he’s gone back to stirring and scrubbing clothes.

      “You’d better pick that up before Killian loses his shit,” he says, pointing down at the blade that fell out of my pocket.

      “Crap. I’d make the worst Saber in history. It just doesn't occur to me to make sure I’m armed.”

      “Because you already have two of them?” he teases.

      “Haha, that’s not what I meant and you know it.”

      I pick up the blade and stick it back in my pocket before picking up his ruined pants up between my thumb and forefinger, one leg still smoldering.

      “What do you want to do with these?” I ask.

      “I’m keeping them. Wouldn’t dare get rid of my souvenir.”

      “Souvenir? What are you going to do with them?” I demand, throwing them over to him.

      He shoves them in the vat and starts washing, tossing a clean shirt at me, followed by a dozen pairs of braies in quick succession. Water sprays everywhere, and I’m very glad for two things. That I chose a dark shirt, and that the sun has peeked out from behind the dreary sky.

      I pile the laundry onto the railing, unable to move far enough away from him to hang them properly.

      “I’m going to wear them,” he says, shrugging. “And remember the day you tried to burn my balls off. Just the thought makes me feel all warm and loved.”

      I turn, ready to tell him that I didn’t mean to set his pants on fire – although he definitely deserved it – and the flames went nowhere near his balls, when a wet pair of braies smack into my face. I peel them off, water dribbling down over my chin.

      “Sorry,” he laughs.

      Too late, I’m already running at him. I spin the undershorts to tighten the fabric and flick it out to snap on his ass.

      Jumping back, he squeals like a kid. “Vexy!”

      He dives his arm into the vat and pulls out another pair of braies. Oh, crap!

      I run.

      Well, try to run. Trying to avoid anyone when you’re trapped in a bubble is hard work, made worse as he corners me against the back of the cottage. This side of the building is up on stilts with a small gap underneath – my only option. I shimmy under, slip on a rock, and land with a hard thunk on my ass.

      A hard, wooden, echoing thunk.

      Not the kind of sound I was expecting. It’s odd enough to stop Seth’s attack and spike his curiosity. “What was that?”

      I toss my now dirty pair of braies out at him and feel around under the dirt and leaf litter. Definitely something hard. My fingers loop through a cold metal handle, and after a good tug, the thing lifts – just a tad.

      Definitely a door.

      Seth crawls under the cottage, nudging me over with his elbow.

      I roll to the side, saying, “All right, I’m moving.”

      He smiles. “Good, I’m not exactly a little guy.”

      He’s right, but I’m not about to start a fresh argument with him. I lie on my back, looking up at the boards and beams that make up the underside of Eydis’ house. The space grows narrow on the right and is boarded-up on the front and left, making it almost cozy under here. Just Seth and me.

      Me, lying around, and him scraping back more dirt before opening the trap door. Easily, might I add. Way, way too easily.

      The hole is too dark to see much in, but Seth leans over and feels around. His fingers scrape audibly across dry earth walls, but I don’t think he can reach the bottom. Then I hear the tell-tale ting of glass bottles bumping into each other.

      “Silvari wine,” he says, grinning broadly as he pulls one out.

      “One of your missions in life?”

      “You know me so well.”

      “Is that all that’s down there?” I ask, taking it from him.

      “It’s not a very big space, but I’d need a light to see properly.”

      He shimmies backward out from under the building, and I follow him.

      My wet pants are now covered in dried, crushed leaves and dirt. As soon as we’re finished here, I’m showering.

      “Roarke!” Seth bellows. Followed by a sharp whistle.

      I cover my ears as the sound echoes around the domain.

      “Calm your whistle,” I mutter.

      He chuckles, snatching up the two pairs of discarded braies and dumping them back into the vat. Then he frowns down at them, and pulls the plug from the side. The water gushes out into a small trench and down towards what could have once been a vegetable patch, but is now so close to nothing that I hadn’t even noticed it was there.

      I decide my job is done and perch on a low, flat, ass-shaped rock. The bubble makes a perfect backrest to get comfortable against before uncorking the wine bottle and taking three greedy mouthfuls then stopping to savor the sweet taste.

      “It’s not even lunchtime,” Seth says.

      I shrug. “You put it in my hands. What was I supposed to do with it?”

      “I would drink it, but I have work to do,” he says dramatically. “You, however, shouldn’t drink it because you can’t handle it.”

      In response, I take another large mouthful. The glass, cool from being stored underground, makes my lips feel alive, and the liquid soothes down my throat as if this is what I have wanted all day – I just didn’t know it.

      “Hurry up and finish the washing then, so you can join me.”

      He plugs the vat and flicks the tap back on, refilling it with clean water, then he offers me a sneaky smile and takes several quick steps backwards.

      I tumble off my rock, flail, twist, and land with a thump on my stomach.

      “Oh, nice one, Splat,” Seth teases.

      I offer him a Killian-type growl but don’t bother to get up. Nope, I don’t mind being on the ground, not at all. So I continue to sip my wine from my new position.

      And that’s exactly the moment Roarke, Killian, and Pax come round the corner. They all stop short, glancing at me then glaring at Seth.

      “I can’t help it if she likes rolling around in the dirt,” Seth says.

      Killian grunts, folding his arms over his chest and making his biceps bulge, and Pax runs a hand through his short hair, looking exasperated as he beelines for me.

      “What did you call us for?” Roarke asks Seth. He has a book in one hand and a quill-type pen in his other.

      Seth points towards the hidden cellar, but my attention is locked on Pax as the guy squats down in front of me.

      “What?” he asks.

      “I didn’t whistle, Seth did.”

      “No, what are you doing on the ground?”

      “Drinking wine,” I say, awkwardly sipping my bottle.

      He shakes his head. “You do the strangest things.”

      I roll over onto my back, looking up at him from almost between his knees.

      “But you still wuv me?” The words are out before I can stop them, followed by a sharp giggle of nervous energy.

      Wuv me? What the chuck am I saying?

      Pax’s eyes glow, his lips twisting into a decidedly Thane smile. More animalistic. More bold and demanding.

      “Of course,” Thane says, then he retreats back.

      “But,” Pax adds, “that doesn’t make her any less–”

      “Interesting?” I provide.

      “Trouble,” Killian overrides – the guy’s now crouched against the cottage inspecting the open door in the ground.

      “Hard work,” Roarke adds from under the house, leaning into the hole with a lit stick.

      “Fun,” Seth says, pulling the last item of clothing from the vat.

      “Ours,” Pax says, snatching my wine from my hand and standing sharply.

      Conversation over, I guess. Wine gone.

      Mind blown.

      I just lay here in the dirt, watching them inspect the hole. Speechless.
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      Eydis’ small cellar was hand-dug a few hundred, even a thousand years ago, but whoever did the work wasn’t thinking about ease of use. I have to crawl on my hands and knees to move around, shoving two crates of wine up for Killian and Pax to haul out before I can get to the unusual collection of boxes at the back.

      Potions. The woman was stockpiling potions. There’s no real label on them – just a hollow circle with a line through it. The symbol for endings. For things finished. Stopped.

      For a soul that is shattered from this plane through the Veil. The kind of symbol I would put on a potion capable of sending a soul already free of its body into the Aeons. A shiver runs over me as I try to find any other likely application – and fail.

      Twenty vials in each box. Two, four, six, eight, sixteen, thirty-two… a hundred and fifty boxes. Three thousand vials.

      At the back is a leather satchel. I know that with the limited light, searching through it would be easier from outside, but I can’t help myself. I flip it open to find a collection of dried herbs way past being usable. They’re dead twigs really, from hundreds of years ago. Next, I pull out a vial about the length of a dagger and the breadth of my thumb with a crack in the side. Knowing our luck, it once held Origin Water, but it’s bone dry now. Then a typical potion bottle, completely unlabeled. It doesn’t even have symbols on it. And a folded piece of parchment.

      “Hurry up in there,” Pax shouts.

      “Hold your horses,” I call back.

      I open the note. It’s in Eydis’ hand, with scientific diagrams next to the neat inked letters. Two potions.

      Soul Elixir – which, among other things, requires Origin Water – and Null Elixir.

      Soul Elixir ~ One vial, one soul, no apparent time limit after death before application.

      Well, that answers that question.

      Yes, we can free the souls from Lithael’s charms. The man is wearing several, and Silvari souls are balls of silver energy. Deadly, fast, and usually angry. So we’d better have our delivery system mastered before smashing their glass prisons or a lot of people are going to die.

      And the recipe is here, so even though we’re short a few thousand, we can make more – once we find the key ingredient and free Kitten.

      On the bottom half of the page is a different concoction. Next to the heading is a sketch of the Return Seal.

      
        
        Elixir’s effects last between three hours and three days. I’d hoped for a complete null, but in some cases, Sabers have experienced no benefits; in others, they have had a temporary null, and in all cases, they have lost access to a skill or power for the duration. Which one seems linked to the individual. The trade for one advantage requires the sacrifice of another. I fear this particular potion is impossible without something stronger than Origin Spring water, and I’m not sure that exists.

        

      

      She was working on a countermeasure to the Return Seals. A way to balance out the magic – null it. Excitement rushes through me. I can work with this, use Eydis’ attempts as a starting point. And her Soul Elixir is – Aeons, it’s a game changer.

      I damn near hit my head on the roof in excitement.

      The only other thing in here is a worn-out book sitting atop the box at the back. It’s just a little bit bigger than pocket-size and covered in a thin purple leather sleeve, with several purple ribbons marking pages. I smooth my hand over the leather first, brushing the dust off, then flick it open. ‘Mo... Fo... Manual’ the title reads, more than half of it having rubbed off. Old, almost impossibly old. Like something that might have been printed before our realm became separated from the mortals. Long before.

      Of all the things Eydis has hidden down here, like potions that could save this realm and wine that would spoil in the larder, why would she have just one book and not even one by a well-known WordSeed? Bizzare isn’t even the right word for it.

      I tilt it in my hand and let the pages split naturally. It opens to the last ribboned bookmark, which is a scribble. One of those things a person draws while thinking. It’s mostly circles and lines with shorthand letters. DS and OS and AS and a crossed-out M. Nothing but nonsense, so I move on to the more important pages.

      Most of the book was printed by WordSeeds, but these end pages have been cleared with a Page Wiping Potion then filled with notes in Eydis’ sprawling hand. I pick a random section and pause long enough to skim read it.

      

      
        
        Child orphaned. Tried to reach her family in time – died of the mortal flu. Now in the care of the Manor Lord. Being raised by her own kind will be better than bringing her here. Who knows the damage? Bringing her back through the border after whatever the Origin Spring did to put her into stasis has no logical reason for success. I never thought she would come out.

        I wish Raefiya was still living to help me navigate this. Leave the child to the suffering of mortals or bring her back into Silva and destroy her mortal soul? Without some kind of a buffer between her and the magic of this place, surely she wouldn’t last ‘til adulthood? Even in my domain. Haryk-Larsan lived outside the border for a reason – a man that powerful could never find peace otherwise… but the girl isn’t just mortal. I will have to sleep on it…

        ~ Eydis.

        

      

      My knowledge of Kitten twists and bends to try and accommodate this new information. Haryk-Larsan is a person. About being powerful. I find myself frozen, trying to process it, failing, and finally shaking it off with a rush of shivers over my entire being, to explore when I don’t have an audience.

      I skip a few pages.

      
        
        She is fed but has clearly lost weight. The Manor Lord keeps a firm hand on his staff, but they are, after all, his staff. She is punished more brutally than a child should be, but how am I to know if this wasn’t Raefiya’s wishes all along? I have decided to employ tradesmen and build a new cottage with a direct line of sight to the Manor. It will take time, but in the end, it will be closer to the Origin Spring and more convenient anyway.

        

      

      There are more – pages and pages of dates and details. But my stomach turns at the idea of reading about Kitten’s life, like I’m reading her journal.

      I flick to the table of contents – where the title hasn’t been rubbed off. Proper Maintenance of your Mortal. Eydis did, however, put a line through it, followed by the word ‘poppycock.’

      Eydis has books upstairs on every aspect of mortals, but this one she’s kept hidden. Either because the information in here is precious, or because it was less reliable and so didn’t require being within arm’s reach. Or both. The contents are a quick list of useful subjects – hair, rest, food – making the whole thing a conundrum.

      “What’s taking so long?” Killian grumbles.

      I slip the book closed and shimmy backwards until I’m under the open hole, collecting just one vial of Eydis’ stash of potions as I go. I don’t bother climbing out yet, just pass the vial up to Killian, who passes it to Pax, and nearby, Seth cranes his neck to get a good look. Kitten’s up off the ground and leaning in beside Seth. I hold the vial of Soul Elixir up for them to see.

      “It destroys souls?” Pax hedges. Not quite guessing the label right, but close enough that everyone makes the connection – well, everyone but Kitten.

      “So can it?” Pax asks.

      I nod. “I think so.”

      “Can it what?” both Kitten and Seth ask in unison.

      Pax ignores them. “How many?”

      “Three thousand.”

      “Three thousand what?” Seth and Kitten ask.

      They look at each other and laugh.

      Killian glares at them, and Kitten clears her throat loudly. “Sorry.”

      “What’s gotten into you two?”

      I’m pretty sure we’re all thinking the same thing. She’s in wet pants and wearing two shirts. Seth’s pants are also wet, and sections of his shirt have been splashed. Evidently, they had a water fight, but it hasn’t gotten the Chaos out of their systems.

      “It was his fault,” Kitten says, pointing at Seth and taking a big step backwards.

      Seth shrugs. “Any time, Vexy.”

      “What?” Pax demands, stepping up to Seth.

      Seth’s smile could catch flies as his muscles coil, ready to run, and his mouth opens. “She used my Chaos.”

      He’s ready to duck and dash, but the rest of us are caught in a moment of stupor. I’m waist deep in a hole underneath the cobweb-covered floor of a deceased Master’s cottage with both the best discovery of the decade – boxes and boxes of potions with huge potential – and a brand new puzzle – this book on mortals. I break free of my shock, launch myself out of the hole, and snap time to be in front of her instantly. My hands cup her face, looking in each of her eyes, even pulling at the lids with my thumbs.

      “Did it hurt?” I ask.

      She wraps her hands around my wrists, one gripping firmer than the other, before answering, “A little.”

      “Are you hurting now?”

      “Don’t listen to her, she can’t count,” Seth says, still keeping a safe distance.

      “What’s counting got to do with it?” Pax demands.

      “On a scale of one to ten her pain never goes above eight.”

      Measuring her pain, why didn’t I think of that? Measuring her pain, her bubble, tracking her sleep. I need to read Eydis’ manual as soon as I can; I’m failing her. Images of the places still left blank in Eydis’ attic where I can chart and table this information and try to find the correlations, come to mind.

      I let go of her face, but she doesn’t let go of my wrists, her soft fingers keeping contact as I ask, “Explain the Chaos?”

      At exactly the same time as Pax asks, “Why?” and Killian asks, “When?”

      “I set his pants on fire,” she says, a little too proud of herself.

      I burst out laughing. I can’t help it. I’ve just been informed that the most beautiful creature I know set the most annoying brother in history’s pants on fire.

      “I wish I’d been there,” I manage to choke out.

      “Why?” Pax repeats.

      “He stuffed me in the vat,” Kitten says, removing the tension from Pax’s shoulders and drawing just one corner of his mouth up into a smile.

      I’ll admit, she’s all kinds of bad for all of us, but simultaneously all kinds of good – especially for Pax.

      Killian offers a grunt that sounds a lot like praise.

      “Wine,” both Kitten and Seth call out, which starts more laughter.

      I return to the cellar and slide the hatch closed.

      “Later,” Pax says. “Seth, we need to search further east.”

      “No, Eydis’ notes say the Spring is close. We need to start looking for enchantments, seals, potions, wards, that sort of thing.”

      “Then do it,” Pax orders.

      “Yeah,” I say, rubbing a hand down my face in frustration. A good shower, clean clothes, big meal, few wines, and a solution – I need the lot.

      And more.

      Kitten leans into Seth.

      “What’s in the potions?” she whispers, which is useless even in this breeze since I can hear every syllable of her gentle voice.

      “One vial – one soul,” Seth whispers back.

      “Oh, like the ones Lithael has trapped…” she trails off and just waves a hand towards her neck.

      We’re all just watching the two of them.

      “Why are you guys so mean to Seth?” she suddenly demands.

      “Because he asks stupid questions,” I answer since it’s clear the other two aren’t going to bother.

      “It’s only a stupid question if you’re not open to the possibilities,” she says with such a sure tone that no argument springs to mind at all.

      Seth chuckles and kisses her temple. “Thank you, Vexy.”

      “Seth, take your open mind and start crafting Sigil Seek Potions,” Pax says. “You technically should have topped the class.”

      “After Roarke,” Seth counters.

      “Roarke doesn’t count,” Pax says.

      “Why doesn’t Roarke count?” Kitten interrupts.

      “They stopped bothering to score him two hundred years ago,” Seth explains. “Automatic first place.”

      I clear my throat and look around like I’m not even listening to them – the last thing I want to do is discuss any of the ease with which knowledge fills my world. I don’t really work harder; I just understand more. Like my power pulls and draws in at the tiny pieces of the world that weave together to form everything we know – or think we know. I walk into a room, and my power draws me toward an important book or drags my attention into an unlikely corner. Not every minute of every day, but often enough to make me seem smarter than those around me. Clearly not to hidden cellars under houses, or maybe my power’s attention is so thoroughly tuned into Kitten that it couldn’t care less about a book or a potion right now. But add that quirk to my ability to Allure time, and the homework that would take another Saber three hours I could turn out in minutes.

      Plus, I like knowing things. I like books, the smell of a library, the feel of paper, the slide of ink on parchment. Killian has his weapons and I have knowledge.

      Doesn’t mean I want to be the center of their conversation, though.

      “Not important,” Killian mutters before I’m forced to come up with a distraction.

      Seth bounces on the balls of his feet, a little too excited for a guy about to mix a few dozen potions.

      He scruffs Kitten’s hair on the way past, and she just barely manages to swat him away.
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      Killian points at the book in Roarke’s hand as I step in closer to the remaining three of my guys. Roarke holds it up, showing them the cover, then discards it with the one he carried outside earlier.

      “What’s the book?” I ask.

      “Another of Eydis’,” Roarke says. “Describe your pain?”

      “Asking questions about a book isn’t usually a painful activity,” I tell him, a little offended that he actually thinks I could hurt myself just by talking. I’m pretty talented as far as exploiting mortal weaknesses goes, but not quite that good.

      “No,” he groans. “Using Chaos. What did it feel like?”

      Killian chuckles, turning to kick a nearby stone under the house as if the distraction might stop him from saying something. Which only makes me curious what exactly he was about to say.

      “No, actually. No pain for the Chaos when it worked, but a kind of sharp, stabbing pain from when it didn’t work,” I say, running my fingers down over my braid and inspecting the loose strands and occasional hard-from-mud patch.

      I desperately need a shower.

      “I’d rather she learn your power than Seth’s,” Pax says, pointing at Roarke. “If she’s reaching for yours instinctively, then she needs to be able to do it without harm – and time would be her best advantage.”

      “What do you mean, time?” I ask.

      Roarke’s slow smile always draws me in, and for half a beat I just smile back at him.

      “Darkness, stay with them,” Pax says, then he turns and walks off.

      “What? Wait,” I call, running after him, but he’s way ahead of me.

      “Easy,” Killian rumbles, grabbing the back of my shirt.

      Probably a good thing that he holds me back; there’s a chance my bubble has already separated Pax and me, but at the same time, a hot fist of anger jabs into my chest at being hauled back from getting to my… Pax. My Pax.

      Killian chuckles, yanking me back harder so I almost bounce off his chest.

      “You want to fight me?” he asks, his tone low and dark and dripping with intention.

      I purse my lips, throw my hand back, and just barely miss getting a good grip on his balls before he lets go of my shirt and gets out of the way. Everything about me is amusing him today.

      “Well, if you two are done, Kitten, come over here and take a seat. Killian will watch our… connection –”

      “I should get Pax back,” Killian says, as if something just occurred to him. If I didn’t know the guy better, I’d say there’s just a tiny tinge of fear laced through the word ‘should.’

      “Clearly, Pax thinks this is a good idea,” Roarke says.

      “Clearly – dumbass.”

      “Just, if something goes wrong, come in swinging,” Roarke says, taking me by the shoulders and directing me downhill from the washing vat and the pen now decorated in dripping clothes.

      “Wrong?” I ask.

      Wrong is not what a girl wants to hear before using someone else’s magic.

      “Magic can always go wrong, especially mine,” Roarke says.

      He doesn’t stop as he explains, steering me all the way to the edge of the stream, then manhandling me down to sit on a rock.

      “I’m not touching either of you,” Killian grunts, like maybe the contact would make things go more wrong.

      “That’s why I said come in swinging.”

      “All right, you two old-married-serving-ladies ready to include me in this conversation?” I ask.

      “No.” But he doesn’t come any closer.

      “All right,” Roarke says, sitting on the rock opposite me.

      The narrow stream cuts through the rocks on my right, full of clear, almost sparkling water with little fish darting in and out of sight. On my left is the path; the cottage is a little behind me, and the boulder’s a little in front, with Killian poised and ready to attack in between.

      “He’s not waiting to attack me, is he?” I ask.

      Roarke shakes his head. “Here, give me your arm.”

      I obey, holding out my double-layered arm. One black shirt, one wet white shirt, then one arm inside.

      He doesn’t ask, just takes my arm and says, “Close your eyes.”

      I obey, feeling him carefully roll the sleeves back.

      “Allure needs to feel like this,” he says, holding my palm up and exposing the delicate inside of my wrist.

      “We’ve had this conversation,” I say, expecting the familiar warmth of his fingers laced with magic – but instead getting a single droplet of water.

      It lands near the crook of my elbow and starts a slow trail towards my hand. Roarke angles and twists my arm, guiding the droplet into my palm.

      “You can’t do this,” he says, pulling my arm and plunging the whole thing into the freezing stream.

      I squeal, eyes popping open as I struggle to yank my arm back. His grip on my wrist relaxes.

      “What was that for?” I demand, trying to dry my hand on the stomach of my shirt.

      “It seems to work for Killian,” he says.

      I glare up the hill at the big guy.

      “It works,” he says, a little smile on his lips that makes me wish I could pick him up and dump him in the water.

      “Okay. Do you remember any of the instructions I gave you before we healed your arm?”

      “Why didn’t you just ask me instead of sticking my hand in the water?”

      “I’m asking now. What do you remember?”

      I shrug. “I remember concentrating. Not much else.”

      “Do you remember harmony?” he asks, so softly that I’m pretty convinced he doesn’t want to ask me at all.

      “No,” I whisper back.

      “To let yourself be the thing you are doing is to find harmony. That complete balance. Allure isn’t an order or a contrast or even an effort. The Allure needs to come naturally.”

      Harmony. I roll the word around in my mind as I say, “That’s not going to work for me. I am mortal. Using Allure is being something that I am not.”

      “But you have to use it as if it is yours. Pax wants you to Allure time.”

      “Why?”

      “Because that is possibly the most useful skill among us for self-defense. Slowing time is what allows us to move so fast. We don’t actually move any quicker, but the rest of the world does move slower.”

      “Then why do you call it speed? Why not slow?”

      He chuckles at me. “You call it speed, or Saber-super-speed, I think. I just call it Allure.”

      I groan, feeling my stomach rumble at the same time.

      “Here,” he says, stretching his fingers into the crystalline water and drawing out a handful of pebbles. “The aim of the task is to stop the stone before it splashes.” He opens his palm and counts the stones. “We’ll give it eleven goes. Ready?”

      I nod.

      He flicks a stone, and it falls almost faster than I can track into the stream. Splash. Gone.

      “Well, this is hopeless,” I mutter.

      Behind me Killian chuckles, then orders, “Try harder.”

      “Throw the thing slower then,” I tell Roarke.

      He flicks another, and a little red fish zips from behind a rock, completely distracting me.

      Five stones later, and I hold my hand out, demanding he hand the stones over.

      I roll them between my fingers, all slightly different sizes or shapes but all smooth and warm. Allure-magic-warmed. I actually don’t want to throw any of them away, but I do. One at a time. Each one splashing down before I can even think any kind of Allure command.

      “All right, take a break,” Roarke says, diving his hand into the water and making a small pile of pebbles on the ground in front of him.

      I turn away from the stream. Killian hasn’t really moved, still watching.

      “You realize the point of this is so you don’t kill yourself,” Roarke says.

      “Fight first, recover later,” Killian corrects.

      “Fight well enough not to require recovery,” Roarke says, and Killian nods his agreement – clearly updating his opinion.

      I ignore them. Talking about me seems to be a trend among my Elorsins, so I let them go for it.

      I’m drawn instead to the blood stain on the boulder. The rock itself has a sparkle to it in the daylight, like little flecks of something shiny are speckled through its solid black makeup. But despite the deep color of the stone, my gaze is still drawn to Eydis’ blood.

      “Why do you think her blood did that?” I ask, pointing. “I mean, it practically had to flow up the rock to make that pattern.”

      “What pattern?” Roarke asks.

      “They’re symmetrical wings.”

      He looks at it for a long moment. The breeze pulls at the loose strands around his face, and he tugs the tie free. His hair slips over his shoulder to reveal the smooth skin of his neck and chest – because his shirt is always far too open and often slips low.

      Why am I biting my lip right now – biting my lip to distract my teeth from wanting to bite his neck?

      Why the chuck do I want him to let me bite his neck?

      He turns slowly, his dark eyes settling on mine with an intensity in their depths – a hunger.

      “Your mind can’t go there when you’re with me,” he says, each deep tone stirring my insides to life.

      “Sorry,” I admit. “Wasn’t intentional.”

      “We’re trying to get a grip on your magical anomaly. Not get our clothes off.”

      “Again,” I correct. “Get our clothes off again. You know, I think you guys just secretly like getting me naked. All these times I’m getting hurt are just an excuse.”

      He struggles to keep the seductive smile from his lips – and fails.

      “I’d rather you not be hurt – but I’m all for you being naked.”

      His hand closes into a fist, pressing hard against his leg. He’s really struggling, and cruelly, I’m enjoying it.

      “But maybe that’s a bad idea, being naked and all, because that leads to other stuff – or so I’ve been told.” You want my body. You want me naked, I chime in silently. “Cook gave Jake and me the lecture in such detail that neither of us could look at each other for a week.”

      He groans. “That’s right, you’re a virgin.”

      And that seems to have him shifting, adjusting his weight, adjusting himself.

      I scratch my chin, looking up towards the clouds as if thinking hard.

      “I mean, rolling around in the hay doesn’t really count, does it?” You think I’m sexy. You want to kiss me. “Not that I’d recommend the hay – kind of stabs you in places, that does. The kitchen bench is a good height, though.” You can’t resist me.

      That does it. He practically pounces on me, knocking me backwards to the ground. One hand is under my back and gripping my hair, the other pressed into the earth beside my shoulder – only half holding his weight up.

      His chest heaves in desperate breaths. His tongue traces along his lips as if he’s trying to fight the urge, or savor it, I’m not sure.

      Footsteps moving hard through the dry leaves alert me to Killian’s fast approach.

      Shhh time. Hush. Quiet … Just a few more seconds.

      Then Roarke’s lips brush against mine, warmth tracing each and every movement he makes. His fingers flex in my hair. His exhale skitters and dances over my skin. The subtle thrust of his hips pushes all of the hard parts of him against me. Thankfully, we’ve got clothes on, or more would be happening right now.

      Or maybe not so thankfully, because I really want more to be happening right now, as his kiss makes me fall into bliss. I’m sure no one else could feel like this, though I want to kiss Seth and Pax a million more times, and Killian is on my must-conquer list – if I ever find the bralls – but Roarke is… Roarke. Perfect and irreplaceable.

      And mine?

      I need him to be mine.

      He pulls back for a breath, then turns his head sharply to the right.

      Time has stood still.

      Frozen.

      Means nothing anymore.

      I know this even before I follow his gaze and see Killian mid-run and ready to kick Roarke off me.

      “I did that?” I ask.

      Roarke nods. “Yes,” he says, his word breathy with all the desire that we are not going to be able to explore.

      He untangles his hand from my hair and climbs to his feet, adjusting the waist of his pants.

      “What do I do now?” I demand, still panting on the ground.

      “Time only gives you a minute or two. He’ll snap out of it on his own.”

      “Oh,” I say, starting to climb to my feet on shaky legs. Nope – I’m going to kneel for a moment until I’m sure I won’t fall on my face. “Why are you smiling so big?”

      “I’m pretty impressed you managed to Allure me and time – almost simultaneously. Any pain?”

      Killian snaps out of his freeze, still storming forwards. His boot kicks through the air and brushes against my arm, only just missing me, before slamming back to the ground.

      I squeak and jump back, pretty sure if Roarke and I hadn’t already begun getting up, that kick would have landed on the side of Roarke’s head.

      Growling and glaring, he moves back in close to me. So close that as I rub my almost injured arm I’m also rubbing his stomach.

      “What happened?” he demands.

      “She held time,” Roarke says.

      Killian grabs my head with both of his hands, scaring the crap out of me. His lips press firmly to my forehead, then he releases me again and turns sharply to Roarke.

      Roarke takes giant jogging steps backwards.

      “Next time tell her to move out of my way,” Killian growls, stalking after him.

      I follow, because every step away from me that they take is a step closer to me being smacked by a wall.

      But I’m not looking at them anymore – distracted by the rock and the dark maroon blood stain.

      And I’m not sure how the guys resolve their issue, but Roarke steps up on my right, still panting a little, and Killian on my left, arms crossed over his chest and his bulging bicep intentionally pressed into my shoulder. I don’t move, and as Roarke’s hand settles onto the small of my back, I don’t want to move either.

      “That worries you, doesn’t it?” Roarke asks.

      “It just looks too perfect.”

      Killian rumbles.

      “You don’t think so?” I ask him.

      “We’ve seen a lot of blood. Blood does weird things, perfect droplets or wide arcs or big pools,” Roarke says.

      “But wings,” I press.

      “They’re not very big. Really, it’s not a lot of blood, given the trauma the woman had.”

      I move forward, feeling a little exposed as their bodies lose contact with mine. He’s right about the size; with my thumbs pressed together each wing is barely the span of my hands.

      “But they are wings.”

      Killian offers a ‘maybe’ grunt, grabbing the back of my pants and yanking me back a step. His gaze is locked onto the design.

      “Why does it matter?” he finally asks.

      I sigh. It doesn’t in the scheme of things. “It just doesn’t make sense to me. The Sabers said they killed her, but they weren’t the ones to damage her body. They were waiting for the thing that did the damage to come back when we arrived. So something took her heart, and in the process left a mark that looks like wings.”

      I run my fingers over the design, feeling a shiver as logic reminds me that this is someone’s blood that I’m touching.

      Just blood. Just stained stone.

      “Weird – yes. Important – no,” Killian says.

      He sounds so much like the thoughts going through my mind that I have to chuckle at hearing him say them out loud.

      “Agreed,” I say.

      “I’ve got work to do,” Roarke says, waving towards the book he had carried out with him and the one he found in the cellar.

      Among the river pebbles at the base of the big, bloody rock is something tiny and shiny. I lean down and scoop it up.

      “Huh,” he says. “Looks like glass.”

      “Can’t be.” Killian tries to take it from me, but I snap my fingers tightly closed around it.

      “Is it a spider?” I demand.

      “Not likely,” Roarke says with a curious tilt to his head.

      “If it’s not going to turn into a spider – like that pretty blue leaf – then you’re not allowed to squish it.”

      “It’s a rock.”

      I roll my eyes. I didn’t literally mean ‘squish’ – except Killian could probably crush it with ease. So, yeah, I did mean squish.

      “There’s a cliff made of smooth stone at the end of the path. Maybe it chipped off,” Roarke says.

      Their attention moves down the path, looking around even though it’s obvious that we’re in a bit of a secluded nook, with the boulders and stream bordering us on both sides and the cottage blocking out all view of the rest of the domain.

      “You’re right,” Roarke says, as if Killian has actually spoken. “One shard this far away is unlikely, and it doesn't look quite like the same compound.”

      “What’s a smooth wall doing at the end of the path?”

      “The water for the stream has probably flowed over it for thousands – maybe millions – of years. There’s nothing better than water to wear any type of rock smooth, given enough time. These boulders are black granite, which is rare, but it just means that there was a volcano around here a few million years ago, but not enough quartz. There’s only one active volcano in Silva, but the remaining mountain for this one probably forms part of the border to the south, though I’m not sure which mountain it would be.”

      He points into the mist beyond the big tree. I can’t see a mountain, but in that direction I can’t even see the sky. I don’t remember seeing that kind of mountain from the Manor, either – but Cook did tell strange tales. And all we could see was a forest and the green mist of the border. It was spooky.

      “So volcanoes form rocks?” I press, trying to find the link between volcanoes and the stone in my hand or the smooth wall apparently down the path.

      “Volcanoes release lava, lava cools to make granite, though granite needs a percentage of quartz to be true granite, so what we’re looking at is specifically termed ‘gabbro’ –”

      “Roarke,” Killian grunts, cutting in.

      Which earns him a sharp elbow and my cranky tone. “I was listening to him.”

      Roarke leans in and kisses my temple, leaving the spot tingling as he whispers, “Thank you.”

      I want to say ‘you’re welcome,’ but I’m a bit distracted by the sensation still humming on my skin.

      “I was going to say,” Roarke continues, “that volcanoes leave tunnels too, and now that I’m thinking about it, a tunnel from the mountain would create a constant source of water and pressure for the unusual direction of flowing out from underneath the roots. The tree is probably growing its roots into the tunnel, enjoying the luxury of a pure, endless water supply. If the stream didn’t flow uphill, this whole area would be a pond, or even a lake, so the stream’s direction is probably Eydis’ work.”

      “But no spring?” I ask.

      “Not yet.”

      “No spring and a path that leads to a pretty rock,” I mutter, uncurling my fingers to inspect my pretty rock.

      It’s almost the size of a small egg, the kind a pigeon would lay. But it’s rough, like it’s covered in a million scratches. Without the scratches, it might be completely clear – but it just looks scratched and a little broken now. Oddly, I get a sense that it is anything but rough and broken – that this is how it’s meant to be – but all of that just feeds my curiosity more.

      It’s cold against my skin, even though me holding it should have warmed it up by now. And to say it hums would make me sound crazy – but that’s exactly what it feels like.

      “Is it a weapon – is this what smashed through her chest?”

      “And left these marks on the boulder? Also unlikely. Why are you so curious about it?” Roarke asks.

      “The blood? I’m not anymore; I’m curious about this egg now.”

      “Egg?” Roarke asks, trying to snatch it back out of my hands.

      What is with these guys and snatching!

      “No, this is my project. You’re on bubble-popping duties, and I get to work out the weird glass ball thing that I think looks like an egg, and I’m pretty sure came out of Eydis’ chest.”

      Rourke's eyes almost pop out of his head. All the pieces of a puzzle he didn’t even realize existed are falling in front of him. And he looks pretty desperate to solve it, too.

      “Not currently important,” Killian says, tapping it before I manage to pull it out of his reach.

      “Fine, but we’re done out here. Bring it inside with you,” Roarke says.

      His hand trails across my back as he walks off, a sensation I mostly miss out on because I’m wearing two shirts. Then he’s outside my bubble, and I’m left with the distinct sensation of Killian. Leather and safety, an odd combination.

      “I need a shower,” I say.

      Killian chuffs.

      “Like, a proper one. Not a rub down with a towel or a dunk in the cold stream. You have to stop doing that soon – winter will hit, and there’ll be snow on the ground, and I’m not built for swimming in frozen lakes.”

      “Maybe I like seeing you cold,” he says, ambling back to the cottage.

      “Maybe I don’t.”

      “Maybe I don’t care what you like.”

      “Don’t lie, you care.”

      He just grunts, reaching back and tugging me out of his shadow and in close to his side.

      “Maybe,” he says.
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      I take my books and detour past where Pax is strategizing. Four logs have been carried in from the forest to form a square of seating beside the cottage and the stream. Enough room for our impending guests and important meetings – because there’s little chance Pax will let them sit inside. He’s claimed that space for his pack, and aside from tasks involving serving us, there is no room for others, even allies.

      I wave the book in the air, and Pax nods, following me inside and up into Eydis’ attic workspace. An attic which, I admit, is a mess.

      “The Origin Spring is close. I found more of Eydis’ notes. She talks of building her cottage here to watch Kitten because she was frightened that bringing her through the border would eventually kill her. She didn’t know if Kitten would have a Seed or any kind of power or if just being here would drain her life.”

      He reaches for the book, and I pull it out of reach.

      “You don’t want to read her notes. It’s like a journal of Kitten’s life – none of us wants to read this.”

      He clenches his fist, then slowly lowers his arm.

      “I will read it,” Thane declares.

      “But not now.” I put my foot down on the subject.

      Thane backs down, but Pax presses on, “One of us needs to read it. The answers might be in there.”

      I shake my head. “I looked at the last entry. It’s like Eydis just gives up on taking notes when Kitten turns sixteen.”

      “So you flicked through it and discovered that the Spring is close and that Eydis was watching Beautiful, and that being in Silva might be killing her. All of that information, but you don’t think it’s worth reading the rest of the entries?”

      Okay, so there is a lot of useful information in there. He’s right – but, “It doesn’t feel right,” I try to explain.

      “Then get Beautiful in here and read it with her. I don’t care. Find me that Spring!” he shouts. Thundering down the stairs, he keeps shouting, “Shade!”

      Moments later, I hear her arguing about needing a shower. I don’t move, just listen. Pax lets her have about a minute in the water on the next level down, and it’s barely five minutes from the water turning off ‘til Killian escorts her up the stairs.

      All of which is rather amusing.

      Killian stops at the top of the stairs, his eyes set on me with a vague question in them.

      Do I need to stay?

      I feel around the edges of my power, calm, settled, almost peaceful, then I shake my head. I’m in control.

      “Check the sequoia tree again,” I say. “I’m sure the Spring is there; where there is one water source maybe there is another. And ask how Seth is going with his Sigil Seek Potion.”

      Kitten glances between Killian and me, a confused crease on her otherwise calm brow. She looks young and innocent, but doesn’t get to ask her question before Killian has begun to vanish down the stairs.

      “What tree?” she asks. “What potion?”

      I wave in the vague direction of the enormous pine outside. “The big one, and Seth was looking to see if Eydis used some kind of sigil to help conceal things. She could have used a potion, that would make sense from a Potion Master, but there is no Potion Seek Potion that we can make.”

      “Oh,” she says.

      Her gray eyes do a quick flick around the room. The work stations are completely rearranged for either research or experiments, the floor covered in trip hazards, and the window seat now piled with half-read books.

      “Right,” she says, drawing out the syllables and stepping over or around the piles, subconsciously running her fingers through her damp, vibrant blonde hair. The color catches the rays of light and makes the whole room seem lighter.

      “Showered?” I ask her.

      “Much better,” she says.

      “With Killian?”

      “No,” she snorts. “I showered with water, thank you. And soap. Found Eydis’ soap.”

      “Where’s the egg?” I ask.

      She pats her left pocket in answer.

      “And your weapons?”

      She pats her ankle, then pulls a karambit from her right pocket. It’s not a very popular weapon – small, just as easy to use as any other blade for a beginner, but with a lot more potential in the hands of someone who has skill.

      The sheathed knife fits nicely back into her pocket as she asks, “Why so many questions?”

      “Because you have a habit of leaving things lying around.”

      She bends over, flopping all of her hair forwards and trying to struggle it into a band. She’s wearing one of my shirts, my pants too, and I rather like that she just helped herself. Another small moment that sparks questions about what in the Aeons my power is doing. Allure owns, it doesn’t generally delight in seeing someone take what is ours. But right now, her in my cream cotton shirt and beige linen pants feels exactly as things should be. The back of my shirt is wet, the light cotton sticking to her shoulder blades and hugging her hips. My splayed fingers would enjoy gripping right there, at the point where her waist narrows. There’s more to her than most Silvari women, and every curve is redefining my definition of perfect.

      Because she would fit perfectly in my hands.

      My power swirls to life, skitters over her flesh, then settles on her… fingers.

      I stare at them. They’re nice fingers, for sure. Anything she did with them would also be nice, I’m equally sure. I’ve a long list of very intimate things that fingers can do – but right now my deepest desire is to still them.

      Before I’ve finished that thought, I’m slipping around behind her and leaning over her bent figure. My body molds perfectly around hers, making her breath falter and her movements still. I trace the length of her arms, sliding my hands over hers and replacing the grip she has on her hair. Slowly, she stands, her arms lowering as I take over the task of fastening her hair into a band.

      I can feel the little stutter in her breathing, the way she leans back against me. The way she enjoys my presence. No clothes tearing and desire-filled moans, or bodies rushing toward a single moment of pleasure, leaving sweat stains on the sheets and red marks where fingernails raked over skin.

      None of that.

      Just... this. A soft touch, a moment of comfort, an unassuming companion.

      My magic dances along my fingertips, alive with desire and making little wisps of steam rise from her damp hair.

      This.

      This moment.

      This touch.

      This is exactly where I want to be.

      The band snaps tight, and her hair is neatly in place. She lets out a soft exhale. “Thank you.”

      “You have had hair all your life, right?” I tease, my fingers trailing down to rest on her shoulders.

      “Yes. Just never this long. Cook and the knife and the hacking usually left it short and, well, nasty. It’s growing like crazy. Your hair is too. Killian can almost put his in a band.”

      I lean down, pressing a soft kiss to the smooth skin just behind her ear.

      “Pax wanted me to come up to you – what for?” she asks.

      “I’d rather keep playing with your hair,” I admit. I kiss her neck once more, a diversion as I find the band and pull it out.

      “Hey,” she squeaks, her hand flying backwards as she turns and tries to wrestle the band from my fingers.

      I hold it aloft, too high for her to reach, biting the corner of my lip as I look down at her. Damn Pax for making me do this, and damn this whole mess we’re in for needing me to do this to her.

      Forgive me, Kitten, for whatever it is we’re about to read.
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      I tackle Roarke, and we go down in a tangled heap on the floor. In one hand he has my band, in the other a book he’d snatched up off the workbench. I’m pretty much lying over the top of him, both of his legs wrapped around one of mine and keeping me from wriggling any higher and reaching his hands – and my hair band.

      He stops laughing long enough to suck in a breath. “I will give it back when I’m finished.”

      I’m not even sure why I want it so badly. Except, having my hair flop around in my eyes is annoying, and I only own one band – so the idea of losing it is a little terrifying.

      “But you have to get off me first,” he says, but I couldn’t even if I tried. The guy has serious leg strength.

      “You have to get off me,” I shoot back.

      His chest rumbles beneath me, and slowly he relaxes his legs and the grip they have on mine. “Just watch your knees.”

      I ever… so… slowly lift myself off of him, putting one knee on the floor so close to his crotch that even I’m surprised I missed anything important.

      “Did I miss?” I ask, fluttering my eyelashes just to get another laugh out of him.

      He pushes himself up onto his elbows, his hair falling back in a wave.

      Damn, the guy has good hair. Annoyingly good. Like give-it-to-me good.

      “I don’t need to kiss you,” he says so softly and gently that it takes me a second to realize what he’s actually said.

      “I don’t need to kiss you either,” I whisper back.

      “No, I’m serious. This is taking next to no energy at all. A little, but not like before. My power isn’t hunting for you. It isn’t hunting for anyone.” His sentence ends in nothing more than a whisper; the words – or their meaning – have knocked the volume right out of him.

      He abandons the hair band on the floor and lifts his hand to cup my cheek. “I don’t want to ruin this.”

      His lips are still moving, still trying to get his sentence out, when I dive for my band. I snatch it up off the floor and roll, thumping into the bench seat by the window.

      “Mine,” I declare in victory.

      He offers me a lopsided smile. It makes me think my antics might actually be endearing – but most likely they’re just annoying. He moves across to me, and I’m still trying to work out what he’s doing and trying not to knock over an awkwardly stacked pile of books next to my elbow when he slips in behind me and pulls me into the V of his legs. He leans back against the half-wall under the window seat. Before I can argue, he starts running his fingers over my scalp and through my hair.

      Shivers trickle down my spine, and I may have just moaned out loud.

      Yep – definitely making sounds of pure pleasure right now.

      He chuckles softly, pulling me deeper into his arms, then picking up the book and flipping it to the handwritten notes at the back.

      “I found this in Eydis’ cellar –”

      “What is it?” I cut in, partly because he’s making me think the contents of the book are less comfortable than eating rotten chicken. Which leaves me with memories of food poisoning – do Sabers even get food poisoning?

      “Just, I’m sorry, but it’s a journal of notes she took about you. Pax wants me to read it.”

      My heart stutters, and his hand stills in my hair.

      “I can read it to myself, or I can read it out loud, but I wanted you to have the choice. She might have left clues about the Spring or your father. There’s a reason she locked it in the cellar.”

      I shuffle back a little further, rolling a little to one side and leaning into him a lot. My head settles against his shoulder. One of his hands begins to tease through my hair again, trailing over my skin, while the other opens the book.

      He flicks over pages too quickly for me to see anything but a blur, stopping at the back of the book.

      “What’s this mark?” I ask, running my fingers over the almost invisible markings on some of the pages.

      “The Page Wiping Potion leaves a mark. Paper is precious, and obviously Eydis thought this book was the perfect candidate for keeping notes in.” His words are simple enough, but there’s something hidden in his tone. He flicks quickly through the pages again and scans down a list at the front before returning to the back. “Might have something to do with the original content.”

      “What original content?”

      “Not important,” he says, tapping the first gray page. “Eydis would have dropped the potion onto a cloth and wiped the words away, but it leaves a kind of watermark. Are you ready?”

      I nod. His finger settles on the top left of the page, and he begins to read.

      My eyes trace the scrawling scribbles for all of two heartbeats, then they drift closed – sinking into the sound of his voice. It’s different when he’s reading, silky like ink itself. Scrawling through my consciousness.

      “Child orphaned,” he reads.

      Me, I was orphaned – that’s nothing new or raw.

      I settle in to listen.

      “Tried to reach her family in time – died of the mortal flu. Now in the care of the Manor Lord. Being raised by her own kind will be better than bringing her here. Who knows the damage? Bringing her back through the border after whatever the Origin Spring did to put her into stasis has no logical reason for success. I never thought she would come out.

      I wish Raefiya was still living to help me navigate this. Leave the child to the suffering of mortals or bring her back into Silva and destroy her mortal soul? Without some kind of a buffer between her and the magic of this place, surely she wouldn’t last ‘til adulthood? Even in my domain. Haryk-Larsan lived outside the border for a reason… but the girl isn’t just mortal. I will have to sleep on it… ~ Eydis.”

      “Haryk-Larsan was a person, is a person?” I ask.

      “Looks likely.”

      “Like a my-father type person?”

      “Also likely.”

      “Okay, keep reading,” I say, waving him on.

      “Um,” for a second he sounds like he’s lost his place, or maybe like he’s shocked by my reaction. “I have decided to employ tradesmen and build a new cottage with a direct line of sight to the Manor. It will take time, and the flow of water will need to be redirected, but in the end it will be closer to the Origin Spring.”

      “Right,” I interrupt again. “So the Spring is close, is that all?”

      “No, Kitten. There are pages and pages.”

      “But what else is there to know? Or to write about? I’m pretty sure my life consisted of waking, cleaning, and then sleeping.”

      His heel taps a little rhythm out on the floorboards, but the sound is drowned out by someone else climbing the staircase.

      Seth. He’s not in my bubble yet, but I can feel his confidence seeping out ahead of him.

      He reaches the top step and leans casually against the banister. “Pax told me you were up here,” he says, giving me a warm smile. Then he pulls his hand from behind his back, two blocks of chocolate in his grip. “Thought maybe you might need these.”

      I moan, stretching my arm toward them. Chuckling, he ambles into the room. With gentle fingers, Roarke tucks a stray strand of hair behind my ear and then shifts his weight like he’s expecting me to get up.

      “Chocolate is in close competition to most things in life, but not you,” I say, snuggling into Roarke so he can’t escape me.

      Seth holds the blocks out, and I snatch them up.

      “Can I stay?” he asks.

      I grip the hem of his shirt and give it a tug. The guy doesn’t argue, sitting on the ground then spinning around, stretching out, and making himself very comfortable with his head on my stomach. We relax into each other, Roarke’s fingers in my hair and mine naturally running through Seth’s. His golden strands glint in the direct light; there’s almost no filter between the early afternoon sun and us.

      I rip the brown paper packaging with one hand and break the chocolate into haphazard portions, holding one over my head for Roarke to lean forward and claim with his teeth before I lower another onto Seth’s tongue.

      Seth moans softly.

      “No sigils?” Roarke asks.

      “No sigils,” Seth echoes.

      “We’ll find it,” I tell them, not that I have any actual reason to believe it myself. “Do you need to read more, or can we just have a nap?”

      “Nap?” Seth chuckles. “It’ll be dark soon. Your nap will turn into a full mortal sleep.”

      I shrug, “You want a nap too – don’t deny it.”

      “I don’t have to read this out loud,” Roarke says, his voice a gentle rumble under my back.

      “Yeah, you do. I want to know all about Vexy. From the first time she picked her nose to the reason she has a scar near her big toe.”

      “What?” I ask, trying to lift my foot high enough to see past where Seth is using my middle as a pillow. A millow? “I don’t have a scar on my foot.”

      He reaches out, grips my foot, and lifts it awkwardly into the air.

      “Right there,” he says, pointing to my instep.

      “I don’t know how I did that.”

      “I bet you Eydis does,” he says letting go of my foot.

      My heel slams down onto the timber, making me moan from the vibrating pain.

      “She wasn’t watching her every move. This is more scientific,” Roarke says, ignoring me. As he talks, he flicks back and forth through the pages. “Almost scientific. For a Potion Master, I would have expected consistency. She has dates, rough guesses at growth rate and calculations compared to Silvari maturity rates –”

      “Just read it,” Seth mumbles, opening his mouth wide – like he’s waiting for something.

      For what?

      Oh, chocolate. I snap off another chunk each, letting mine slowly melt on my tongue as Roarke begins to read.

      Each word he says is a dance of sound that lightly steps into my mind, taps out a memory, then leaves an echo of tingles down my spine. And he does all of this so smoothly that soon, I don’t even notice the words. It all becomes a painting on the inside of my closed eyelids.

      Something about a well-girthed woman… Cook.

      Something about the barn fire that left Alfie orphaned and took the skin so badly from one hand that I had to hold him still while Cook sawed off three of his fingers.

      Something about the Soot Day feasts that we held late every year – because Lord Martin always made the five day trip to the celebrations in Hirana as an honorable guest. So we’d unearth buried caches of liquor that had been waiting for years, depending on how well we remembered when to dig up which hole. We never had much to feast on, but we’d share the liquor, sitting in a circle, sipping from jugs and passing them on, singing and laughing. We danced around the fire until our legs couldn’t hold us up. The stars were bright, the world around us black. And life was better than good for that one night. Then we would fall asleep right there out in the open. With Lord Martin gone, it was like nothing could harm us.

      We could always see the green mist shrouding the forest, not that we were close enough to smell it, but we could see it. We had no idea what was inside the forest.

      Roarke turns the page, and the swish of paper against his fingers cuts into the bare second of silence.

      “A black eye takes the child ten days to heal. A split lip three. More confirmation of her mortality ~ Eydis.”

      “The knife wound took a week to heal,” Seth adds, his voice a deeper note through the room.

      “You’re not getting a pen,” I tell Roarke before he can even think about getting up and taking notes. “Ever. No making notes about me. None of you, not about how I heal or anything else. Got it?”

      And just to be sure they’re listening I add a Killian-like rumble to the end of my sentence. No words, just a rumble. I live trapped in a chuckin’ magical bubble, that's as close to a fish in a bowl as I ever want to be. They’re not recording any of this – not if they know what's good for them.

      “Okay,” he whispers, stroking his fingers through my hair until I’ve stopped growling. Then he keeps reading.

      The winter when it hardly snowed, and the fields turned to ice perfect for sliding and skating on. The spring when the sky lit up with shooting stars almost every night. Eydis watched from afar and noted my reaction. Watched me grow. Made calculated guesses at my height and weight.

      And never once came to save me.

      I know that’s stupid of me to think – I never met the woman, and I never expected her help. But she was watching.

      And that twists me up inside.

      “Vexy,” Seth says, his hand lacing up through his own hair and slipping underneath my fingers.

      “I thought she was falling asleep,” Roarke says.

      “No, she’s gone all tense and rigid.”

      “There’s only two more pages,” Roarke says, then his voice lowers. “Can I read the last pages?”

      I nod, letting Seth pull my hand free from my death grip on his hair and settling it underneath his chin.

      “I feel like time is running out, but the girl shows no affinity with any magic, either mortal or Saber. If she touches flames, she burns. If she goes under the water, she drowns. We’ve tested her for every –”

      “Wait, what?” I interrupt.

      “I feel like time is running out –” Roarke begins to repeat, but I cut him off again.

      “How old is this entry?” I ask.

      “What does she mean tested?” Seth asks louder.

      “No, what does she mean by we?” I demand.

      Yep, this conversation has reached the point of demanding.

      Roarke scans the Silvari scribbles before nodding. “It does say we, but it doesn’t mention who.”

      “How old is it?” I repeat.

      Roarke flicks back a page, then two, before answering. “This entry is from last month. Before that the previous entry is from three months ago.”

      “Dustin,” I practically spit.

      “Dustin?” both of them repeat. And neither of them sound delighted.

      “Who’s Dustin?” Roarke asks.

      “The water stores, the wash house, and the fires used to clean clothes are all on the western side of the Manor. Eydis can’t have seen me burn myself early in the summer, and she couldn’t have seen Martin hold me in the trough until Dustin made a scene about a snake.”

      “Eydis had a Saber at the Manor?” Roarke asks, each word slowed by the racing of his mind.

      Both of my guys have gone tense. Seth rolls his hand into a fist, then forces his fingers to uncurl again. Roarke’s tremor wouldn’t be noticeable if I weren’t watching the shake of the book in his hand.

      “I don’t think he was a Saber – there was only one of him, and he wasn’t as pretty as any of you.” Pretty is the word that makes Seth relax a little. “Dustin made himself scarce, worked the fields and the Brahmans mostly. But he hung around me like a bad smell every time he was at the Manor house. His jokes were all terrible, and his conversation lacked intelligence,” I throw the insults around, trying to get Roarke to relax too.

      In truth, Dustin was a nice guy; his looks were above average, but he was always smeared with dirt or cow shit. A fact that I now wonder wasn’t deliberate and designed to hide something – or to give people plenty of reason to look away and not remember him beyond the guy who smelled bad.

      His conversation was nice enough, and he even got along well with Jake when the three of us were in the barn playing darts, but those occasions were limited. I played darts most nights; Dustin maybe joined us once a week.

      But he’s the only option. It can’t have been Jake – he grew up out there with me. None of the other servants were around when I burnt myself or the time I almost drowned, even Jake.

      Dustin scared Lord Martin off with the snake, then picked me up and carried me inside to Cook. He didn’t actually say anything and never mentioned it again, but Leon knew something.

      “Leon,” I gasp his name.

      Both guys are super tense all over again.

      “What about him?” Roarke asks.

      I pat his leg. “Both of you stop being so male!”

      “We’re not,” they both chorus.

      “Someone explain how Leon factors into all of this?” Seth asks.

      “The mortal mage mentioned that he knew Shade had been purchased, so he’s been to the Manor, and he was also working with Eydis. Logic says either he’s her mole –”

      I cut Roarke off. “Can’t be, I’d never seen him before.”

      “Or they’re all working together.”

      “Eydis, Dustin, and Leon,” I list their names, trying to link them together, and the Potion Master is the odd one out.

      Was Dustin a mage? Did he have powers?

      I don’t bother asking because neither of these guys have an answer, and neither of them seem too happy about the topic either. So instead of asking more questions I try to move the conversation along. “But the Manor gets all sorts of people passing through. Hunters and miners and people who ran the wrong way – fresh out of luck – from the cities. But Dustin never quite felt like he belonged; he wasn’t broken enough, which actually made him scary.”

      “If he was working with Eydis, he was probably a Saber, and we shouldn’t feel right to mortals,” Roarke says.

      “That’s never been an issue for me before.”

      “But it would have for Lord Martin and the other servants. Would explain why he spent so much time away from the Manor.”

      “And that would have given him a chance to meet with Eydis and compare notes.”

      “Keep reading,” Seth insists, patting my leg to highlight his instruction.

      Not sure how my leg affects Roarke’s voice at all, but it works.

      “Okay, next entry. The problems within this Realm have grown insurmountable. The odds are stacked too high. The mortal girl is a lost cause. Shade, she’s called. Which sounds nothing like the name her mother gave her. Leon has finally arrived, but his accomplice will remain at the Manor for now –”

      “Aha! I was right,” I announce, but Roarke doesn’t stop reading.

      “– There’s no better vantage point, and as a mage, he’s sworn not to intervene with the Lord – though I can see he wants to. I have come to the conclusion that the only way back into this realm for that child will be right back through the Darkness that she’s already traveled – and that I am too old a woman for such an enormous task. The girl will stay with the mortals, and we will begin looking for other solutions ~ Eydis. After that there’s just a weird diagram, circles and lines that make no sense.”

      Roarke closes the book, sitting it softly on the floorboards.

      “Does it make me a bad person that I want to slap her right now?” I ask.

      “No,” Roarke says, pressing a kiss to the top of my head. “But none of that gave us the information we need.”

      Roarke can’t really meet my gaze since he’s behind me, but Seth can. I offer him a worn-out smile. The guy reaches up and wraps his hand around behind my head, shifting so he can pull my face down to his.

      “Don’t tell Roarke,” he whispers, then presses his lips to mine.

      I don’t fight him, not one bit, giving in to the pressure of his hand behind my head, of his lips on mine, and of the wild fluttering of my heart. Pretty sure I’ve forgotten how to breathe. His tongue explores my mouth, and his hand runs up my back.

      No, not Seth. Seth has one hand in my hair, but his other is pressed to the floor, lifting his weight just enough to keep our lips together. It’s not Seth’s hand tracing down my spine and hooking under the hem of my shirt – it’s Roarke’s.

      A new rush fills me, hot and alive with a fearless desire to break the rules. To have both of them. All of them.

      Roarke lifts my hair, twisting it to the side, before leaning forward to put his lips beside my ear.

      “Roarke already knows,” he says.

      My insides skip warming up or simmering and go straight to the boil. Seth is kissing me in front of Roarke. Roarke is enjoying watching Seth kiss me. I’m not sure what to do with this information – except that it’s a lot less confusing than I thought it would be.

      I can’t even move or argue even if I wanted to, tangled between two men who I desperately want – is it possible to want them more now? To feel twice as alive with the two of them?

      I can’t think about Roarke because Seth is kissing me! A little moan hums over his vocals and into my mouth, making my breath hitch.

      Then I can’t think about Seth because Roarke is nibbling my earlobe. Small nips that have not just covered my whole body with goosebumps but make me tremor enough that I’m sure both of them can feel it.

      A sound escapes me that could be a chuckin’ moan – if I had any concentration to spare to listen to myself.

      Which I don’t, because I have the Seed of Chaos at my front and Allure at my back.

      Suddenly Seth leans back, his eyes open, and his focus slips straight past me to look at Roarke. “Did I distract her?”

      Roarke actually chuckin’ chuckles before slipping himself free from behind me with a conspicuous moment of pants adjusting as he stands up. “If that was your intention,” is all he says.

      Seth pops to his feet, sizes up his brother, then laughs. “Unexpected bonus.”

      I find myself sitting on the floor with Seth standing on my left and Roarke on my right – the book and the empty chocolate wrapper on the floor with me along with all the other things that Roarke has discarded down here. A small wooden crate filled with pine cones is one of them. Why, when the woman has the whole tree out there, would she collect pine cones?

      Noticing the pine cones doesn’t stop me from feeling upset about that moment ending. I was really, really enjoying it. Like, Seth’s lips are amazing, and Roarke’s touch is like finding something better than chocolate –  and I just had them all at the same time.

      “Well, what Eydis did was low – even for a Master – and it seemed like a good distraction,” Seth argues.

      “Look,” I say, holding both my hands in the air in the hopes that both my men will get the idea and pull me to my feet.

      They do. Roarke with a gentle hoist and Seth with a sudden jolt.

      “Clearly the woman was losing her knead on the dough because I got through your borders just fine, and I’ve been living in your realm as well.”

      “Not just fine,” Killian grumbles, taking the last step off the staircase before I realize he’s approaching.

      Almost. I almost knew he was there, just hadn’t stopped to pay attention to him or the subtle addition of his strength to the room. Seth and Roarke were pretty damn distracting.

      “Pax is still outside?” Roarke asks.

      I understand why Roarke looks ready to run, but I’m about to ask why Pax’s whereabouts might be an issue right now… then I get it. Get why Roarke was the one reading, and Seth was the one keeping me company, and what they might have expected Eydis to say.

      Because Lord Martin was my master, and I was his servant in almost every way – something I’ve been told would not sit well with Pax.

      “Would he honestly have had trouble with any of what Eydis wrote?” I ask.

      “I didn’t know what was in the book. I didn’t read it without you,” Roarke says.

      I run my hand down my face. Having to tread lightly around Pax is hard work.

      Roarke scoops the book up off the ground and flips it open. Leafing to a specific page, he holds it out for me. Line after line after line.

      “I’m sure that’s not all of them,” he says softly.

      I run my finger over the inked scratches. It’s like the smallest wild animal in history has used the page for anger management.

      “Tallies,” Roarke says.

      Seth’s hand settles on the back of my neck, making my breath stutter and stop as his fingers trail down my spine.

      “He’s not ready,” Killian says.

      I tilt my head back, feeling my heart ache. Honestly, I’m not ready either.

      Seth leans down to steal another kiss, Roarke steps away, and I damn near fall backwards. Almost, but both of them catch me – Roarke with his hands on my shoulders and Seth with his arms around my waist.

      “I just wanted a little kiss,” Seth chuckles at me. “No need to swoon.”

      I slap him and try to stand.

      Seth doesn’t let go of me, which makes trying to stand on my own kind of pointless. Roarke leans in, kissing my temple before turning for the stairs.

      “I’m going to look for the Spring again,” he announces.

      “Yeah, sure you are,” Seth teases.

      “It’s dark,” I say, which is obvious, and what I really meant to do was ask what else Roarke would possibly be doing outside after dark.

      “Feed her, then sleep her,” Killian orders, turning to exit to the tune of Seth laughing.

      “Yes, boss,” Seth announces, leaning down to scoop me up.

      “Sleep me? What is sleep me?” I demand, then squeak and try to escape my captor.

      And fail.

      Then give in.
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      I take my time on the south of the domain. First decompressing after my time with Kitten, then reading through the rest of Eydis’ book, finally being joined by Pax and Killian and doing some calculations. The distance from the cottage to the barrier. The distance around the barrier. Water flow and speed. Incline angle. We even dig a great big hole to find the bedrock beneath and judge the depth of the soil. But still no Spring.

      “One more lap,” Pax says, looking toward the cottage where Seth is watching Shade.

      “You’ve left them alone together for a long time,” I point out.

      “Seth’s power doesn’t make him dangerous in that way,” Pax says. “And Seth values his head being attached to his body.”

      The value of Seth’s balls being attached is a better analogy. His power might be the least likely to cause damage from a single kiss, but it’ll kill her just the same if he goes any further.

      And he wants to go further.

      “He could have helped us with this, though,” I say, waving a hand over the dirt Killian is tossing back into the hole. It has an ominous scrape and thump sound.

      I still think he’s getting off easy, regardless of the feelings that the guy has bottled up inside toward the mostly-mortal that he’s currently sleeping with. The feelings he can let out, that’s not a problem at all, but the steadily-growing-louder beat of his desires needs to stay firmly muffled. Under laughter, under jokes, under pillows, whatever it takes – so long as it’s effective.

      It’s almost sunrise when we slip down the boulders and up onto the deck of Eydis’ cottage. Pax collects Eydis’ strewn clothes off the pen railing, and Killian takes a moment to check over the horses and dump an extra bucket of water in their trough.

      Small chores that have to be done. Especially scenting Kitten’s clothes. Pax throws half the items at me and the other half at Killian. The garments hit him in the chest, then fall in a flutter of fabric to the dirt.

      “No point, she can just wear ours,” Killian says.

      “Did you see how much she enjoyed wearing a ladies’ shirt?” I ask, rubbing the items all over me.

      We’ve been digging, sweating, so it doesn’t take long for Pax to nod his approval.

      “Scent them,” Thane snaps at Killian.

      The Darkness obeys, snatching the clothes off the ground. Minutes later, we swap, with no further argument. Until Killian turns sharply toward the barrier.

      “Who?” Pax asks.

      “Jada.”

      There’s a weight-being-lifted sensation around the group. Now the real work begins.

      I pull one of three cords from my pocket, a truth stone on the end. Simple enough, a trinket for children even, that does little more than change color when held in the palm of your hand for long enough to warm the core of potion-filled Silvari glass. Only this one hasn’t been filled with a potion to show a spectrum of colors based on mood. Red for anger, blue for calm, green for happy, and so on. Cleverly, Eydis used this trick and filled the stones with the ingredients needed to let a person and those they’re escorting through the strongest ward in her books. Which makes it a key.

      “Here. Maybe leave it with Jada so she can help escort people in,” I suggest, handing the key to him.

      “She’s definitely going to want a key, but she’s not going to escort Sabers. This is Jada we’re talking about,” Pax mutters.

      The reminder settles uneasily in my stomach, but I shove it away. Jada follows commands; she just makes the commander’s life miserable if she doesn’t want to – even Mother’s orders. But she was close to her, being adopted in an arrangement made by Mother to a wealthy family, and being treated like the princess Mother never had broke a lot of healthy boundaries. Jada has spent more time at the Black Castle than we have, and she still lives there now.

      She’s our inside ally and all of our plans hinge on her, so if escorting Sabers is going to rock the boat, then Pax isn’t going to ask her to escort Sabers.

      Together, Killian and Pax make their way up the hill. Sometimes domain doors move, shifting locations to confuse intruders, which would actually be horribly annoying. I hug all of the clothes and beeline for the second story.

      Kitten is snoring softly in Seth’s arms. The big guy’s partly on top of the covers, with one leg curled up to the contour of her body. She’s wrapped in the blankets. It actually looks like Seth has tried to trap her in them. After what happened last time, that doesn’t surprise me at all.

      He’s fully clothed and cracks an eyelid the second I step into the room. I’ve no doubt he dozed during the night, but sleeping two nights in a row without a huge expenditure of energy between is almost impossible.

      I grab the hangers and Allure some speed to get the clothes in their place.

      “Sun’s not up,” Seth murmurs.

      “I know,” I say.

      “I don’t. Go away,” Kitten moans.

      Just the sound of her voice lightens everything inside me.

      “Well, in that case I need to piss,” Seth says, practically bounding off the bed.

      Kitten bounces, pulls the blanket higher to cover her face, and grumbles something that could be ‘Seth’ or it could be ‘piss off.’ Not sure.

      Probably ‘Seth’, Kitten is more likely to say ‘chuck off.’

      Shade sits up sharply, huffing at the hair in her face and glaring at the room. She’s still fully clothed too, but they’re fresh from yesterday.

      “I don’t want to get up,” she moans, but she tosses back the covers and pulls her hair into some kind of control.

      I move into her bubble so Seth can get out of it, then suddenly she flops back and pulls the covers over her head again.

      “I thought you were getting up,” I say, more than a little confused.

      Behind me Seth’s using the toilet, and the other guys are moving around downstairs.

      “Does he have to use the toilet?” she demands from under the covers, her voice small and muffled.

      “Where did you think I was going?” Seth calls out.

      “I don’t know, into the woods or something.”

      I chuckle at her and sit on the edge of the bed, waiting for Seth to fasten his pants before tugging the blanket off her face. It pulls her hair down again and makes her huff.

      “Shared toileting is way up there on the relationship scale. Way, way up there,” she says.

      “You do it all the time,” Seth says, walking up to the end of the bed.

      “I don’t have a choice – you do!”

      I might be about to say something, but Seth launches himself on to the bed, and Kitten scrambles to get off it.

      “Both of you, over there,” she demands. When we don’t obey, she adds a stern point and a heavy frown. “Now.”

      “Okay, bossy,” Seth says. “Girls have issues.”

      “You have no idea.” I obey and stand between Seth and Eydis’ clothes rack.

      “One of you is going to end up sitting in my lap while I pee. It’s gross, and I don’t want to talk about it,” Shade says – getting off the toilet in what I assume is record time.

      The tap in the sink flicks on, then off, then she emerges from the little bathroom alcove.

      “That’s not going to happen,” I say, trying to sound reassuring.

      “I don’t mind,” Seth says, shrugging one shoulder.

      I do, but I’m not about to say that out loud. She gets a wicked little smile on her lips before reaching up and clapping both hands on Seth’s cheeks.

      “You will when you realize I wipe with my hands,” she giggles, retreating.

      Seth rubs at his face, launching after her, before Pax lets out a high-pitched whistle.

      The sound bounces up the stairs, leaving the windows rattling and making Kitten jump. She hesitates, and Seth takes that as an invitation to pick her up, toss her over his shoulder, and bound out of the room.

      “Seth,” she squeaks, but he’s already carrying her down the staircase.

      I follow, meeting her gray eyes – full of mock pleading.

      “I’m not going to rescue you when you started it,” I tell her, reaching the bottom of the stairs and turning toward the kitchen. The cottage is warm with a fire that we’ve managed to keep burning despite how busy we’ve all been.

      “Seth, put the mortal on her feet. Unless she’s forgotten how to walk?” comes a female voice. “Though I am surprised she’s still alive.”

      Jada has finally arrived, and she’s hovering near the kitchen, eating a small apple. Well not hovering – Jada is tall, elegant, defined like a dancer, deadly like any Saber, and more than capable of breaking men’s hearts.

      Or having her heart broken – not sure she’s forgiven Pax for turning her down.

      I’m also not sure if I’m happy to see our old friend or unsettled by the presence of a new person in Kitten’s life. The weight in my chest hints that I’m not completely comfortable, though I don’t know exactly why. We’ve known Jada for a few hundred years – this shouldn’t be a problem.

      Kitten twists in shock, trying to get a look at the speaker in the doorway, but Seth’s grip doesn’t relax – though he does chuckle.

      “Jada, if I’d known you were coming, I would have prepared a welcome gift,” he says. “But not her, I’m keeping her.”

      “I was always coming, Seth you knew that,” Jada retorts.

      What Seth does or does not know is anyone’s guess.

      I move to the right, Killian to the left. Kitten is practically bristling over Seth’s shoulder, and her desire to get down and face off with Jada leads me to believe Kitten sees the Saber as competition. I lean back against the wall and prepare to watch the show.

      There was a time Kitten would have been right.

      “Seth,” Pax rumbles, motioning for Chaos to put down our girl.

      A movement that Shade doesn’t get a chance to see, though she twists in Seth’s arms and tries.

      Defeated, Seth obeys at the same time as Shade says, “Words, sweetie, use your words.”

      “Yes, sweetie,” Jada mirrors, half a bite of apple rolling around her mouth.

      She looks at Pax playfully and just a little bit too intensely. The desire to command the room and our attention presses down on me.

      Before anyone can react, Kitten is on top of her. She knocks Jada to the ground, snatches the apple out of her hand, and rams it into her face. Of course, the thing doesn’t fit up Jada’s nose – it’s never going to fit – but that doesn’t stop Kitten from drawing her arm back ready to try again.

      “Get her off me!” Jada screams.

      I realize Pax can’t move, and Killian is too busy trying to get his hysterics under control, and before Seth or I are close enough, Kitten manages one more apple-punch.

      Jada twists her hips and sends the mortal toppling to the side.

      Killian takes a big step between Jada and Shade, his stance strong – he’s a solid guy, so Jada would probably just bounce off him. I move myself between Pax and Jada, not sure which female Pax’s wrath will focus on first.

      Kitten’s on the ground, an almost cackle spilling from her lips. Jada stands very indignantly, brushing off her clothes and wiping her face with her hands.

      “Why didn’t one of you stop her?” she screams.

      “You started it,” Killian offers, looking down at Kitten out of the corner of his eye and winking.

      Kitten pulls herself into a sitting position as Jada puts her hands on her hips, feet shoulder width apart, lecture pending.

      “I’ve been spending all my time smoothing over your gamble with the dignitaries at the Black Castle, only to find out she is exactly the bad decision that they all suspect. I don’t know how long you expect to keep her, but you boys better tame her before you take her back near any of the Masters or the Dignitaries,” she says, then she tries to storm out.

      She gets past me, but she doesn’t make it past Pax. I angle myself so I can keep one eye on Jada and one on Kitten. But the mortal has to lean forward almost on all fours to peek out from under our legs.

      “Wait, we’re going back? I thought that wasn’t decided yet,” Kitten asks.

      “It is,” Pax says, catching Jada’s arm before she can escape.

      “It’s not,” Killian grunts.

      “We do need your help,” Pax says softly.

      Jada tries to step forward, to close the distance, the move far too bold. Killian puts his hand on Kitten’s head and pushes her back to the ground. If hearing Jada call Pax ‘sweetie’ puts Shade into a rage, then catching her trying to kiss the guy isn’t going to end well.

      But before Jada gets close, Pax grabs her wrist, hard, and holds it up between them like the contact is a threat. And it is, given the fact that he could crush her bones to dust. His muscles are tense, knuckles white, and her almond eyes betray every feeling of intimidation that she has right now. She doesn’t know he has the Sigil on. She doesn’t know he can’t actually go any further

      Her eyes go wide with tell-tale surprise. The woman has just worked something out, and her jaw drops.

      “Oh my moons,” she gasps. “You and her? How is this possible? How are you hiding this? I knew she was a part of your plan. I knew having a mixed-gender Saber team was a brilliant idea. I knew she was going to play some important role because of Aunt Raefiya’s message – but this!”

      “You read the letter?” Killian demands.

      Jada nods but doesn’t stop her own ranting. “What did you do? A sigil? A potion?”

      “Jada,” Pax says, a warning in his tone, and no further details follow.

      Kitten grips Killian’s pant leg and uses it to pull herself upright. He grabs his belt and as soon as she’s standing, he snakes an arm out and locks her into place at his back.

      “Well, a MateBond has to have been her plan. But a mortal! And you don’t want to know what her final message to me was,” Jada says.

      Thane growls, which sets the woman even more on edge.

      “Thane?” she asks tentatively.

      Pax nods.

      She swallows hard.

      “What are you keeping from us?” Thane asks.

      With false calm, she lifts her free hand and points at her trapped one. “Let me go,” she says softly.

      I know Jada – have almost all my life. All of us have.

      But Kitten comes first.
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      Pax doesn’t let her go, and it’s clear she’s hurting as she continues to talk, “I wasn’t keeping anything from you. Your mother ordered me to give you a message when you found your mate.”

      Pax’s fingers uncurl, dropping her hand, then immediately slamming shut into a fist. I can see bruises on her flesh, and Killian is practically bristling. Between him acting weird and Roarke acting weird and Pax acting like he’s ready to do damage, I feel like maybe my apple-to-face reaction wasn’t extreme at all.

      Jada’s eyes are a light peachy color, and she stares at Pax with the kind of intensity that makes me hate the fruit. Of course, matched with her strawberry blond hair, she is dazzling. But she’d still look better with an apple in her nose.

      “Your mother said we’re on our own. The moment you accept your mate is the moment you’ll get your last piece of her advice. Her influence stops with your mate.”

      The room goes cold. Pax reaches out, pulling Jada into a tight hug and muttering apologies for grabbing her wrist. Killian’s back is tense against my chest, his breathing nonexistent, and I snake my arms around his waist and hug him. My gaze is still burning into Pax and Jada, though; I can do two things at once.

      “Is this bad news?” I whisper into Killian’s shirt.

      He makes an ‘mm-hmm’ growl and doesn’t let me go.

      I can’t even see Seth – is he tense? Angry? Worried? He clears his throat, and the sound rings with a nervous tickle, but I can’t confirm that.

      My nose fills with the scent of cinnamon, not sure why, not sure where from, but I hate cinnamon.

      I also hate Pax losing his shit. I wonder if, when I kick Pax in the balls, will Thane feel it too? It will save me a lot of future time if he does.

      “I will,” Jada starts, then clears her throat and tries again. “I will do what needs to be done.”

      Then, with light footsteps, she leaves the room, and Killian finally takes a deep breath. The kind of deep breath that forces me to step back as his diaphragm expands. Pax grabs my arm and yanks me out from behind his brother, pulling me into his sweet vanilla scent.

      His arms are around me, and my arms are around him, like we’re just checking the other is still here – still exists.

      “Were you hoping your mother would have other secret weapons hidden?” I ask, my voice muffled by his chest.

      I’d rather ask what the hell Jada’s doing here and why the hell she was flirting with him, but this is a much safer question.

      Killian taps my shoulder, chuckling lightly, “Not a weapon.”

      “Bralls, yes. Did you see me move? I bet you’ve never used an apple as an instrument of death.” I manage to straighten from Pax’s hold enough to see the amused look in Killian’s eyes.

      “Yes, I have.”

      “Of course you have,” I grumble.

      “We need to get to Lithael, incapacitate him, send the souls around his neck through the Veil, and remove his niece and nephew as contenders for the throne. Then we need to earn the Crown back, plus return the inhabitants of Tanakan to their cells and restore the border before both worlds are destroyed. Yes, I was hoping Mother would have a few more bread crumbs laying around for us,” Pax says.

      “Well, I only have one thing that I feel I need to inform you of while the moment is fresh.”

      Pax’s arms slip to my shoulders, and behind me Killian stiffens like, if I start saying the wrong thing, he’s going to knock me out.

      “If you ever grab my wrist in anger and leave bruises on me like you just did with Jada, I’m going to punch you in the balls,” I say. “With an apple.”

      Killian exhales, and Pax chuckles – the sound echoing with wolfish depths.

      “I mean it, I’m getting the hang of this Allure thing, so my super-Saber-speed fist might actually do damage.”

      He nods. He doesn’t believe me – or he doesn’t care.

      Balls, I’m utterly delighted to introduce you to pain. Pain meet balls, I think, a mix of satisfaction and regret lacing through me as the guy drops like a rock.

      Down.

      In pain.

      Eyes wide, then glowing, Thane’s growl slipping in amidst Pax’s groan.

      “Huh,” I mutter. “One ball shot does hurt both of you. Pity I didn’t have an apple.” I’m resisting the urge to bend down and help him right now because I feel guilty as crap, but I’m pretty sure he’d push me away. “Sorry.”

      Killian is chuckling as he grabs me and pulls me back against his chest. His arms easily drape over my shoulders and hug me into him.

      “He won’t hit you back,” the guy laughs. “He does have anger management issues, though. You might need to periodically remind him of this.”

      Pax climbs stiffly to his feet, still growling – and his eyes glowing, Thane staring out at me equally.

      I want to hug the guy and apologize – again. I just barely manage to keep an offer to kiss him better locked down from the tip of my tongue. That would sound all kinds of wrong.

      Then he smiles at me, lopsided and subtle, before he rubs the back of his neck and just turns to leave. Calling out, “Roarke,” and it’s clearly an order.

      “Um, was that weird?” I ask.

      “No, you’re his mate. That was normal.”

      “What? Mates usually use magical powers to kick each other in the balls?”

      “Alpha mates get aggressive with each other. It’s one of the reasons he has trouble with his anger management. He doesn’t always see it as crossing a line.”

      “Great,” I drone. “I don’t like being aggressive.”

      “Then stop trying to shove apples up people's noses,” Killian says, leaving me to grab two apples for his breakfast – then on second thought, he picks up three more and shoves them into his pockets.

      Roarke turns to me before following Pax. “Pain?”

      I point to myself. “That’s my middle name.”

      He snorts. “No, number your pain. You just Allured a kick to an Alpha, how much did it hurt?”

      Oh, that. “It didn’t, actually.”

      The guy’s eyes light up, but there’s still a little skeptical frown creasing his forehead.

      “Is she getting better?” Seth asks, leaning against the back of the couch.

      “You sound like you have doubts,” I snap.

      He throws his arms up in defense, executes a smooth roll backward over the couch to land on his feet, and bounces across the room.

      “If she’s learning how to use the power without pain, then it’s an improvement. There is no reason she should feel pain – if she’s using it properly,” Roarke says.

      “It’s not for lack of trying,” Seth teases, but not me – Roarke. They’ve practictally forgotten about me.

      Thing is I’m not really trying to do anything, but I’d like to think I’m getting better. Nope, that’s not quite right, because it’s not me at all. It’s this little quirky skill that may or may not exist only because of the bubble I’m in. Boost, enhance, refine… I’m still looking for the right word when I open my mouth and words begin to topple out.

      “Damn right, I ameliorate like the best of them. He’s just a show-off, and I’m pretty sure he was born that way,” I mutter.

      Pretty sure no one can hear me – except Roarke’s gaze swings from Seth, who is looking way too amused at himself, to me. His lips press thin in an attempt to keep a smile from his face.

      “Ameliorate?” he asks, slipping a soft finger under my chin and tilting my head back to absorb every bit of my expression.

      I can’t help smiling at him, but before I can say something, Pax shouts, “Roarke, answer the door!”

      Instantly, I’m confused. The cottage door is wide open, and there is no one knocking – in any way, shape, or form.

      Roarke sighs, lets go of my chin, and turns to follow Pax.

      “What door?” I ask.

      The man walks backwards, saying, “One of you should distract our jealous Kitten.”

      Then he turns and hurries outside.

      Killian basically shoves me across the room toward Seth on his way past – and Seth takes that as an invitation to pick me back up and hoist me over his shoulder again.

      I’d argue – but there’s no point. “Wait, what door?” I repeat.

      “The barrier – you can’t feel that pressure?”

      I shake my head. “Just your shoulder in my stomach.”

      He carries me out into the daylight, chuckling, and up the hill alongside the stream, before letting me slip to the ground. His hands are firm on my hips and stay there even after they’re no longer needed. The grip is somehow completely innocent and at the same time filled with a gentle intimacy. I want to fall against him and just be held, but given the guy spent the night pinning me to a bed, I don’t want to overstay my welcome.

      I take stock of the fresh day. I’m still wearing yesterday’s clothes, even though I noticed Eydis’ stuff was returned to her hangers at some point during the night – which I take to mean the remaining Elorsins scented the items. I mean, Pax rolled on them, then Seth scrubbed them, then they dried, and then what? Killian and Roarke must have utilized the armpit scenting method while I was sleeping. But I didn’t have time to get dressed into something fresh this morning. And, really, the things I’m in were only worn while I ate chocolate in the attic. Roarke’s cream cotton shirt, which I start to roll the sleeves up a little on, and his beige linen pants. No shoes, because I don’t own any, and no hair tie because Roarke didn’t return it to me last night. High on my priority list is getting that band back.

      I run my hands through my too-long hair and hook it behind my ears as best I can.

      Fresh shoots of green have popped up among the layer of dead. The small field that was nothing but dirt is almost completely covered in short grass. Everything looks alive again. Possibly helped by the rain, but I have a feeling that my guys’ power has had something to do with it too. The area died when Eydis died – and my guys being here has breathed life back into it.

      “It’s so green,” I say.

      “Yeah.” Seth turns in a circle, almost as if he only just noticed. “The Potion Masters given charge of the Springs are usually the strongest alive. Doesn’t make them invincible, though. Doesn’t even make them good fighters. Just good enough to control the flow between the spring and the border.”

      “So when they die, the border takes too much?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “Or too little – I guess. You’d have to ask Roarke how it works.”

      The house blocks the view of the boulders, the giant tree standing tall beyond it. The stream is on my left, with yellow and red fish darting between the rocks. Our five horses are tied to long leads on the side of the hill; behind them is a wall of trees.

      Seth nudges my back playfully, and we start walking along the edge of the stream – getting further and further from the house.

      I sink my hands into my pockets, well, technically Roarke’s. The instant my fingers find the little glass egg, they start rolling and playing with it. Like a child with a fidget toy, a sock filled with rice or a leaf torn just right to make it twirl – a simple thing that is unexplainably calming.

      My other hand, however, finds an empty pocket. I almost groan out loud, remembering putting Killian’s blades and the darts on the floor in the bedroom. Between my bag and Seth’s – because sleeping with them wasn’t going to be very comfortable. I need to get them back before Killian realizes.

      Roarke ambles through Eydis’ barrier with six women behind him, eyes sharp and hands resting on weapons.

      I kinda wish I could grip my dagger now.

      I remember Teegan from when we were cleaning the stables at the White Castle. Tall, lithe, built like a flower that could knock you unconscious. She’s following Roarke – but that’s no excuse to be staring at his ass the whole time.

      The two behind her, with braids tight to their heads, are the first to spot Seth and me. They wear the usual Silvari fine cotton clothing in a perfect form-fitting size that shows off their lean but deadly figures. All Silvari women look like a cross between precision dancers and highly-skilled weapons.

      I’m not by any means overweight, but I do have the build of a servant. We could all be butt naked, and a stranger would still be able to pick me out among the Sabers.

      I fold my arms over my chest and, without taking my eyes off of them, mutter, “Who are they?”

      “Well, the guy in front is a real ass. Stay away from him. I heard his name’s Roarke –”

      I slap him on the chest because he knows exactly what I mean. He feigns injury, gasping and bending forward.

      “Okay, okay. The woman behind him is Commander Teegan.” He says Commander with a complete air of insincerity. “And the blonde right beside her is Lara. Watch out for Lara. She’s a StormSeed, and they tend to get snappy. Their last member is Amber, a FireSeed.”

      FireSeed makes sense, her hair is an amazing vibrant shade of red that stands out even in the tight braids.

      “And the other three?” I ask, turning my attention to the three mounted a little further back.

      “Commander Rose is in the middle,” he begins, without the emphasis on Commander this time. “On her left would be Rynn – Amber’s twin and also a FireSeed, obviously.”

      Obviously, because Seeds are genetic, and if you’re born to a FireSeed family, you simply are a FireSeed.

      “The other one is Aria. She can be bitchy, but mostly it’s because she’s super emotional.”

      They’re wearing identical cloaks with the hoods tugged low, so I’m not sure how Seth tells them apart. Years of practice, I guess.

      Roarke’s escorting them, and I’d think Roarke’s relaxed amble would make them more at ease.

      He inspects the clearing, a confused angle to his brow. Like being on the other side of the stream, at the end where it’s far too wide to step over and the assortment of large rocks and stones that would be dangerous to try and walk a horse through too, wasn’t part of his plan.

      His gaze meets mine, a small smile crossing his lips, and he beelines for the edge of the stream.

      The women stop their horses. Rose’s triune flick their hoods back almost in unison.

      Rynn is easy to spot; her red hair’s out and blowing in the breeze. Her features are so similar to her sister’s, tiny noses and freckles and soft cheeks. Aria is pretty in a sweet and innocent way. She has big doe eyes that make her look almost cuddly. Which is not what a Saber should look like – so it’s probably a trap.

      “Do we like them?” I ask, pretty sure we don’t.

      He chuckles. “Some of them are good people. All of them are loyal to the Elorsin name. We need them. But just to be safe, maybe keep your distance. I’m sure that’s going to be Pax’s order, anyway.”

      Teegan approaches the edge of the stream, looking at it with a confused crease on her pretty brow. “How do we get to the other side?” she asks.

      I cup my hands around my mouth and make like I’m shouting over a great distance.

      “You’re on the other side,” I call out, echoing, “Side... Side... Side...”

      Then I just stand here smirking at them.

      Seth bursts with laughter, full of merriment and deep amusement, but at least three of the Saber women scowl.

      I keep my gaze on Roarke, who manages to crack a smile before trying to pull his lips into a tight kind of neutral line.

      The last Saber flicks her hood back. I feel my eyes going wide as we assess each other. I’ve got no idea what I look like – but all I can think is damn. Blonde hair – but cropped short into nothing but fluff on her scalp. And her skin – someone could dip this woman in chocolate, and she’d come out lighter than the color she’s been born with. Her face is all fierce angles. Sharp jawline. Defined cheekbones. Her lips are almost the same color as her skin, and the devilish smile that parts them sends a thrill through me that reminds me far too much of Killian.

      Only there’s no way she’s a DarknessSeed – Killian is the last one.

      I swallow hard as Roarke waves for the women to follow him, moving at a brisk pace along the stream and toward the point where the horses will almost be able to step over it.

      “Oh, wow, I love you,” Seth says, pulling himself upright and me away from watching that woman ride off.

      Bralls, what did he just say? His words echo through me, making my insides freeze. I love you.

      His hand rests on my shoulder as he brushes a fake tear from his eye. Which is about when he notices that I’ve gone all tense. I let out a shaky breath and move to walk away, but it’s too late – I’ve already opened this can of worms.

      “What did I say?” he asks, holding an arm out to block my path.

      I stop, and he moves in close, crooking a finger under my chin and tilting my head.

      “Don’t make this awkward,” I warn him.

      “Hasn’t anybody ever told you they love you before?” he asks, a worried crease to his brow.

      It’s not a look I like seeing on Seth. My constantly laughing and never serious Seth.

      “My mother, thirteen years ago,” I tell him. Not adding that I can’t quite remember the sound of her voice. Or that, until Roarke threw me back into the memory of floating in the well, I couldn’t quite remember her face either.

      He leans in, and I try to step back, but he firms his thumb on my chin and locks me in place.

      “I love you,” he says, soft and slow, pausing just short of his lips brushing against mine. “I love the way you laugh. I love the twinkle you get when you mess with Pax. I love that you scare Killian, because nothing scares Killian. I love that you keep Roarke guessing, because that guy knows everything. I love the way you twist your shirt in your hand when you’re nervous and you bounce on the balls of your feet when you’re excited. I love the things you say – everything you say. I love you.”

      I grip the front of his shirt, though I’m not sure why because clearly he’s not going anywhere right now. Then I twist his shirt in my hand and realize I just graduated from twisting my own shirt to twisting other people’s – because damn, I’m nervous right now.

      Not the kind of nervous that comes from having to deal with the angry Brahman bull, or the kind that makes a person’s chest tight and makes it impossible to sleep. No, this is more like a feeling that this moment right here, right now, is perfect and I can’t possibly let one second of it pass me by.

      “Thank you,” he says.

      “Thank me? What for?” I manage.

      “For letting me say that.”

      Letting him? I don’t even have a response. Who in their right mind would stop him?

      He laughs softly and lets go of my chin.

      “Now we both need a distraction.” He turns and moves three whole steps along the stream before declaring, “Here will do. Let’s flip.”
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      Rynn mutters every step down the stream, through the bloody stream, and across to the cottage. Just general complaints about the stream, the weildron’s nest they were assigned to remove that turned out to be a cluster of seven nests, and the report of her brother’s early release from Tanakan Prison. And that last one is possibly the only reason I let her keep muttering.

      Commander Rose and the FaunaSeed – not sure what her name is – dismount in unison and lead their horses through the narrowest portion of the stream. A stream that flows up the gentle hill, which is one of the lowest items on my list. Way down under what ripped Eydis’ chest open? How did those Sabers take such a powerful Master by surprise? What is the small stone Kitten found? How is she accessing our powers? And where in the bloody Aeons is the bloody Spring?

      Teegan dismounts, and I try my best to ignore her – her desire washed over me the minute we spotted each other in the forest, and it hasn’t eased off. The sensation is akin to her resting her hand on my knee under the dinner table, sliding it higher, and suggesting all manner of play right under everyone’s noses. It’s taking everything in me not to allow the blood to pump to my crotch. It’s distracting. It’s dangerous. And I didn’t have a lot of energy left to spare in the first place.

      My Allure might not be hunting it, or seeking it, but her SeductionSeed is at Elite level, and its power enough to wreak havoc with my world.

      Kitten can’t become the target of misplaced power. My Seed might be respecting her mortal soul, but I’m not risking her life by assuming it will stay that way.

      “She’s real,” the FaunaSeed is saying.

      “I thought she was one of Crown Lithael’s rumors. He likes spreading rumors,” Rose responds. “A power play to make us think Commander Pax has lost his sanity.”

      “Is she mortal, though?” Teegan asks.

      “I don’t know what one looks like,” Rose says, sniffing the air in Kitten’s direction. “She has no power, I can feel that, but I’d have to touch her to find out if she’s a weak Silvari or a mortal.”

      It still takes me a few seconds to realize that they’re actually talking about my Kitten.

      I take two sharp steps forward and cut Rose off mid-stride. “Touch her, and you will die,” I growl.

      Me – growl. Interesting.

      Rose meets my gaze. I have always been able to see why Killian likes her. Curves and confidence are a deadly mix. She lifts one hand, delicately settling her fingers on her chin and over her lips.

      “What if you just tell me, then? Who is she, and why is she here?” she asks.

      “It’d be best to forget she even exists,” I almost bloody growl again.

      She shakes her head, very slowly, very deliberately. Teegan stops to watch, but the other Sabers have continued on toward the cottage.

      “What would the point of that be? Either she exists – or she doesn’t. She can’t be both.”

      “Rose.” Her name rolls off Killian’s tongue as the man hops the stream and joins us.

      The flicker of lust that sparks to life inside her is so intense that my own power wants to join in. Already teased by Teegan, my control slips, and my power stretches hungrily. Rolling out, brushing along the edges of the women's desires, then skittering off up the stream to find Kitten before I have a chance to rein it in and bottle it down. I want to marvel at that – my power sensing lust and choosing a partner I can’t have to tune into. It’s… impossible.

      There’s no satisfaction here. Not immediately, and not ever. And my power likes to be satiated.

      Killian doesn’t say anything else even though it’s obvious more words are in order. ‘Leave Kitten alone, or I’ll cut your heart out,’ might be overdoing it in any other conversation. But for Kitten, the removal of a heart is almost under-doing it.

      Rose rolls her shoulders, tightening her abdomen and clearly struggling with something that’s happening between the two of them. After a beat, she pats her horse’s neck and meets my gaze.

      “I can try, but her existence is pretty damn enticing.”

      Killian growls, and Rose throws both her hands up in defense, making the horse skitter sideways.

      “Alright, alright,” the woman mutters, walking off with Teegan in her wake.

      Though Teegan glances more than once over her shoulder to smile seductively at me. It’s a tempting smile, full of her SeductionSeed power.

      Killian nods toward Kitten and Seth.

      “We can’t let them near her,” I say.

      Killian just rumbles, and I rub my hands over my face to try and relieve some of the tension from my growing headache. How do we keep them apart and look unified to these warriors? Warriors who have known only sacrifice for the greater kingdom, and who have lived in the unity of their triunes for more than a hundred years. Keeping her alive among our allies is going to be just as hard as worrying about our enemies. Technically, that turns our allies into more enemies until we know how they’re going to behave.

      We have to be strong, stronger than them, stronger than Lithael and all his threats, and right now we are so very weak.
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        Six Paces

      

      

      Seth coils, jumps, spins, and lands with complete grace. A contradiction, given the guy’s huge size.

      “Your turn,” he smiles, taking my hips.

      All I want to do is lean back into him and snuggle, his touch is so damn distracting, but I force myself to concentrate and follow his instructions.

      By the time Roarke wanders up to meet us, with Killian in his wake, I’ve landed three solo flips.

      “Not you too, Seth.” Killian points an accusing finger at the guy. “I can see what you said in your threads. Something’s changed.”

      “Me too? I thought I was the first? Just me. Only me. No one else.”

      “First what?” I demand.

      “First to say I love you,” Seth says.

      “Pax,” Killian grunts, counting off his fingers.

      “Pax hasn’t said he loves me,” I blurt. “Thane said he wuvs me, but then, technically, he was just agreeing with something I said.”

      Killian gives me a head tilted look – one eyebrow raised in surprise. Then he points at Roarke, saying, “And him.”

      Roarke runs a hand through his hair, like he’s trying not to say something and that something is going to hurt my feelings.

      So I get in first. “Roarke didn’t say he loves me either.”

      Which makes Roarke purse his lips. Okay, so maybe that wasn’t what he was going to say.

      “Doesn’t matter. Am I the only one not losing my wits for the mortal?”

      “And why not?” My mouth shoots off before common sense kicks in, because if I had a chance, I definitely would not have said that.

      I cover my mouth and try not to say all of the other things bouncing around on my tongue – like why did he call me ‘my love’ then? What did that mean?

      My face heats, and I promptly turn to march away.

      “Whoa, there,” Seth says, catching my waist and yanking me back. “Don’t be offended by Darkness. He’s never settled on a mate. No one is good enough for him.”

      Seth spins me back around so I’m facing them all.

      “Show me your weapons,” Killian demands, as if that’s the most obvious segue from discussing feelings.

      Feelings to weapons, the concepts just go together.

      “Why?” I ask, not moving a muscle to obey, because this sounds like something that is going to lead to pain.

      “Where are they?” he demands.

      “On the bedroom –” I start, then cut myself off as he pulls my dart cuff from one pocket and the blade from his other.

      He flicks the blade, sending the sheath spearing toward the ground. I don’t wait to watch it land though, diving back and scrambling to get behind Seth.

      “Save me,” I yelp.

      Yelp, because right now the determination in Killian’s eyes says he isn’t going to stop until he makes good on his threat.

      Seth wraps an arm around me and pushes me into his back.

      “It’s not my fault. I was sleeping, then I was downstairs, then I was out here, and they were inside, and I can’t get them unless someone escorts me,” I argue, hopping from foot to foot so I can see Killian around Seth’s left then his right.

      My body is geared up to dodge because running is out of the question.

      Killian points the knife, tracking me as he growls, “I don’t care.”

      “Seth, you should have asked her,” Roarke says.

      Roarke asked me, yesterday in the attic.

      “Yes, Seth, you should have asked me before carrying me down the stairs,” I agree, happily shifting the blame onto the big guy.

      Which is a mistake, I realize, as he hooks my arm and drags me in front of him.

      “I will happily search her body for evidence of her weapons at fifteen minute intervals,” Seth volunteers.

      I lean back into his grip, all my attention on Killian with a blade drawn – it’s bad advice to ever look away from Killian when he’s holding a weapon. Especially since his gaze is narrowed and the man is baring teeth at me.

      Suddenly, he leans down and yanks my leg into the air so hard I slip back and land with a  thud on the ground. He Allure-speeds the cuff onto my ankle, and I haven’t even finished groaning when he straightens and drops the blade. Just drops it. Doesn’t hand it over or even put the sheath back on. Nope – not Killian. He just drops the thing, and it embeds in the ground right beside my pocket.

      I gasp, then realize it missed my skin – though I have no idea how, because he didn’t take the time to aim. I grab it by the handle and yank it free before he can get a hold of it again.

      “I don’t make idle threats,” he growls, as if somehow I’ve offended him.

      He might be about to say something else, but Pax, with Jada right behind him, ambles into view from the stoned path that leads behind the cottage and steals all of our attention. The six women have settled their horses tied to the pen and gathered together in the square made of logs. That seems to be Pax’s destination.

      Teegan and her triune bow, keeping a respectable distance, but Jada pats Pax on the arm on her way past – moving towards the still-hot coals and flickering remains of the fire. Not respectable.

      Not okay.

      I launch to my feet, only to have Seth grab the waist of my pants and pin me in place. That amuses Killian enough to gentle some of the angry look on his face, if I ignore the little flare to his nostrils, and makes Roarke rub his beard thoughtfully, but none of this is impressing me. In fact, a white-hot need to restore order has rushed up inside me – even though I have no right to choose or enforce an order.

      Pax looks up to meet his brothers’ gazes before putting his fingers in his mouth and whistling loud enough to echo off the cottage and the boulders.

      “Is whistling how he normally gets your attention?” I ask.

      Seth nods, giving me a sidelong smile. “Yeah, things are different when he’s in Commander mode.”

      “Different how?”

      What does he mean different? I was beginning to understand the group dynamics, and I’m not sure I’m ready for things to change.

      Roarke steps back, and Killian moves in next to him. Everyone walks toward the square log-seat setup next to the fire.

      Two, Three, and Four in their order.

      With me breaking up their perfection.

      Pax sits on a log, one log all to himself.

      I can stop time. That’s a sentence I never thought I’d be able to say, among other things. Let’s not go into the details on how I don’t exactly know how I did it, or if I would actually be able to do it again in the heat of a deadly moment. I’ve hardly reached mastery level of this new skill.

      A Saber triune is on each log, and Jada is standing behind everyone. My guys beeline towards the remaining log.

      “Keep. Your. Mouth. Shut,” Killian orders, making my heart race.

      Life just got serious again. Like being at the White Castle serious. Even Sabers who are Pax’s allies are still going to be my enemy. There’s little chance Pax is going to explain my possible role in a secret prophecy – so I’m just a parasite on their beloved prince.

      Princes – because I’m laying claim to all of them.

      Doesn’t mean I want to make Pax’s life harder though, or that I have the strength to get close to Roarke, or the courage to push Killian’s boundaries, or the right words to tell Seth how I feel.

      I’m doomed.

      “I’m not sitting with you,” I whisper.

      We’re probably still far enough away that I could talk without being heard, but my throat is constricting too much for volume.

      Roarke looks down, possibly trying to read my expression. “Pax needs us to join this meeting. The others won’t stay long, maybe a few hours – ‘til dark at the latest. He needs to muster his forces. Both command and inspire.”

      “Do you all have to sit or can one of you stand?” I ask.

      “Why?” Roarke asks.

      I nod towards the fire. “I can tend the fire. If I join your meeting, there’s only going to be more questions and more problems.”

      “Pax wouldn’t like it,” Killian cuts in.

      “You’re his mate. If you’re being oppressed, then he will feel oppressed too,” Roarke explains.

      “What’s more important? If I sit with you guys, he’s going to have to work twice as hard to justify my existence,” I say as we step level with the ashes. “Have you forgotten Sabers are assholes?”

      Killian grips the neck of my shirt and yanks me to his side.

      “You.”

      That’s all he says.

      Then we’re at the logs. Seth and Roarke take a seat, and Killian steers me to the gap between them. I must resist just hard enough because he relents and gives me a shove in behind them.

      I settle on the ground, mostly out of sight, with my head resting against Seth’s back.

      For a moment I wonder if Killian does have a heart.

      But I’ve seen what’s inside him. I was there, inside both of their powers for a split second, as I tried to concentrate on healing my arm – up until the point where I blacked out. One Seed balancing out the other. Safe with ice-cold perfection. I want to do it again, be there again… is it possible to get addicted to something that quickly?

      I don’t wonder if the guy has a heart, I know he does.

      Killian keeps standing. He plucks a blade from his belt, links his hands behind his back and toys with the thing, flipping it end over end. Despite not being able to see it, he catches it by the hilt every time.

      “I want the White Castle,” Pax says, and the gentle chatter of the group silences.

      These women are at the top of the food chain, and I’m at the bottom. If I try to move up that food chain, there’s going to be trouble.

      I-might-get-eaten kind of trouble.

      Seth was right to drag me away from Pax and Jada to distract me. I just hope he can keep doing it while we have company – my mouth is not the type of beast that behaves itself for long.

      Seth’s a pretty good option as a babysitter. Shade-sitter. Shitter… nope, that’s not right. Might just leave it at Shade-sitter.

      “How?” Teegan asks.

      Killian rumbles at her, and even though I’m not looking, the silence says it all.

      I glance over my shoulder, through the gap between Roarke and Seth. Unfortunately, the main Saber in my view is Teegan, and even more unfortunate is the fact that she has her pretty eyes on my Roarke. All sexy and seductive, like she’s expecting Roarke to speak up in her defense.

      I swallow my ill-placed growl before it can properly form. This is not the time. Not the place.

      Besides, I’m pretty sure I don’t get jealous.

      From this angle I could get a dart to pierce straight through her nose – but then she does have the kind of face that would still look pretty. Wonder how much that would change if I cut the thing off?

      Is it possible to look pretty without a nose?

      I lean a little to get a glimpse at her triune members, both of them are looking attentively at Pax. Lara is on the left, her almost-white hair is my little reminder that she’s the StormSeed. I have no idea what they can do, attract lightning? Make it strike locations on cue? Or just encourage a storm? Her hair is close to the color Saber Masters go when they get old. But since triunes all form at the same age, she has to be young, and she’s very pretty, even if her nose is oddly flat. Her nose would be harder to cut off, but not impossible.

      The twins are interesting to watch. Rynn and Amber. Every now and then their gazes flick across to each other, sharing looks that are full of communication without any words.

      They can keep their noses, for now.

      “How many Sabers can we rely on? If the Elite forces are down to thirty-seven?” Rose asks.

      She has all of her attention on Pax, lethal and loyal and fierce. Some people have that resting face that looks bored, or like they’re in a bad mood, but this woman has resting killing-you-would-be-a-delight face.

      “Forty-one teams were in the castle when we left. Thirty-one were less than a century old, only twelve strong allies. Five could be swayed. Forty-eight individual fighters that would die for Lithael. Of the fifty-six Masters in residence and the three dignitaries running the castle, only eight are guaranteed allies. The rest are either openly with Lithael or would run and hide if a battle came their way,” Roarke quotes the numbers, making my head spin.

      “If they’re too old or scared to fight, then they should die,” Rose says – not yells, or growls, just calmly says.

      Like it’s a fact. Apples are red – and these people should die.

      Killian makes an approving noise.

      “Rose, we need to restore order, and once we’re done, we need Masters who can train every living Saber and put the realm to rights,” Pax says, his voice in almost alluring soft tones. “We keep as many of them alive as possible.”

      Command and inspire – Roarke said. Pax has compassion and foresight, which are qualities worth surrounding yourself with. I’m on the other end of that spectrum – a soot-servant with a big mouth. Trying to be helpful to Pax, to help keep this kingdom from being burnt to the ground, is going to be hard.

      Rose slips off her traveling cloak. She’s wearing almost nothing underneath. Wherever her team came from, they’ve detoured here directly after their mission. Her arms are lined with deep red bruises, and her knuckles are scabbed over. She has more buckles and belts on than fabric, and a weapon clip has been attached to every available space. But she only has two weapons on her right now that I can see: a sword strapped down the middle of her back, with the hilt visible over her right shoulder, and a short dagger. She draws the dagger and spears it into the ground between her feet.

      None of them bat an eyelid. What kind of a world am I in when someone throws a knife around, and I’m the only one taken by surprise?

      “Logan was meeting the new triunes at the gate,” Pax continues. “Influencing them from the moment they arrived. Between Logan’s DeathSeed and his triune brothers both being TrickerySeeds, all they need are a few well-placed words, and the new triunes don’t stand a chance.”

      “Not at the moment, he isn’t,” Teegan says. “He left the White Castle the same night you did.”

      “Did he complete his trial?” Pax asks.

      “Nope,” Teegan answers, popping the ‘p’ on the end. “His triune was recalled. Crown business. Prince Logan was requested to attend the Black Castle immediately, but the gossip is that he’s not in residence, he’s in the field. Gods know what he’s doing.”

      I don’t want to know.

      “We haven’t seen him, but we’ve heard noise about bandits on the trade routes and weapons bound for the Crown’s personal guard being stolen. Perhaps he’s playing cat-and-mouse with them,” Rose says.

      “We’ve heard those rumors too – for now the bandits aren’t our problem,” Roarke says.

      “Logan is,” Pax snaps.

      “Did you think he’d just sit around the White Castle waiting for you to return?” Teegan asks.

      This time Rose growls, and immediately Teegan shuts up. She drops her gaze to the ground and looks genuinely remorseful. Or she’s good at faking it – not sure.

      “I’m sure he’ll return when you do,” Rose says. “And we’ll be ready.”

      “And he’ll still be waiting to take his trial. Why is he running away from it? He must have a weakness we don’t know about?” Roarke throws the questions out, but I’m assuming no one knows the answers – because no one says anything. Roarke clears his throat and continues talking. “Eight of our twelve strongest allies are female triunes. The only way this plan can work is if all of us at the castle can keep Logan close enough to death that he’s no longer part of the problem. Incapacitate him again and again, while avoiding drawing Lithael’s attention.”

      “What would you have us do?” Teegan asks, rushing to add, “We can’t avoid Lithael’s attention. We don’t have the same kind of grace as you do.”

      “We need tact and stealth at this point. Keep Logan busy, keep him broken and in pain. But you have to play him into challenging you to a tournament,” Pax says.

      Rose scoffs. “We can’t. Women and men don’t compete against each other.”

      “That was before the first mixed pentad was born,” Pax says.

      I resist the urge to look over my shoulder. Bralls, I wish I could, because a rock just sank to the pit of my stomach, and I’m pretty sure I’ve been played. Somehow. Somewhere. Someone has used me.

      Pax did lay down logical reasons why they risked everything to make me a Saber. Maybe I was stupid for thinking there were also emotional reasons. Maybe there are emotions now, but there weren’t then – not when all of this began. I struggle against the desire to feel like an idiot.

      A complete and utter fool.

      Their mother spelled out a prophecy that somehow made me part of the solution. Is this that part? To allow their female warriors into the arena to balance out the overwhelming number of male enemies? To create some kind of battle equality?

      Which means my job’s done – right?

      

      The one thing to fight a grimm is something that’s finally dead.

      

      Wait until your grief has passed, then – Seek the remnant beyond the border.

      Speak to a man named Martin but believe the word of a bird.

      

      Let your reflection go hazy in clear waters and see instead through a gray lens.

      

      In Silvari glass is a blade that can pass, a soul that can kneel, and a world that can heal.

      This is not a battle that can be won. Before this time can pass, the mortal soul from its beginnings cannot last. There is no way a soul can rule and live.

      

      Because I heard what the Origin Spring said to the tallest forest tree – the key will be in the last of me.

      

      That first line, the one Killian was afraid to share so he made it vanish in smoke back when we were in the cave, that one about the thing that will fight the grimm is something that’s finally dead.

      In my downward emotional spiral, I know I’m jumping from one crappy conclusion to the next, but what if…

      … What if that thing that’s finally dead is long dead and never physically goes near the grimm at all. What if the thing is a she, and she is an instrument in leveling the playing field and everything happening right now is the moment the tides turn, is the stone-in-the-lake-ripple-effect that brings the grimm down?

      My presence has changed this society – job done?

      Killian is still keeping that line to himself, so it must be important. Or scary.

      Or both.

      All these thoughts tumble through my head during a long pause. I’m pretty sure every pair of eyes just turned to size me up. Me, who is basically cowering in Seth’s shadow. I chose not to be a part of this conversation – chose to sit lower than everyone else. To not even face them.

      I chose to present myself as a servant.

      And let myself be used as nothing more than the female who broke the arena’s gender rules.

      And, as my nose struggles to function through a bitter-metallic bite in the air, I’m pretty sure I chose wrong.

      Chuck.

      “I was wondering if the rumors are true,” Teegan says.

      “I was wondering if I’d have to kill her,” Rose adds.

      There’s a low growl from Pax, cut off by Killian’s hard-as-stone voice. “I’d enjoy tying knots in your entrails while you’re still alive.”

      Double chuck! These Sabers want to kick my ass. Followed by Pax throwing away every chance he has of keeping their allegiance by pigheadedly protecting me. Even if the protection comes ten minutes later and in the form of killing everyone.

      A part of me wants to fix this, stop him from doing something stupid. But another, possibly bigger, part of me would rather kick someone’s ass – anyone’s – to prove I’m worth more than just an instrument to change a stupid law!

      Walk right into the middle of this group and put one of them in their place – hard. Like Rose. Just punch her in the jaw, or the nose, or something to do with her chuckin’ pretty face.

      “We need some of you to become Logan’s friends,” Seth says, and he sounds happy about it. “So he doesn’t suspect your motives. Become his friends and have accidents at training or whisper in his ear, bad advice to challenge others to a tournament.”

      I feel the vibrations of his voice through his back and into mine, making me lean into the sensation. He’s so full of confidence, and I just want to soak a little of that up – or a lot.

      Maybe punching Rose is a bad idea, but confronting her sure isn’t. That’s what I need to start planning. Just me and her.

      Just like dealing with the biggest bull in the paddock, once that one’s compliant, the rest behave themselves.

      “We need Lithael to keep the Saber ranks in place. We need Logan’s sister, Kyra, to get the call. If Lithael disbands the White Castle before then, we’ll lose our chances of keeping track of those two,” Pax says. The gravelly texture to the words hinting that he’s still settling the angry wolf inside of him.

      “Well, we know Logan isn’t there, and I’m pretty sure we’ve lost track of Kyra too. Lithael had secretly put orders out for her capture and return to the Black Castle,” Seth says.

      “What orders? When?” Pax demands.

      Seth groans. “The Sabers in Rengurra mentioned it, but we had bigger problems at the time.”

      “It’s true,” Jada says. “I live in the Black Castle with all the other SealSeeds when not on assignments. And I make sure I’m in all the right places at the right times. The kingdom may think Kyra is there – an abnormality still in training – but she’s not. Maybe that’s where Logan went?” Jada offers.

      “To hunt his own sister? Not likely,” Teegan says.

      “Very likely,” at least three of my Elorsins deadpan.

      Rose shrugs. “Let him kill her. Problem solved.”

      No one seems to have anything to add to that.

      “Why would the Crown shut down the last Saber castle in existence? Where would he send us all?” Teegan asks, which seems like a more pleasant line of discussion than a brother hunting down and wanting to kill his sister.

      “Right here,” Roarke answers. “If the magic is failing, he’ll send the Sabers to keep things from escaping until every last one of us not a hundred percent loyal to him falls to either released prisoners or Ximena.”

      “Prisoners,” Rose demands.

      “Tanakan is empty,” Killian answers.

      At the same time several voices echo, “Ximena?”

      I try to smother my smile as Roarke rushes to add, “The border.”

      The smile saves me from falling into the pit of information. Tanakan is empty. Bigger and badder things are after us, Logan and his sister – whoever she is – are who knows where, and my bubble is shrinking.

      “What do we do?” Teegan asks.

      “About the prisoners? Watch your backs. About the border? Leave it to us. I want you focused on Logan and taking back the White Castle. We keep Logan busy, we eliminate our enemies, and we reclaim our freedom first. Then we reclaim our Kingdom,” Pax says.

      “Your plan has holes,” Jada declares. Forget putting a dart in Rose’s nose, I want to put them all in Jada. “First, taking control of the castle could take months or even years. Our Masters and our border might not have that kind of time. Not with Lithael hunting down Masters and executing them. You think you can pull that off without getting heaps of people killed, and while babysitting a mortal?”

      And, apparently, with a whole prison worth of bad Seeds against us. When were they going to fill me in on this? But this isn’t my meeting, so I’m not about to open my mouth about anything.

      “It won’t take years. This is a multifaceted strategy,” Pax says. His tone is cool and controlled, but I wouldn’t describe it as calm. “You have to trust that there are other factors in play. Do your part, and the pieces will fall together.”

      “When Commander Pax and his team return to the castle, we’re going to restrict the flow of assignments that are being passed directly from Lithael, and increase the flow from a trusted source. Then we can move more pieces into place around the realm,” Jada says. “But that will take time.”

      She emphasizes that last word, and I get the distinct impression that no matter what Pax says or does – Jada is in no rush to play her part. The breeze must have just picked up over the dying fire because there’s suddenly an ashy quality to the air – along with murmurs of agreement from the Sabers.

      It’s a dangerous game she’s playing, first making the Sabers second guess Pax, then coming to his rescue, only to end her rescue with another reason why they shouldn’t trust him.

      She may be some family friend from a few hundred years ago, or whatever her excuse is, but she can’t be trusted.

      “Once we have control of the White Castle,” Roarke begins. “Orders will come in from Jada to secret some of the more powerful masters to the springs we know we can save. There are four Springs, from Eydis’ notes, that can be saved. Stars, Wood, Aether, and Sound. She’s tried potions, even mortal magic, and it’s worked on some of the smaller power sources but not these. Without a trusted Master in the domains, the border will bleed the Springs dry. We can save them.”

      “We will take control of the White Castle,” Rose declares.

      I twist enough to see Pax incline his head. Part in a nod, part in appreciation, and all rather more regally than I’ve ever seen. He looks like he belongs there, in front of everyone. Which is not my idea of fun. My idea of fun right now would be flicking something very small at his ear and watching the look on his face as he tried to ignore me and maintain composure.

      I sift my fingers through the dirt and pick up a pebble, but Killian kicks my bare toes with his boot before I can toss it. I drop the stone and yank my knees up to my chin, glaring at him.

      “When will you return?” Teegan asks, drawing both our attention.

      “Not until we’ve finished our business here,” Pax says. “Elite teams who are currently on Release Seal assignments over the next few days will make their way here before they return to the White Castle. We’re hoping for at least five teams, but we can’t be sure. They will all have orders, but they may not all have the same orders as you. Trust each other. At this stage the risks are too high for all of our plans to be shared among all of us.”

      “Can we trust you?” all four Elorsins suddenly stand and ask.

      The synchronicity is spine tingling.

      There is barely a pause before the phrase, “As it should be,” choruses around the group.

      And that’s it. End of meeting. Formalities over.

      The Sabers stand, and a sense of excitement settles over the group.

      I rest my elbows on my knees and run my fingers over the thick shackle scar on my left wrist. If I can deal with Lord Martin, I can deal with anything. Right?

      “What do you need?” Rose asks behind me.

      “We could use some help locating this Spring,” Roarke says.

      “What’s at the end of the track?” Teegan asks, excitedly waving towards the path that Roarke and I followed to find Eydis’ body.

      “Nothing,” Roarke says, standing purposefully, stretching his limbs, and looking like he’s trying not to be offended by her question.

      “It follows the water, and a Spring is water. That direction is logical,” Teegan presses.

      “It doesn’t start or end at a magical Spring. It starts on top of a cliff. Sheer rock. We climbed it – nothing but that great big tree on top and a trickle of water flowing from beneath its roots,” Seth says.

      “And there’s no power in this stream, so that water doesn’t come from the spring,” Roarke adds.

      “That doesn’t make sense,” Teegan says, each word slow and confused. She’s not the smartest weapon in this arsenal. “We’ll help you,” she finally says, the smile on her lips saying she doesn’t believe him, and the way she’s looking at Roarke says she’d enjoy spending time with him to prove she’s right – and other stuff.

      It’s the other stuff that burns through my nose.

      Several small conversations spark up. Killian walks over to Pax. Roarke moves towards Jada, and Teegan’s gaze lands on me – hard.

      Come-near-me-and-I-might-kill-you kind of hard.

      A shiver down my arms, the slightest sign that she might be using a power on me. Which power, or why, or what she’s hoping to achieve is beyond me. I don’t fail to notice that none of my guys have picked up on the issue here.

      One other male, such as that mage Leon, comes near me, and Roarke loses his shit. Seven females come wandering into far too close proximity to my guys, and they expect that we’re all going to play nice.

      Do they have brains?

      I feel the overwhelming need to put something in their boots, but push the idea aside – they are currently wearing their boots.

      Later. Definitely… later.

      I feel like I’m sitting here cutting onions and have to wipe at the stray bit of moisture in the corner of my eye.

      “Rose, can your people acquire some supplies? Meat from the forest, staples from the village. Not enough to draw suspicion, but we’ve little-to-nothing in stores here,” Pax calls across, then he turns his back to them, continuing his private conversation with Killian on the periphery of the group.

      Hearing him shout to Rose shouldn’t make me jealous, but damn, it does. The sensation gnaws at my insides.

      Just let me near them, and I’ll prove what I’m made of, I think, then quickly smother the idea because neither of those things are going to end well.

      A hand lands on my shoulder, and I jump to my feet, turning to find Seth smiling at me.

      “We might need to get some more wood,” he says, pointing at the one lonely piece left over by the fire.

      “Does that involve getting far away from here?” I plead.

      “Sure does,” he says with a wink.

      I climb to my feet and up onto the log, which makes me pleasantly taller than he is. From this vantage point I consider for half a second that just maybe I could show them what I’m made of – if given the chance.

      “Why do you look so happy?” I ask, hopping down and following him as he walks clean through the Sabers.

      Most of them are still standing in the frame of the logs, comparing ideas about supplies or directions for the Spring – lively chatter among friends and comrades now that the serious business of the get-together is over. They part for Seth, and I move in closer to him, almost attaching myself like a real shadow.

      “She isn’t a Saber,” Teegan says, and their attention shifts sharply to me. “What’s the point of her now?”

      I try to straighten my back and square my shoulders – to move with Seth’s kind of confidence. As much as I would love the opportunity to just rub one of their faces in a goat’s ass.

      “Just let me near her, and I’ll prove what she’s made of,” Rose says, an almost identical match to my earlier thoughts, her hand darting out to grab my arm and yank me back from Seth.

      Seth gives me a sharp smile and a nod.

      Bralls, he just set me up.

      I grit my teeth, drawing in measured breaths as my body hints at submission – then rejects the idea. It shouldn’t reject the idea. I can feel Rose’s power tensing around me.

      But instead of bowing and begging, I suck in my abdomen and lift my chin high to face the woman.

      Her eyes are a coppery brown, and the pure blond of her shorter than short hair is mesmerizingly beautiful.

      She’s taller than me. More muscular than me, too. And now that I’m this close I can see the long-healed pattern of nicks and scars all over her body, thin lines barely perceptible against her smooth black skin.

      Three things make themselves obvious as I consider my next move and try to get my brain to work faster than my mouth. One – if Pax rips her apart, he’s going to lose his army before he’s managed to muster them – and if I can’t fix this, he will rip them apart in ten minutes. Two – I have weapons, but I am pretty sure drawing them against this woman is only going to hurt me. And three – Rose is the meanest looking she-bull among them, which makes her the perfect target.

      
        
          [image: ch graphic]
        

      

      There’s a hunger in the air. A deep desire to restore order. Sabers are born, not made, and Kitten is diminishing their self-worth simply by existing, by them sensing – knowing – that she isn’t like them.

      Thane is chomping at the bit, but he is one of those secret weapons we want to keep to ourselves. It would cost us this war if that wolf kills one of his own warriors. Or all of them. Blood on his muzzle over the weakest link in this realm’s chain, and the pieces will topple into dust at Lithael’s feet.

      And Seth walks Kitten right through the middle of them. What in the bloody Aeons is Seth thinking?

      Rose could pull Shade’s blood out through her pores right now. Manipulate it and separate it from the rest of her body.  Pax has a ten-minute window. Killian does not, and every desire in him is split in two – control the situation or tear Rose to pieces.

      Rose.

      He could pull a few of her threads and incapacitate her, but anything short of knocking her out would only make matters worse, and even then the other Sabers would know. The damage to their trust would be just as bad as if Pax himself were to attack.

      Lightning flicks between Lara’s StormSeed fingers. Flames burn under the skin of the FireSeed. Both Teegan’s comrades. Both unsure whether they want to join in the fun or run from it.

      I ready myself to tell the world to stop. With this much power in close proximity I might get just long enough to throw Kitten over my shoulder and run.

      Remove the problem.

      Rose pulls Kitten around to face her, and instantly, Kitten lunges at Rose, a reaction Rose wasn’t anticipating. Kitten jumps, and her legs wrap around the Elite Saber’s hips. Then her arms around her neck.

      Rose’s eyes go wide with recognition of something deep – something in Kitten’s blood. It’s a moment of pure fear that I’ve never seen on the woman before.

      Then Kitten presses her lips to Rose’s. Hard and hot with passion.

      Pax’s eyes glow, but the guy can’t move. I can’t move. Heat flashes over Kitten’s lips and up over her cheeks. Rose’s grip relaxes in shock, but Kitten turns the tables, wrapping her arms around Rose’s neck. Too certain of herself. Too close.

      Each movement happens in slow motion.

      There’s no denying that her desire is for dominance, that the moment of intensity between them is Kitten charging like a bull, and Rose taken by surprise – but there’s also no denying the hint of pleasure when my power is so thoroughly and instinctively locked on to every single fucking one of her nerve endings.

      Instinctively, my power wants this. Wants to claim it. Own it. Maybe if I felt Rose reach for her magic in any way that would threaten Kitten, I would react differently. But Rose is damn near incapacitated.

      For a heartbeat, Rose kisses her back. Lips parting for the barest breath. Kitten’s eyes are closed, so she doesn’t see the brown of Rose’s irises turn blood red. Not passion, not even quite desire, but enjoyment for sure. Just for that slim split of a second.

      I struggle to keep my body from trembling. Then I struggle to keep myself from snatching my woman up, using my speed to get her too far from reprisal, and…

      Everything. I want to do everything to her. With her.

      Kitten’s legs shift, her feet digging in to Rose’s hips, then she pushes off, backflipping smoothly through the air.

      Rose trips backwards over the log. She hits the ground hard, a look of pure crazy excitement written all over her face. Her blood-red eyes contrast the whites, then contrast again against her dark skin.

      Killian snatches Kitten out of the air, his arm snaking around her waist and pressing her into his chest. Though he lets her stand on her own two feet – his other hand grips the hilt of his sword.

      Kitten’s breathing stutters as she subtly runs a finger over her lips, licking them, then runs her finger over them again.

      If she does that one more time my bloody pants aren’t going to be able to contain me. Not that that will be through any fault of the tailor’s.

      Kitten wraps her hand over Killian’s, stopping him from drawing his weapon.

      Pax steps forward, and her other hand darts out to press against his chest, stopping him from going any further. All of the other Sabers are looking down at Rose.

      “I can handle myself, boys,” Kitten says – sweetly.

      Both of my fists clench. I can’t smell shit like Killian, but those words reek of Seduction. All of this reeks of Seduction. I turn my gaze to Teegan and meet her wide-eyed attempt at looking surprised.

      She shakes her head sharply, grabbing the arms of her triune and pulling them back. The world is holding its breath. They don’t realize Thane has returned, but the fear of Pax’s temper must be enough. And the leash doesn’t stop his power from seeping through his skin and filling the air around us, stirring their souls into tornados of warring feelings.

      From the ground, Rose starts to laugh.

      Kitten breaks away from Killian and marches towards Seth. Everyone is frozen, and I hadn’t even noticed that Chaos was in hysterics.

      “Pax is about to kill you,” she snaps under her breath.

      “Me first,” Killian growls.

      “No, me first,” Pax growls louder.

      Seth’s on his feet, Kitten’s hand in his, and they’re dashing off towards the cottage in the same heartbeat.

      Rose stands up slowly. She has a kind of laugh that is both bright and cheerful, but also dark and scary.

      She locks her eyes on Teegan, her deep voice announcing, “She’s made of pure crazy.”

      Oh, Rose. Don’t go giving Kitten any ideas. Next, she’ll be declaring she has a CrazySeed.

      Pax steadies himself, straightening to his full height. I can sense his fangs descending.

      “This is very simple,” he says. Each word is injected with so much power that hearing them hurts. “You choose to follow me, my pentad, and all of my decisions, or you join Lithael. There is – No. Middle. Ground.”

      Every single one of them falls to their knees. Heads bowed and eyes lowered in complete submission.

      This is their choice.

      They choose Pax.

      They choose us.

      They choose Kitten.

      The world finally takes a deep breath.
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        Five Paces

      

      

      I move as quickly as I can in Seth’s shadow – my heart racing at a million beats an hour. Seth sobers quickly, from cackling on the ground to serious. More than serious. By the firm set of his shoulders, he looks… confused.

      Seth, of all people, is never confused. Even when he doesn’t know the answer, he still has a complete air of confidence.

      He grabs a short axe from next to the cottage before clambering over the black granite boulders and up toward the trees. My chest struggles to get enough air in as I work twice as hard as he does to get over the rocks.

      “Seth,” I gasp.

      He leans down, gripping my hand a little too tightly and yanking me sharply up the larger boulder. He drops my hand, avoids looking down at his brothers and the other Sabers, and turns to keep moving at breakneck speed into the trees.

      I follow – of course. Pursing, then relaxing, my lips several times before the sensation of kissing Rose has erased itself.

      It was a tactical move, I tell myself. The first thing that came to mind.

      And it worked.

      What I’m trying not to admit is that it was fun.

      As soon as we’re in the trees, Seth puts his foot on a fallen tree and starts swinging the axe. His hands are white-knuckled on the axe handle. He’s fidgeting as he swings, like keeping focused on this task is hard. Splinters of wood shoot off in all directions. Hiding behind a tree would be a good idea, but I’d like to keep my eye on the cottage. On Pax with his eyes glowing below.

      I move around the edge of my bubble and use a half-buried boulder to step up then shimmy onto the bottom branch of a tree with a good view.

      Seth’s face is hard. The laughter he was full of moments ago, when I managed to escape a trained Elite Saber by kissing her and managed the most amazing backflip in mortal history, is gone.

      “Talk to me?” I ask him.

      I’m pissed off too right now – but I’m pissed with Pax, not Seth. I’m pissed about being made into his tool. Accepting me as part of his pentad was strategic so he could get his warriors into the arena with Logan. Nothing more.

      Seth stops for a moment, looking down at his brothers still over by the cottage. With one hand he scratches through his hair while the other keeps its death grip on the axe handle.

      “You’re right, Pax is going to kill me,” he says.

      All seven women drop suddenly to their knees, heads lowered. One of the redheads has even collapsed to her hands.

      Complete submission.

      “But maybe that’s why,” he mutters.

      With a firm swing he plants the axe into the wood. Five bounding strides later, he’s standing on the boulder below me and looking me in the eyes.

      “Why what?” I ask.

      And he ignores me, instead asking softly, “Show me your arm?”

      “My arm?” Oh, I have a vague memory of Rose grabbing my arm… before all that other stuff. “My arm’s fine. She didn’t hurt me.”

      “Show me before he gets here,” Seth says, throwing a glance over his shoulder.

      The women have walked off, and so has Roarke, but Pax and Killian are moving in this direction. Just walking, not rushing. Not storming. Not threatening.

      “They don’t look like they’re in a rush,” I say.

      “I am,” Seth says, gripping my arm at the elbow and yanking it forwards.

      “Crap,” I gasp, feeling myself topple – then stop, Seth’s other arm around my waist.

      “How badly did I hurt you?” he whispers in my ear, still holding me.

      I get my balance on the branch, but he holds me a minute longer before letting me straighten, so I can pull my sleeve up.

      “Not even a bruise. I don’t feel hurt at all. I actually feel pretty awesome.”

      I lie – there are bruises, neat fingertip circles on my bicep.

      He growls at himself. “She could have killed you. Sometimes I have no idea why I find things funny.”

      “They could all kill me, Seth, and it was funny.”

      “No, it wasn’t,” he grumbles, lightly touching each one of the bruises.

      I wrap my fingers around his and stop him. “It was funny,” I assure him.

      I can practically feel his heart racing under my palm. He lifts his gaze from our hands to my eyes.

      “You were amazing, but what I did was stupid. You don’t understand, Vexy. Rose could have killed you.”

      “Rose was being careful,” Killian says, leaping over the last boulder and storming into the little space Seth and I have claimed. A space just inside the forest's edge.

      Pax is two steps behind him and struggling to move like he isn’t thinking about murder.

      He might be thinking about it – but Killian is doing it. The DarknessSeed covers the distance to Seth in a rage that he isn’t even trying to contain.

      “Oh, shit. Brother!” Seth exclaims, moving like lightning just shot through him.

      He drops my arm and jumps straight up into my tree, then from limb to limb until he’s too high to see. I try to watch his ascent, but he climbs toward the bright morning light sun and the glare makes me give up.

      Killian doesn’t chase after him – he just smashes his fist into the damn trunk of the tree. Which is the same tree I’m sitting in. Was sitting in, as I’m knocked backwards. I land with my legs in the air against the boulder and groan. Lots of groaning.

      Killian punches the tree again, and pine cones rain down.

      I scramble to my feet before getting knocked out by falling bits of tree, and barely make it back up onto the rock before Pax grips my hips, taking me completely off guard and almost knocking me over again.

      He steadies me, those eyes of his glowing and his hair in hues of coffee and ash. With firm fingers he turns my face left, then right, then left again.

      “Is she okay?” he asks, directing the question at Killian.

      “Rose was careful,” Killian repeats. “But Seth couldn’t have known that she would be.” He points up a tree to my left, where I’m presuming Seth must now be. “Seth set her up.”

      “Bralls no,” I say, swatting Pax’s hand away. “You set me up first.”

      I try to shove his chest, but the guy doesn’t budge, so I try to step back and nearly fall off the damn rock. I give up and start growling instead, feeling my anger bubbling inside me.

      I stab a finger at his chest.

      Which might be the worst possible way to get answers out of Pax. He’s wearing a cream linen shirt, and somewhere under there is a sigil that says right now he can’t snap my finger off – minor consolation.

      “This pentad nonsense had nothing to do with me. It was just a power play. All this crap about your mother’s prophecy, and you knew all along that you’d already played my card. You walked me into that group of Sabers. You told them my ass was changing their world, and you were stupid for expecting them not to react –” Damn, teeth. The guy has grown long, wolf-like teeth.

      I stop poking him in the chest, my hand hovering mid-air. Killian reaches across and lowers it.

      “We all chose, and we all fought,” he says.

      “Not for me. For them. For your plan and your realm and –”

      “Yes. For. You,” Pax says, his tone all predator, all Thane.

      “What if I were a guy, hey? What if I walked into your lives with dangly bits between my legs? You wouldn’t have cared about my status as a soot-servant then because it wouldn’t have been strategic enough. I’m just a pawn in your game, Pax.”

      Laughter shatters down through the trees.

      “I love you, Vexy,” Seth cackles. “And any scenario you come up with where Pax or Killian fall in love with a male servant.”

      “That’s not what I meant!” I growl up at him.

      “I have never loved another man,” Killian mutters, slowly, as if considering it for the very first time.

      His jaw tenses and his eyes struggle not to pop wide, then he turns and slams his fist into the tree again.

      “Seth,” he rumbles, clearly not intending to say any of that out loud.

      “Can I –” Pax begins, drawing my attention away from Killian freaking out and over to his tense words. His eyes are still slightly aglow, but the teeth have slipped back into a more human shape. “Can I touch you?”

      He might look mostly man-Pax, but he definitely sounds like Thane is still at least half in control. And the question has completely disarmed me.

      “Um, why?”

      “You smell like Rose,” Killian explains. “Checking for damage came first.”

      Pax is literally rippling with energy.

      “First?” I ask. “Before what?”

      Oh – before his lips.

      I mean, my lips.

      Our lips, as his hands slip around my body and all of me is wrapped up against him. He lifts me off the ground. We’re somehow leaning against the tree branch, and I don’t really care how, only caring about the length of his teeth and where he plans on putting them with Killian and Seth nearby.

      My eyes slide shut, and the only sounds my ears care to decipher are our two entangled breaths.

      “You can’t taste like her,” Pax growls, a hint of Thane in the syllables as he grips my bottom lip in his teeth – then bites.

      My back arches, and I press my hips against his. My body hints that this might be painful… Maybe it is… Or maybe it should be… but I still don’t want it to end.

      Warm blood runs underneath my tongue as Pax’s tongue traces over the roof of my mouth.

      “That’s better,” he whispers, at the exact same time as Killian punches the damn tree again.

      My eyes shoot wide, expecting to feel it fall over. There’s a pulverized hole in the middle of the thing – but it’s still standing.

      Pax still looks pissed, Seth is still hiding up a tree, and Killian is still trying to shatter all of his knuckles multiple times over. So my distracted moment has only managed to leave me with a sore lip.

      “Why are you mad?” I demand. “I have every right to be mad. What happened down there sucked for me, but it achieved great things for you. I saw them all bowing.”

      All it did for me was strip my self-worth away. Made me feel like a Soot once more. Right up until the moment I kissed Rose – though I’m not going to tell them that.

      “Because it worked,” Killian growls as he draws back his fist.

      The tree shudders before Killian can hit it, then the next one, and then the next one over. Seth’s gone full-monkey and has begun jumping from tree to tree. I resist the urge to look up and gawk at the huge guy flying through the air, instead keeping my gaze on Killian.

      He lowers his fist and points at me instead. “Because of you.”

      “Me? Why me? Okay, you guys need to break this down for me. Make it sound really simple.”

      “Seth forced you all into confrontation,” Pax says, his tone still hard. “If Rose hurt you, we would have torn her apart.”

      “And made a mess of your plans to save the realm. You realize that’s part of the problem here, right? That I’m just a piece in your puzzle to save this realm. If I meant more to you than that, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

      Oh, crap. Now Pax looks like he needs a tree to hit too.

      “We discussed this plan on the ride back from Tanakan,” he says.

      “He didn’t realize that breaking the all-male or all-female triune rule would give us this advantage, Vexy,” Seth calls out.

      The tension in my face relaxes, a lot actually.

      “Why didn’t you guys just tell me!”

      “You sleep too much,” Killian says.

      “You guys have to start trusting me. I handled it – didn’t I?”

      Killian just grunt-growls. Long. Low.

      Irritating as bralls.

      “What was your plan, then?”

      “Just keep you alive,” Killian says.

      Right, it’s not if or even when I die – it’s how. Killian’s saving me for my first encounter with a grimm. How romantic.

      He chuffs at me. “Rose isn’t romantic.”

      “That’s not what I was thinking,” I say, looking at him a little too accusingly.

      He flexes and fists his hand, the torn skin pulling tight over his knuckles. I grab at it, tugging it closer for just long enough to see the damage, before he yanks it away.

      “You’re an idiot,” I tell him.

      “He’s an idiot,” Killian counters, pointing in Seth’s vague direction.

      “You’re all idiots!”

      My idiots – yes, but still idiots.

      Pax’s eyes heat into a long, slow glow. The corner of his mouth pulls deliciously into the kind of half-smile that literally takes my breath hostage.

      Seth appears out of the branches, hanging upside down from one of the lower limbs.

      “You’re welcome, by the way,” he says. “For bringing them to their knees without bloodshed.”

      “Seth,” Pax booms.

      His tone ricochets through the trees. I’m overcome by the sense that physically I’ve turned to stone – completely under Pax’s command. And just to test that idea I lift my hand and push back my hair. Not stone – though I feel like I should be.

      “You are forbidden to take Shade into danger. Forbidden.”

      The words bore into me, pulling my mind tight like an elastic band stretched to its limits, and he’s not even talking to me.

      “Yes, boss,” Seth strangles the words out.

      Pax exhales, and I feel my insides relax.

      “What was that?” I whisper.

      “That was Pax being excessive,” Jada says, sauntering into the group. She makes me jump, but the guys must have known she was approaching because none of them even turn to look at her.

      “I thought you’d stopped giving Alpha orders to poor Seth, especially when what he just did was quite successful.” She flashes a smile in Seth’s direction before walking up to Killian and resting a hand on his arm. “Dangerous, entertaining, and successful.”

      She doesn’t look at him, just rests her hand there, as she turns her almond eyes towards Pax.

      My Pax, and her nasty fingers are on my Killian. Wrapping around his bicep like she owns him.

      “I give orders when he’s likely to act like an idiot,” Pax rumbles. “He still walks at my back because his Chaos gets the better of us all.”

      That’s why Seth is number Two.

      Pax. Seth. Roarke. Killian.

      One. Two. Three. Four.

      “Us all?” I mumble, wanting to reach across and slap the woman’s hand off Killian. But I’m pretty good at multitasking, and I can be possessive and have realizations at the same time. Like realizing that what Rose said to me was almost exactly the same as what I had been thinking.

      “Pax, you can’t take your orders out on him. That was my idea – all of it.” I raise my voice just enough to ensure his attention moves back to me.

      “No, Vexy, my Seed listens to his orders,” Seth says from his upside down position. “This is a good idea.”

      I ignore that because everything in me is being hit by the truth – that was my idea. I was sitting down there, my back resting against Seth’s back, running scenarios through my mind.

      Jada’s attention is on Pax, but her damn hand is still on Killian. Killian doesn’t seem to care as he gives his broken knuckles a rough inspection. Seth and I look past the two of them and lock eyes.

      He’s smiling way too mischievously, but I feel like someone kicked me in the chest and hollowed my insides out.

      “Pax, Vexy looks genuinely distressed,” Seth says.

      Pax lets out a long sigh, but it’s Jada who speaks. “When we were kids, Pax used to,” she hesitates, possibly because Pax is looking like this story will end in murder, “ah, make a mess of things. Chaos is maybe the only Seed that can absorb Pax’s level of… ah, reaction.”

      “How?”

      “The only thing that can exist in harmony with a Saber power when it is running out of control is Chaos.”

      “But how?” I demand, because that really didn’t explain anything.

      “Seth will always be one step ahead of Pax; it’s in his nature. If Pax’s reaction could annihilate the known world – Seth would be the only one to preempt it, or at least curb it.”

      She’s saying it’s better that Seth take the brunt of Pax’s anger because Seth has the most resilience – and I don’t like it.

      “Not always,” Seth calls.

      “You mean he makes me react?” Pax rumbles.

      Jada shrugs. “That too. Point is, he keeps everyone else alive.” Jada runs her hand up and down Killian’s arm.

      She says more stuff, but I’m not really listening.

      Not really breathing either. I’m struggling with a deep clawing desire to crash-tackle Jada away from a guy who isn’t technically mine. Who doesn’t even want to be mine.

      Killian isn’t mine.

      Much.

      Killian belongs to Killian – but Jada can still get her hands off him.

      Beautifully-manicured hands, like the woman arrived here in a royal carriage. The kind of hands I will happily pour a pot of boiling water over.

      This has to be some weird leftover effect from Pax’s power? Or Rose’s power? Or maybe whatever happened with Seth’s power. Because plotting to actually hurt someone is not something I usually do.

      Killian looks down at Jada’s grip as if she’s reached the limit of his patience.

      Jada’s hand slips from his arm, and I let out a shaky breath. Which makes everyone else move their attention to me. My hands are shaking, so I stuff them into my pockets. Where I find the cool glass egg and roll it between my fingers.. Why does this woman get under my skin so hard? I can be rubbed the wrong way, but this is on a level a million times worse.

      “Adrenaline and Saber power,” Jada says, nodding at me like she knows shit. “It was one of the things that caused the Mortal Wars to begin in the first place. Our two species cannot coexist. Mortal anatomy is just not up for the challenge.”

      A fresh wave of not-being-able-to-breathe-properly rolls over me.

      “What do we do?” Pax asks.

      Jada shrugs. “Wait it out, I guess. In the meantime, you boys can get me up to speed on your deciphering of Aunt Raefiya’s secret letter. I’m assuming the mortal has given it to you by now? And it’s no small prophecy. I’m also assuming she can’t read.”

      Oh, bralls no.

      “The mortal needs to be watered first,” Killian says before I can react. “And sleep.”

      “And food,” Seth adds.

      “Jada, can you go help Teegan and Roarke? Then we’ll talk,” Pax says, not looking back at the woman.

      She scowls at him, then glares at me, but turns and damn sashays down the hill. Only, she makes having a tantrum look freaking sexy. All graceful hips and long legs.

      “What are you looking for?” I ask Killian, whose gaze has shifted to the ground.

      “Apples,” he mutters, before meeting my gaze out of the corner of his eye.

      His sneaky smile is gone in a blink when the guy shifts all of his energy into advancing on Seth. But damn, that smile could knock the wind out of a girl. Deep. Dark. And a glimpse into his soul.

      Seth has just enough time to curse before Killian grabs his shirt and yanks him out of the tree. Seth almost lands on his head, which doesn’t slow Killian down one bit.

      “We’re training,” Killian says.

      Seth pops up, bouncing on the balls of his feet a few times like he’s ready to dodge a fist. But Killian doesn’t throw one.

      “Okay, I deserve that,” Seth says.

      For a long moment, Killian just stands in front of Seth. A slow smile fills Seth’s expression – from lips to eyes – before Killian extends his arm and Seth grabs it in the kind of handshake that has them gripping each other at the elbows, then pulling each other in for a hug and back slap.

      “Your Seed will be the death of us, one day.” The guy still doesn’t look impressed, and the whole scene feels kind of scary but also not.

      “But not today,” Seth says, both of them turning towards the cottage.

      “Take me too,” I announce, slipping from the rock and standing on slightly shaky legs – when did my legs get shaky?

      Pax crowds in on me instantly, his hand resting on the small of my back. The sensation is calming, but not enough to ease the shaking.

      “Shadow, I need to smash something, and I can’t hit you,” Killian says.

      “Damn right, you can’t – but maybe I need to hit something too,” I say. Though instead of something I really should have said Jada. I need to hit Jada.

      And every other woman down there.

      Except Rose. I kinda like Rose now.

      Killian looks like the air around here is intense, like he’s breathing the same bitter-metallic tang that I am.

      Then he looks to Pax for permission. Which would piss me off except Pax instantly nods.

      “But he goes first,” Pax says, pointing at Seth, and nudging me towards the cottage.

      “Priorities. Spring. Food. Training. Repeat,” Killian says.

      “What? I just want to –” I cut myself off before, distract myself from my jealousy. “We’re not planning my life here.” Killian grunt-chuckles, so I add, “No, honey, no life planning. Just let me hit something …” Other than her.

      I don’t get a chance to say the other than her part because, before I can chuckin’ scream, Killian grabs me by the hips and slings me over his shoulder.

      “Hey!” I exclaim, and get ignored.

      “Did she just call you honey?” Seth asks, rushing to catch up as Killian basically strides down the boulders like the things aren’t even there.

      “Again,” Killian says.

      “She’s called you honey before? Why didn’t I know about this? What does she call me?” Absently, like there’s no thought involved, and without a hitch in his conversation, Seth cartwheel-flip-somersaults down the boulders.

      “A pain-in-my-ass,” I mutter too low for Seth to hear.

      Killian laughs. His chest rumbles right through to mine – and oh, does it make the air smell so sweet.

      “What’s wrong with Sethy?” I ask.

      “If I’m Sethy, then his name is Killy,” Seth says. He’s sulking, lips drawn down as he tumbles like a crazy person over three boulders at once and lands like the ground itself has offended him.

      “Killian,” I say, rather loudly given I’m being carried down the grassy hill by him. “Honey, do you mind if I call you Killy?”

      “Yes,” he growls.

      “Do you mind if I call you honey?”

      “Yes.”

      Seth laughs at me, way too hard, then detours off towards the cottage while Killian keeps carrying me – as if I weigh nothing – towards the stream. I could call him Lilian – but I’d prefer he were unconscious again before I do that.

      “What can I call you then?”

      “Killian.”

      “You call me Shadow.”

      “The All-Mighty All-Deadly All-Inspiring All-Feared All-Empowered Killian.”

      “Killian the Omniscient,” I poke, using Roarke’s new word, hopefully in the right way.

      “You’ve been spending too much time with Roarke,” he mutters. “I insist on The All-Mighty All-Deadly All-Inspiring All-Feared All-Empowered Killian.”

      I laugh so hard that I think maybe I should have asked for a toilet break. That’s it. That’s all I have.

      Killian’s hard chest and shoulder press in against my aching stomach, which is exactly the moment I realize he’s chuckling too.
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      I watch Seth and Kitten clamber over the boulders and into the trees. Pax is talking, and after a while the warriors around us kneel. But I can’t move my eyes from those trees; allowing myself to watch is the small concession that keeps the floodgates from opening. Even though I can’t actually see them from down here.

      “Roarke,” Pax snaps.

      All of the information that I wasn’t listening to here floods in.

      Rose is leaving to hunt. Rynn and her sister are riding into town for supplies. If they split up, the townsfolk will likely amalgamate stories, and if anything gets retold, it will be that one lone Saber came through the area. Lone Sabers are a common enough sight. The blessing of twins. Those are our only keys, three all up because of course Jada has one.

      That leaves Teegan, her StormSeed, and Rose’s FaunaSeed – Aria.

      And I need to work on the spring.

      “I’m on it,” I grumble, but only because my whole body is still so bloody tense that my throat muscles won’t relax enough to let my voice out.

      Pax and Killian stalk off, tugging just lightly at my speed in their own struggle not to race after Shade.

      Teegan points down the stream to the spot where the water widens and slips through Eydis’ barrier.

      “Follow the perimeter,” she begins giving her team orders, but stops to check over her shoulder in the direction of my family in the trees. “But not that way,” she adds.

      The women nod respectfully, then meet my gaze for confirmation.

      My brothers and I have always been treated in two ways, respect or power play. Since Lithael came into power, the third option, fear, has become prominent. So I’m not surprised that the women look to me for confirmation. I am surprised that they feel eager for it, that they desire my reaction.

      Not because of what my Seed is tugging to the surface of their consciousnesses, but because of what Kitten just did. Because we have a damn crazy mortal in our possession.

      The strongest power play – played out by the weakest among us, and she didn’t even know she was doing it.

      I nod to Teegan’s team, and two of them move off. They can follow the stream if they want. In any direction they want. I’ve already done that.

      “Show me where this water doesn’t start from,” Teegan coos, taking lithe steps away from the cluster of logs arranged for sitting on and onto the path.

      Pebbles, just smooth enough for Kitten to walk  – or stumble – across barefoot trace the edge of the stream. Teegan has grace. Each of her steps, in her shiny deer-hide boots, is almost soundless. And she has the kind of hips that perch atop long legs without any ability to hide the swish and sway of her walk. Legs that are bare. Smooth. Not a scratch or a mark.

      “She was dead when you got here?” Teegan asks, pointing to the blood on the boulder as we amble around a garden bed and away from where Kitten and Pax are having a heated discussion out of sight, but not quite out of my senses. I can’t make out the words, just the heavy tones and the intensity in the air. Kitten’s desire is still heavy even at this distance.

      And still fanning the fire inside me.

      I try to settle my emotions before saying, “Yes, long dead.” Following Teegan further along the path.

      Her back is bare. Aeons, the top she’s wearing barely covers her front, and her skirt is short to the point of barely covering anything at all. It’s not like she can help the seductive tones of her voice or the way she wets her lips before talking and chews her lip while listening. She was born this way. She is a SeductionSeed.

      What she can help is using her power to force Kitten’s hand into making a move that was so close to ending everything. Ending our realm. Ending our future. Ending her life.

      Ending me.

      And maybe it worked out for the better, but Teegan couldn’t have known that.

      “Oh, look,” Teegan says when the wall of nothing comes into view, still oblivious to the way I am stalking behind her. My hands are clasped behind my back, my gaze either on the path, or numbly on one of her features. “It does just end.”

      I almost chuff. Of course, it bloody ends. Aeons, I said it ended.

      The path just runs out. One minute there’s path and the little stream, the next it’s a sheer wall of stone. Black like night, and worn smooth by a million years of water flowing endlessly down from the giant sequoia on top. I’ve been here – done this a million times. Looked at the stone and the tree and the stream, and none of it is helping!

      The up the slope bit is weird – but we worked out Eydis played a hand in that.

      The water coming out from under a tree root bit is weird – but I’ve linked that to old magma tunnels.

      The wall of stone worn smooth, also weird – but given the amount of time that has passed and the type of stone it is actually incredibly feasible.

      Teegan is running her fingers through the cascading water, parting it like curtains as she delicately explores the surface through her touch… Eyelids lowered and her lashes, long and fluttering, and reflecting the afternoon sun… Her lips part just a little and each breath lifts her chest, drawing my eye down to the low v in her top…

      All seduction, and my ready-to-break Allure snatches up the essence of what she’s offering and throws me into the mix with it.

      My hands are under her shirt, flat against her stomach, spinning her to face me, before my mind is even aware of it. Fire explodes inside of me, raging heat that has to knock down the walls I’ve built to protect Kitten before it can connect.

      And it does connect. Hard and vibrant with every color of desire. The rush of my power meeting hers leaves me gasping, and the minute the connection is there, I feel her strength rush into me. The way a Saber interaction should be – she draws in from me, and I draw in from her.

      I feel my power rush into her.

      The water cascading over her shoulders as I pin her. My arms tangled in her shirt.

      To hold Teegan – I realize.

      Teegan.

      Not Kitten.

      Her head tilts back, and an excited gasp escapes expectant lips. Her eyes are actually closed. She’s so sure my lips will find hers.

      But my power has raced through her, felt around the edges of what she has to offer, decided it’s no longer good enough for us, and already begun to retreat.

      I growl. The sound so alien from my own lips that even my eyes open wider with shock, and Teegan looks horrified.

      No, if I’m going to lose control of my power, it has to be with Teegan. Teegan can handle it. Teegan will survive.

      But instead my power reaches and stretches around me, seeking the true source of its desire. Seeking Kitten.

      “What?” Teegan gasps, trying to straighten and having considerable trouble with my arms still wrapped up in her shirt.

      And the frustrated crease to her lips is… amusing.

      I smile down at her.

      “What are you waiting for?” she asks, struggling to the tips of her toes and running her tongue over my lips.

      I straighten, standing too tall for her to reach.

      She’s right. We’d normally be all over each other. The smooth surface of the stone is enticing on its own. It’s not slippery, just wet, and the leverage from the pebbles underfoot would be more than enough for me to support Kitten’s weight.

      The moss that has covered the space from the base of the wall down along the stones and the stream – that looks like it would be a fun surface too. A perfect balance between being able to bend and push and maneuver a person, and yet not hurt them.

      Teegan settles one long finger over my lips. “Shh,” she says. “Whatever you’re thinking…”

      Her power slips over me, then off me. Like I have my own bubble.

      I didn’t want the pretty things at the inn in Rengurra, and I didn’t want the Seduction at Lackshir. None of them.

      And Teegan, an Elite Seduction, her power should compete with mine – able to be the sun to a sunflower. Irresistible.

      But all of that is gone.

      Replaced by a feeling as smooth as glass and as permanent as stone.

      I splay my hand out against the wall, my chest heaving through this strange new part of my heart that I didn’t know existed. Teegan has one leg hitched over my hip. One hand had already worked the clip loose on my pants, and damn if I wasn’t close to getting that tumble my brothers wanted – without even realizing it.

      I couldn’t now, even if for some reason, I did want to.

      I couldn’t, and I don’t want to.

      I trail my hand through the flow of water over stone, marveling at the clean sensation. Not that I felt dirty before – but that my fingers are alive with every slice of liquid-over-skin in a way that makes me wonder if I’ve ever really felt this in control before. This clear-headed. This alive with my own choices. Calm and pure and… everything.

      If this is what it should feel like to be alive, have I really felt anything before?

      Anything.

      Ever – or at least since I was a young child and my power revolved around obtaining sweets and not cleaning my room.

      Teegan pushes and wriggles just enough to free herself from between me and the cliff. Then she begins to pace behind me.

      “You’re right,” she huffs. “Nothing.”

      She stops and crosses her arms over her chest, waiting. Finally, I pull my hand from the water and re-fasten my pants. I don’t turn my body, just my head, settling my calm gaze on her.

      My far too calm gaze – which falters slightly as the weight of Kitten’s role in my life begins to descend. Telling her my power wants her is way down on my to-do list. Keeping her safe is way up on the top of that list.

      “You played a part in Rose’s actions,” I begin, power seeping out with my words, “and even if you didn’t, I need you to know that it will be your death too, if any harm comes to that mortal.”

      She smiles. Long. Slow. Seductive… but not.

      “That’s exactly what I expected you to say. I could taste it on you. In all this time, all the other partners you’ve had since me, you have always tasted the same. Available. Desirable. Now you taste like sweet honey. You taste like her.” As she talks, she runs her tongue over her lips, a quizzical squint in her eyes. “I can’t explain it or understand it, but I will respect it.”

      I don’t believe it. Not that I don’t believe her, just what she thinks she can promise. I seem to have new limits, and I flex my power out in all directions to test them, but I’m quite certain she does not.
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      Killian puts me down on the edge of the big cleared rectangle of land, where the beginnings of green grass are shooting up through the dead crops. This is where he dumped me in the mud and reset my arm – for the millionth time.

      Without thought, I flex and curl my fingers. My arm feels good, barely even an ache.

      Seth catches up to us carrying a sword and spear. Then he moves about our training space, throwing stray sticks and the odd rock into the trees. The sword gets strapped to his belt, then he spins and twists the spear in wide warmup arcs while Killian sits on the ground and begins to stretch.

      I turn my back to them and instead seek out Jada. Pax had said they would talk – which is probably what they’re doing now. I can’t see them. I bet they can see me, though, trying to hide the tremor in my muscles as I stand here not having a clue where to start – while the people around me know exactly what they’re doing and move smoothly into the activity.

      I bet Jada would know what to do right now – how to train with Sabers.

      “Stable your jealousy. She’s good people,” Killian says, making me jump a little. “If she hurts you, I’ll kill her, but jealousy is pointless.”

      Big guys shouldn’t be able to soundlessly move from stretching on the ground to being way too close without making any noise. Shouldn’t, but Killian can.

      “I don’t get jealous,” I mutter as Jada and Pax finally amble into sight. “And who’s good people?”

      They’re still talking, walking next to each other like equals. It’s pretty damn clear he values her. And it’s pretty damn clear that stirs up emotions in me.

      “That bond you’ve got with him is strong,” Killian says. “She can’t touch it.”

      And that, right there, is pretty damn sweet – like honey.

      But I can’t tell him that. So I just grunt. A low grr-uh sound that he follows with a hhhhrrrr-ing noise.

      Pax turns sharply to look up where the stream merges with the forest, a little more predatory than normal. This whole business of commanding has him on edge – and since he’s a born commander, it’s obvious that the factor making everything harder for him is me.

      Rynn and Amber, the redheaded Fire-Something-Seeds, enter first. Their horses are loaded high with supplies from the village – mostly flour, by the looks of it. Sabers like to eat, and bread seems to be high on their diet at the moment. They’re followed by three new women, Sabers with sweat-streaked horses who scan the domain, hands to hilts, before they spot Pax and relax a little. All five of them walk over to greet him.

      Greet by dismounting and kneeling, evidence of gossip at its best. At least I impressed someone. Either that or my kissing looked so bad they’re desperate to keep away from me.

      “I thought they needed Roarke to get in?” I mutter.

      “He adjusted the wards,” Killian says.

      “So anyone can walk in here?” That sounds stupid. Why would he weaken the protections?

      “No, Rynn has a key,” he says.

      “Key?” I press.

      “Magic.”

      I nod, okay, fair call. A magical door-of-sorts can be made to require a magical key. That makes sense.

      “Can we trust Rynn?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “Just not with frogs. If you’re a frog, you’ll be tortured.”

      “Why?”

      “Everyone has a guilty pleasure.”

      “But frogs?”

      He just shrugs again. That’s all I’m going to get. Rynn has frog murdering tendencies, but I like frogs.

      I might say something else, but Roarke and Teegan emerge from the back of the little path and steal my ability to think.

      They’re wet, both of them. Not completely been swimming wet, but just parts of their body wet. Her shirt and his sleeves. Matching body parts – because there’s no way she just went and laid down in a puddle while he walked over somewhere else and happened to put his arms in a different puddle up to his elbows.

      Stuff like that just doesn’t happen.

      Killian steps sharply in front of me, leaning down and inhaling deeply. “Green.”

      “What? Killian, you’re in my way.”

      “You smell green.”

      “How can a person smell green? A person can smell like shit, but they can’t look like shit.”

      He makes a ‘you do’ noise, and I pull my gaze away from Teegan marching towards Pax as Roarke ambles towards me.

      That’s when I realize what I just said, and that it made no sense, and instead of hitting him, I run my hands over my sleep-messed hair. Damn Roarke for not giving me that band back.

      “They don’t care,” Killian says.

      Teegan probably does. Teegan looks perfect.

      But I don’t care about Teegan. I care about Roarke – too much.

      My AllureSeed hops the stream, chin slightly lowered, moving with a deadly, calculating stride into my bubble. His dark eyes lift to meet mine in that second and damn near set my soul on fire. My AllureSeed.

      Hot as chuckin’ bralls. Like maybe, me plus him and dying right now would be such a blissful alternative to saving the world.

      Heat prickles over my skin, and suddenly, it’s terribly easy to picture Roarke naked. Full butt naked. I’m already naked, who cares if we end up on the ground, in the mud.

      Yes, please. My insides coil, ready to pounce on him. Wanting him.

      Needing him.

      He covers the distance toward us with those delicious eyes still holding mine and a little seductive smile hanging on the corner of his lips.

      I swallow hard and grip Killian’s arm for support. Killian’s response is a sharp rumble as he turns his back to Roarke, taking me with him. Seth looks across at us, slowing the practice arcs he was rolling his spear through and looking curiously from one brother to the next.

      My eyes go wide, trying to convey ‘help’ or even ‘save me.’ Or really anything that will let me face Roarke again. I dig my heels in, twist at the hips, and try to push away. But my back is pinned to Killian’s front, with the big guy’s arm cutting straight across my chest, almost carrying me across to Seth, and there’s nothing I can do about it.

      “Rein it in, Allure,” Killian growls.

      Instantly, the heat pulls back. I know I should be feeling relieved. Maybe even normal. But what I feel is cold and empty.

      I was enjoying that – so much!

      It takes me a few breaths to get brain cells back together and analyze what just happened. I guess that’s the point of Roarke’s power. People want it, they respond to it. Being around him makes people want him.

      That’s just not normally me, though, and not normally this hard.

      Killian nods, just once, and relaxes his arm.

      “She’s never latched on that hard before,” Roarke says, stepping into my view.

      I swallow to wet my throat and tilt my head back against Killian’s chest. He doesn’t move or push me away, just stands and takes my weight as common sense sneaks back in.

      He smiles down at me, then suddenly steps to the left. I slip and land with a hard thump on the soft ground as fresh mud seeps into the ass of my pants.

      Seth chuckin’ cackles with laughter.

      Killian huff-laughs, crouching down beside me. “Was his idea,” he says, stabbing his finger towards Seth.

      Seth, who was supposed to be saving me and instead teamed up with Killian.

      I pin my glare on Seth. “I thought you were on my team?”

      “We’re all on the same team,” Killian grunts.

      “And I thought we didn’t listen to him.” This time I glare at Killian and point towards Seth.

      Point with my left hand and sift the fingers of my right through the mud.

      Not thick-puddle consistency, just soft-soil consistency, which makes it easy for me to get a nice handful. Killian’s gaze clips the corner of my playful smile in the same second that I lunge.

      Which gives him just enough time to look angry, but not enough to make me reconsider my crappy choice.

      Because leaping to my feet, grabbing the waistband of the Seed of Darkness’ pants, and dumping a handful of mud into his braies is not a good idea.

      Ever.

      I turn to run – and smack into Roarke. Who wraps me up in his arms.

      “Let me go. He’s going to kill me.”

      “No, he’s not,” Roarke says.

      Killian grabs a handful of mud and tosses it at Seth, not chasing me, not even paying any attention to me, as he grabs another and takes aim again.

      “Vexy,” Seth calls, ducking and dodging. “What did you do that for!”

      Seth rolls, springs to his feet, and tackles Killian in return.

      Roarke hooks a finger against my chin and turns my face. “What happened back there?”

      I stop trying to watch the other two, following the distressed tones of Roarke’s voice.

      “Back where?”

      “With Rose.”

      “I’m sorry,” I blurt out. “I didn’t mean to, you know. I just wanted to take care of it, but you guys –”

      “Don’t worry about us. I’m worried about you.”

      “Me? I’m fine.” Getting four exact same versions of the interrogate-Shade song, played back to back, is pushing my patience.

      I’m pretty sure we covered everything in the trees, except Roarke wasn’t in the trees.

      “Rose is Elite,” he says.

      I nod.

      “She kissed you.”

      “No, I kissed her. Barely. I leaned forward, and she toppled back – that’s almost exactly how it happened.”

      “Her eyes turned red, and she kissed you back.”

      “What are you talking about?” I demand.

      “Rose is a BloodSeed. Technically, I guess, her eyes could turn red just from brushing against strong power, but you have the equivalent power to a mortal – so my guess is her eyes turned red from desire.”

      I sure didn’t see red eyes – and I would remember something like that. But I had my lids closed. I felt with my feet until they settled securely onto Rose’s hips then I propelled off of her. Somewhere in mid-air I kind of freaked out and realized that having my eyes open was necessary for figuring out where the ground was, but by then Killian had caught me, and Rose was already on the ground.

      That’s all that happened, but as I think that I run my tongue over my lips.

      Honestly, Rose tasted good.

      Roarke nods, like my silence has finalized something. I can’t even remember what we were arguing about – exactly. Aside from Rose’s eyes, which may or may not have turned red.

      “And just now?” Roarke asks, his tone softer.

      “Now?” I press. Maybe I need to explain that this whole conversation has lost me.

      “When I approached.”

      My cheeks warm, and I straighten away from him. “You know you’re hot – right?”

      He chuckles a little weakly. “Not on my own, I’m not. You can’t go hunting out my power like that. I have to keep a tight grip on myself – and so do you.”

      I ignore everything but the first six words. “What the chuck are you talking about?”

      “You have to stop yourself from pulling at my power.” As he talks, he reaches out and brushes a stray strand of fringe from my forehead. “We’re in this delicate dance, you and I. You can use a little power for a little while, but any more or any longer than that, and you start to hurt yourself.”

      I swat his hand away.

      “No, that other bit. Say that other bit again.” He’s just frowning at me so I add, “The bit about you not being hot.”

      “Sabers are our Seeds.  If I’d been born a FaunaSeed, you would never react to me that way.”

      Yep, exactly what I thought he’d said. So I do what comes naturally. Mostly thanks to Killian.

      I knee him in the balls.

      And he drops like a rock.

      “I know you’re hot, and I know what your power feels like, and I’d still think you were hot even if you were mortal. So don’t try to tell me your power is controlling the way I feel, or your damn power better get to controlling my knees too.”

      I turn to march away. Five whole steps.

      Then my foot connects with an invisible wall, and chuck it hurts.

      By the time I stop jumping around and holding my throbbing toes like an idiot, he’s on his feet and catching up to me. Sabers, even their balls are stronger than I am.

      “Count them,” he orders, moving in close behind me.

      So I obey. “One, two, three, four, five.”

      Everything, his sharp movements, his lips pressed thin, the way his jaw is clenched so tight teeth could break at any minute, it all looks like anger. But it feels like fear. “What happened?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Then why?”

      “I don’t know!”

      He opens his mouth to ask another question, but pauses just before the sounds come out – thinking. “Did you count them after you slept?”

      I shake my head.

      “Have you counted them at all today?”

      Another shake.

      “Have you had any pain today?”

      I roll my eyes at him.

      “Any pain that feels similar to using one of our powers?”

      “I don’t think so,” I say, but only because there is no good non-verbal way of responding to that.

      “It has to be sleep,” he murmurs.

      “But why all of a sudden? I mean, I’ve slept every night since the bubble but it’s only been shrinking recently.”

      “I don’t know,” he admits, grabbing his hair and yanking it back into a band.

      But, rather naturally, I dive at him and snatch it.

      “Thank you,” I say, moving back so I can tie my own hair up and hopefully keep out of his reach. “And don’t argue with me. This is probably my band anyway, and if I can’t put my hair up, I’m going to cut it off.”

      “You can’t,” he almost gasps.

      “If it would mean not having to deal with this mess,” I taunt, waving a hand through the end of my ponytail to highlight my issue.

      He pulls another band out of his pocket and restrains his hair – okay, so that might be my band, not sure.

      Then he walks past me saying, “Come on.”

      I turn to follow him because if I don’t the other side of the bubble will hit me. I hadn’t even noticed the constant clang and thump of Killian and Seth starting to beat the shit out of each other.

      I’d seen these guys in a tournament once, and their training is just as brutal. I thought Killian had gone over the top with me that first day by the ochre caves. Turns out he was taking it easy.

      Seth makes sweeping movements, fast, precise, and graceful, dodging here and ducking there. He uses his spear until Killian flicks it from his hands, and he has to draw his sword. He’s good, too. For all of Killian’s brute muscle, foresight, and skill, Seth balances the duel with speed, agility, and tricks like rolls and flips.

      I think things would be different if they were using their magical abilities, but they’re not. Not that I can see, anyway.

      Roarke guides me to the nearest tree, and I watch where I’m going between shooting curious glances back at Pax – he looks like he’s giving the same speech to the new Sabers.

      “I don’t suppose Darkness taught you how to warm up first?” Roarke asks.

      “I’ve never done anything strenuous enough to require warming-up.” Not before meeting these four.

      Rourke chuckles, motioning for me to sit.

      “Legs out wide,” he says, sitting opposite me and doing the same.

      Damn, the guy is flexible. His legs are almost in a straight line. I try to do the same and only manage to get a wedge shape and a tinge of pain.

      “Ninety percent of a battle is about the skill you have over your own body. The other ten percent is your awareness of your opponent.”

      “Only ten percent?” I ask, because that sounds awfully low.

      Roarke brings his feet in to rest against my ankles.

      “Even if you only know one percent, only know exactly what your opponent is doing right now, if you have ninety percent of your body ready to react, you still own ninety percent of the battle. And ninety percent in any equation will win every time. Give me your hands.”

      He grips my wrists and begins to pull me slowly forward.

      “My math is about as good as my reading,” I admit.

      He smiles at me. “We can work on that too, but right now I’m going to make you hurt.”

      His words wash over me, settling low in my stomach. Somewhere between ‘please do’ and ‘wait, what? Bralls no.’

      Then it hurts. Right up the inside of my legs, all the way into my hips, then shooting up my back.

      He leans in, releasing the pressure, and I straighten before anything more than a low hiss has escaped my lips.

      Killian and Seth both glance over at me. Killian, however, decides I’m just being a big baby and uses the moment to kick his little brother in the stomach. Seth doubles over, rolling out of the way as he curses.

      “I didn’t mean this bit’s going to hurt,” Roarke says, his lips pulled to one side as he thinks. “That was just the beginning.”

      He shuffles his feet, pushing my legs a little further apart, then pulls me forwards again. The motion is slow, but the pain is not.

      “And what is this going to achieve?” I ask through gritted teeth.

      “You’re not going to kick him in the head if you can’t get your leg past your hips.”

      “One,” I say relaxing back. “I wasn’t planning on kicking him in the head, and two,” I grit my teeth again as he pulls me forwards, “I could probably already get my foot that high.”

      Roarke chuckles, shaking his head, and pulls me forward as far as I can bend.

      When I’m about to struggle, he lets me relax back.

      Bralls, the pain!

      He pulls me forwards again, further than last time, and a little whimper escapes me.

      “You know I’d be happy for you to take this pain away, right?” I say.

      He shakes his head. “Stretching has to hurt just right. You’re looking for that perfect spot where your muscles are challenged but not broken – that’s something you have to feel for.”

      I hiss again.

      “Well, you’ve gone too far.”

      “Not yet, I haven’t.”

      I gasp, hiss, then growl.

      Seth sails through the air and lands with a thump on his back, not far from us.

      “Will you stop making that noise?” he grumbles. “It’s making me get my ass kicked.”

      “Then fight harder,” I snap at him.

      He cocks his head to the side, that ‘challenge-accepted’ smile on his face.

      “You know you’re supposed to stretch him too?” he asks, popping to his feet. “And every time I take a hit, you both have to go deeper.”

      Seth ducks Killian’s swing, his gaze not leaving mine.

      I open my mouth to say, ‘no chuckin' way’ when Roarke cuts me off.

      “Deal.”

      “What? No deal!”

      Killian brings his boot in low and sweeps Seth off his feet, but mid-fall Seth kicks out and manages to send Killian staggering before Seth hits the ground.

      Roarke adjusts his feet again, making my legs and his wider.

      “You can pull me down as low as you want,” he says, motioning that I should lean back and drag him forwards into the same stretch that I’ve been doing.

      I start to lean back, but he doesn’t tense, doesn’t wince, doesn’t even resist me. I lie all the way onto my back, almost putting his nose to the ground, and he comes up smiling.

      “What’s the point?” I mutter.

      He ignores that. “I’m going to pull you towards one leg now.”

      He’s already making me move by the time he’s finished his sentence, pulling, and at the same time reaching to guide my body with a firm hand on my side.

      “Lower your head towards your knee,” he instructs.

      “I’m trying,” I growl.

      While my head’s down, I hear a thump on the ground. “Who was that?”

      “Killian.”

      “Thank chuck,” I groan.

      We move across to my other leg, then I repeat the same stretch on Roarke. Then Seth hits the ground again. And again.

      And again.

      Roarke adjusts our stretch to my very limits.

      Tears have started to well in my eyes, and my breathing is nothing more than little gasps when he says, “You know you don’t have to play our games, right? Just call it off.”

      I consider that as he pulls me forward.

      “I like your games,” I say, then he puts pressure on the back of my neck, and I hiss.

      By the time Killian and Seth call it quits, my legs, back, and arms feel like jelly.

      “Any objections if I spar with her?” Roarke asks, getting to his feet and dusting the moisture and wet grass from his breeches.

      Killian rumbles in agreement and hands his sword over to Roarke.

      “What if I object?” I ask, because asking me first would have been nice.

      Seth offers me a hand up, and I shake my wobbly legs out. This pleasant kind of pain is a weird and wonderful new discovery.

      Then Seth offers me his sword. I take a really big step away from it.

      Killian shakes his head. “Use your blade.”

      I pull it from my pocket, then blanch.

      “You want me to fight a sword wielding Elite Saber who has magic with this?”

      Killian smiles, that full-mouth, bright and alive smile. He’s enjoying this.

      “Is it bad that I like it when you do that?” I ask softly.

      “Do what?” he asks.

      “Smile, get excited, even when it means I’m going to end up in pain.”

      “Why?” he asks, some of his expression smoothing into curiosity.

      “Because I can see you like it.”

      He just grunts.
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      She moves in the wrong way. I correct the motion, then three seconds later we repeat the process, all the time trying to explain that the movement is like wielding my power. It’s a dance, not a blacksmith beating steel into shape.

      And she is improving. If improving were the slow process of a seedling growing into an oak, and the world wasn’t preparing for war.

      In the periphery, Rose returns to the cottage carrying a deer over her shoulders. Her stride is confident, her head held high even under the weight, and the blade at her side is already cleaned.

      Powerful – that woman is powerful and deadly.

      She deposits the deer by the fire then ambles towards us, blood staining her shoulders.

      With one finger she runs a line of the red liquid down her forehead. She enjoys it, like a hungry stomach enjoys food. Killian watches her, and he’s watching Kitten too. For a flicker of a second I smell the desire coming off of him, but I’m not sure which woman it’s for.

      Kitten moves to the left, leaving her right unguarded, and I tap her hip with the flat of my blade. Killian’s going to tell me I’m too soft on her – but I don’t want to see her bruised.

      The purple marks still on her throat are almost too much to bear.

      “Use your shoulders, reach,” Killian calls, growling at her across the distance.

      She adjusts. Always listening – always pushing herself. Never achieving.

      She would have made a good Saber. With a Seed of her own and time to develop like everyone else who gets the Calling, she could have been strong.

      Perhaps if her mother wasn’t mortal. She’s technically still very young, only breathed air for eighteen years. Pax’s skills at eighteen pretty much revolved around ripping things apart in anger. He hadn’t held a sword when I met him. Hadn’t won a fight as a man. Was still struggling to survive.

      But he has had the luxury of a few hundred years to grow up.

      “You’re training her like she’s male – she’s not. She’s female,” I hear Rose telling Killian.

      She tucks her hands under her armpits, which is unusual for the Saber. Perhaps a means to stop herself from pointing in the lass’s direction.

      Killian grunts at her. He knows she’s a woman. No man could miss that.

      Kitten lunges at me, and I sidestep, tapping her blade out of the way.

      “Don’t reach outside your balance. Learn where your center of gravity is,” I tell her.

      “Her arms are never going to be as strong as a man’s – but she has an amazing core. Teach her to use that. That’s where her strength is going to be,” Rose says.

      Killian makes his agreement audible, and Rose huffs in response, her smile making the air between them heat. I switch my attention back to Kitten, all the while making her dance and duck and weave. One of the gifts of Allure is a slight command over time and space. Being able to do two things at once.

      I watch how the girl moves. Trying to understand what Rose is talking about.

      Aria ambles over to Killian’s other side. Rose holds her hand out, and Aria leans around Killian to slap Rose’s hand in camaraderie. I skirt to the left, making Kitten move right, and watch her face when she spots Killian bookended by two strong females.

      Brow creased, eyes narrowed, and nose scrunching. I hadn’t expected the nose scrunching.

      “Lilies and roses,” she pants, her gaze fixing on me. “What does that mean?”

      “Lust and desire.”

      “Who?”

      I lower my sword, turning to look properly at how the women are interacting with Killian.

      “Ro –” I begin to say, but a sharp kick to the back of my knee cuts me off.

      I stumble forward, twisting to face her.

      “Sorry, don’t know what made me do that,” she says, stepping back.

      But I’m smiling, and after one look at my expression, she smiles too – through her puffing. She bends over, trying to support herself and balance leaning on her knees. She looks like she might be about to collapse.

      She hasn’t asked to stop.

      “Do you ever ask for help?” I ask.

      She shakes her head just a little, sucks in a breath, and tries to straighten.

      Aeons, why hadn’t I clued into that sooner? In the stables when we were at the White Castle, on the road here, when Killian trained with her at the cave, now. She pushes herself no matter what she’s doing – to the point of almost killing herself. Something inside me twists, a need to protect her. To be more careful, more watchful.

      She’s a thousand times more Saber-spirited than she realizes.

      I nod toward Killian, hesitating until she can breathe again. Until she takes the lead.

      We approach the spectators together. Rose and Aria’s seals have already dissolved, so they’re on borrowed time. I listen to their gentle conversation – which is probably out of Kitten’s auditory range. My little Kitten.

      “Mortal?” Aria asks, waving in our direction.

      Rose gives her a warning glare. “Pax’s mortal.”

      “Why does Pax have a mortal?” Aria asks.

      Killian cuts through the conversation with a low growl.

      “And she can’t fight,” Aria mutters, adjusting the cord holding her bow to her back. “But we want her to learn?”

      Killian nods and makes a sound of agreement, a bit like a throat clearing. Aria looks to Rose, and Rose nods. Obviously, Killian’s grunt wasn’t a sound in Aria’s vocabulary. Killian crosses his arms over his chest, the movement broadening his frame and making both women step back. I was wondering how long he could put up with Aria. The FaunaSeed is naturally an emotional Saber, tuned in to growth and death and the pain of the animals around her. The woman would never hunt with Rose and even has trouble eating plants. Plants are not fauna – but being emotionally connected in the way she is, it changes a person's view of the world. Add that to the things Killian already feels, and it must be driving the guy crazy.

      “Well, maybe us women can help,” Aria says, leaning forward to check Rose’s reaction.

      Rose nods.

      “Only if Pax isn’t going to kill us,” Rose says. “Or the rest of you guys, for that matter.”

      “Seth, get Pax,” Killian shouts as we step in closer to the group.

      But not too close. I stop before Kitten’s bubble will let her jealousy get the better of her.

      Seth stops moaning in the shade of a nearby tree. Grumbling, “Yes, boss,” he climbs to his feet.

      “I’ll walk with you,” Aria says, moving off.

      Rose rests her hand on Killian’s arm – her power sparking heat with his. BloodSeeds and DarknessSeeds are so closely akin – the closest in this world that Killian has.

      Kitten moves, and before I’ve even got a read on what she’s doing, she flicks her curved karambit blade and embeds it into the ground right beside Rose’s boot. Rose’s hand moves off Killian, taking the hint.

      “Damn,” Kitten mutters, sounding surprised. “Looks like I do get jealous.”

      “Good thing you missed,” Rose says, smiling down at the blade and then across at Kitten.

      “She didn’t miss,” Killian rumbles, even chuckles a little.

      Rose looks at the big guy with a streak of admiration. “Really?”

      Killian nods.

      “Impressive. I want to train with her,” Rose says, offering Kitten a playful smile. “Just don’t kiss me.”

      Pulling the blade from the ground, Rose holds the hilt towards Kitten. I reach out and take it, not wanting either woman to move any closer.

      Not wanting Kitten to move out from my shadow, or not wanting Rose to have a weapon near my woman. I’m not sure which.

      Kitten smiles at the Saber as she accepts the blade from me. Does she realize she’s angled herself slightly behind me, that she’s flipped the karambit into an overhand grip and shifted her weight onto the balls of her feet? Every part of her is ready to attack even while she is feigning a desire to run. It’s a little amusing to watch.

      And maybe a little sexy. I can’t wait to see this woman strong enough to enter the arena – I shut that thought down.

      Nothing but wishful thinking.

      Pax steps across the narrow point in the stream. I hook my arm around Kitten and deposit her in Killian’s arms before moving to intercept Pax.

      “The others are looking for the Spring. What’s going on here?” he asks.

      He’s tense. Too tense.

      “Rose wants to train Shade,” I say.

      “Like fuck,” he growls, storming toward the women.
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      Roarke’s a little behind me, keeping my bubble at a comfortable range as Rose moves me through a single block and strike. One quick movement. I mirror her. Block – strike. Block – strike.

      The woman hovers at arm’s reach, and I can tell it’s calculated. Killian and Seth are off to the left, Killian with his arms still folded over his chest and bloody Seth with his spear stabbed into the ground and flicking it back and forth like a kid who simply can’t sit still.

      “You’ve innately got more flexibility through your midsection and more strength too, so you have to work with that,” Rose is saying. She’s got chuckin’ blood painted down her face and drying on her clothes from the deer she carried in.

      I feel badass just for training with her, and I’m listening to what she’s saying, but I’ve also spotted Pax storming towards us.

      His eyes aren’t glowing, that’s a plus, but his nostrils have this little flare thing going on, and his fist is clenched around the hilt of his sword.

      I know this whole mate business has made him a protective bastard, and that he really only sees the world in two colors – protect or destroy – but he’s definitely going to have to learn to trust my choices about who I want to talk to or be around.

      Right now Rose isn’t the enemy. I’m not sure if she ever was, and I’m not against having friends and making my own allies. My friends and my allies, because I’m more than just the Elorsins’ shadow, pet, toy, or possession.

      She seems to sense Pax approaching, taking a few quick steps to the side and suddenly looking a smidge more nervous.

      “Rose is being helpful,” I declare, pretty much announcing it into the sky before meeting Pax’s gaze.

      “Rose needs to prepare to leave,” Pax says.

      “Yes, Commander,” Rose says, tossing a look over to Killian – who doesn’t respond.

      I mirror her plea, and reluctantly the big guy starts to move, Seth behind him. It’s Killian I’m watching approach, though. Still wearing the same pants. Walking around like there isn’t a handful of mud in them. Which is really annoying. What’s the point of putting mud in a guy’s braies if he doesn’t squeal like a child and storm off?

      Killian chuckles at me and my feelings. I just stare back as if I didn’t just think things that he finds incredibly funny.

      “Can Rose fight?” I ask.

      Killian nods.

      “All Sabers can fight,” Roarke adds.

      Just rub it in, Roarke. Everyone here can fight, but me – which is all the more reason for me to learn.

      “Then what’s the problem? It’s not like she’s teaching me the wrong thing.”

      Pax’s lips pull into a thin line. “Training you to the level of an Elite Saber is a moot point. You will never achieve that standard, so including advice from everyone who owns a blade is a waste of time and resources.”

      “Ouch, brother,” Seth says, stepping up to frame me on the left.

      Roarke on my right, then Rose, and then Pax directly opposite me.

      I grate my teeth together, trying to behave myself in front of Rose and the other Sabers lingering in the background.

      “Rose has to leave. Her seal has expired,” Killian says.

      I take a quick glance at Rose’s hands, but neither is facing me, so I wouldn’t be able to see a seal even if there was one.

      “But not right this very second?” I press.

      “She has to prepare. Her triune is riding east first; they’re going to collect intelligence on any activity from the Seeds who escaped from Tanakan. That is more important,” Pax says.

      “Respectfully, sir, my team would like to depart under cover of darkness,” Rose says.

      “Respectfully – I have given my orders,” Pax snaps.

      Rose bows and backs up another step.

      I clench my fists, one of them gripping tighter to the blade I forgot I was holding.

      “Brother, you’re just digging a bigger hole,” Seth mutters. Pax slaps him across the back of the head.

      “There are two options here,” I begin, forcing my tone to be neutral. Stone. Still. Contained. Servant asking for permission. “Let me make a choice for myself – or you make it for me.”

      I’ve been a servant long enough to know that beatings follow a person who openly argues with their master. Any of my true opinions on this matter will have to stay caged until we are alone.

      Pax tilts his head to the side, scanning my expression from a new angle.

      Frowning – he’s doing lots of frowning.

      Suddenly, he’s right in front of me, moving quicker than I can track. One hand is in my hair, the other on my hip, slipping low under my ass. He lifts me off the ground, which I barely notice amid the spark of his power through my already-weary muscles. His forehead presses to mine, and everything in me focuses solely on the pulse of the golden ring around his irises.

      But he can’t do anything else. The sigil on his chest won’t let him.

      When he puts me on my feet again, I’m standing next to Rose. Right next to her. My arm against her arm kind of next to her. She’s frozen in place, and even Seth looks a little worried.

      “You two decide,” Pax says, a roughness to his voice that hints at growling. He lets go of me and turns towards Rose. “But if you hurt her, there is a very strong possibility I will tear you apart. You have five minutes.”

      Rose swallows hard, her hands raised in surrender.

      “I’m not going to touch her,” she says. “But in case you haven’t noticed, she’s got all the fire she needs – she just lacks the skill, sir.”

      Pax moves back – almost to the edge of my bubble. There’s this moment of awkward eye conversation, then like something was communicated in their expressions. The other three guys turn their backs to us and scan the trees. Like they’re expecting something to be watching us.

      Rose and I turn awkwardly to face each other.

      “Thank you for kissing me before,” she says under her breath. “He hid that so well.”

      “Who hid what?”

      “Pax hid that you’re his mate. That would have kept me in my place, but Teegan will be covetous of that title.”

      “How can she? I didn’t think I had a choice?”

      “You don’t. Not for a MateBond, or a SoulBond, or a HarmonyBond in Roarke’s case, or even Seth’s kind of GeminiBond. Our Seed picks the best possible match. The strongest, fastest, smartest – that kind of thing.”

      “Then why the chuck did it pick me?”

      That gets a chuckle out of her, a light and gentle sound to contrast her deadly look. I mean, the woman has blood over her shoulders and painted on her dark face.

      “There are other factors. Obviously, the magic knows something we don’t. I can respect that. Teegan will not. If someone other than an AlphaSeed can be Pax’s mate, then she’s going to be hungry to prove to him, to his Seed – fuck, to any of their Seeds – that she can be their other half. Jada too, for that matter.”

      “She’s going to try and mate with all of them?” I gasp – which is stupid, because I chuckin’ want to mate with all of them…

      Focus, Shade.

      “I don’t think they have the kind of power that can sense MateBonds, but once they know it’s possible, they’re going to be hunting for the title. They’re going to see you as a new toy and the guys as open for business.”

      Jada already knows.

      “Is it still jealousy if I’ve got a good reason?”

      “Jada is powerful, and she’s practically in bed with the Black Castle. Teegan is a Seed of Seduction,” Rose mutters almost too low to hear. “The sooner you can fight your own fights, the better. That stunt you and Seth pulled will buy you enough time with the likes of Teegan; her focus is on Roarke – but Roarke won’t wear the crown. There’s no way she’s going to believe a mate just stood there and watched you kiss another person. You don’t need battle skills. You need self-defense skills,” she says, then she lifts her voice a little louder. “Roarke, get over here.”

      Roarke obeys, but I don’t miss the quick look he gives Killian.

      Which makes me feel like I’m missing something. A big something. Like their whole lives prior to meeting them less than a month ago.

      “The rest of you give her some space. Roarke, I want you to attack her – you seem to be safe from retribution,” she says.

      Roarke nods, a little half smile on his lips.

      “But not that one-on-one, two bulls comparing balls shit,” she says.

      I lose it for a moment, laughing over the top of whatever it is she says next. My sides even start to hurt.

      Roarke grabs my arm and my attention, cutting off my laugh. I look down at his hand, confused.

      Rose sighs, utterly exasperated.

      “Try to escape him,” she orders me.

      I step back, pulling against his grip – which doesn’t get me anywhere.

      “Don’t pull in the direction he has the most strength. Pull up and roll your arm back. From there you can grab the shoulder of his shirt and go in for a groin, solar plexus, or a head-butt.” As Rose instructs, she flows through the movements, mimicking what I should be doing.

      I copy, move for move. Pull up, roll my arm back, grab his shirt, and aim for the balls. He jumps back out of my grip.

      “I like this,” I say.

      “Do we really need to encourage her to go for the groin?” Roarke groans. “She’s pretty good at that already.”

      “If you move fast enough, they won’t see it coming,” Rose ignores him, followed by, “Right, try this one…”

      The woman keeps her distance, more than an arm’s length at all times. I ignore the audience, throwing myself harder into the movements – because the narrowing perimeters of my bubble and the need for a Spring to save my life are not something that I want to focus on. Nor do I want to focus on Jada and her history with my guys, or Teegan and the future with my guys that both of them are going to fight me for. Or Lithael and the death grip he has on my short life, or the Elorsins’ dead mother and the prophecy that makes me think my end is unavoidable.

      I do begin to focus on Rose’s glances, though, past me and towards Killian. Which is the only reason I notice Rynn escorting another triune in. All men, in leather light armor. The last rider has his bow in his hand and an arrow notched, ready. Rose and Roarke don’t stop, though the scene also catches their interest. So we slow down, stealing glances between moves.

      The men arrive, dismount at the stream, Pax meets them, and they bow all the way to their knees immediately and stay there as whatever news or discussion is had. Then, looking like Lithael himself is on their asses, they mount up and thunder back out of here.

      Everything is over in a matter of minutes.

      But everything changes.

      Killian’s hand is on the hilt of the big curved blade in his belt and his gaze has moved to the treeline. Pax rejoins him looking ready to kill something right as I throw Roarke over my hip and watch him hit the ground, which is more than a little satisfying.

      “Inside,” Pax suddenly snaps.

      We turn toward the cottage, Pax in the lead, Roarke tight on my left – and I mean tight. The guy wraps an arm around my shoulders and holds me close. Killian hangs back, walking behind us. Seth is wide on the outside of us – forming a little cage.

      What the hell happened to set them off?

      “So,” I say in a moment when Killian has dropped back. “You and Killian?”

      Rose’s eyes go a little wide. Her delicate lips twist a little to the side – a move which changes her whole expression. I’m almost envious of her blonde hair. Actually, I am envious. It’s so short that it sits in little tufts that would be tight ringlets if she grew it out. But hair like that needs no maintenance. No brushing. No worrying about trying to tie hair bands with a broken arm – a problem all too raw in my memory, even though my arm feels fine now. And no need to wrestle bands from Roarke.

      “You don’t want to do this now, Kitten.” Roarke shakes his head. “You need to focus on not getting anyone killed.”

      “I can multitask,” I say, before pointing at Rose to emphasize where this conversation is going. “Lovers?”

      “What is she doing?” Rose asks Roarke.

      “Don’t Silvari discuss their love lives?” I press.

      “No,” Rose grunts – so very like Killian.

      At the same time as Roarke says, “Kitten, not the time for this.”

      I stare up at Roarke, all but putting my hands on my hips like an indignant child. The guy rubs the back of his neck, and I realize I’ve picked the one person who would find this embarrassing.

      The Allure guy doesn’t kiss and tell.

      I should have asked Seth.

      “Should I answer her?” Rose asks.

      “Yes, please do,” Roarke says.

      “Killian and I find each other… challenging. In all ways,” Rose says.

      For a long heartbeat, I see red. Actual red clouds my vision. That was a stupid question to ask. Now all I can see is the image of Killian laying on a bed and Rose straddling him, burned into my brain. The trees turn a mottled black, the grass a deep brown, the sky a violent purple, all through a red lens… Her skin is crimson.

      Not the reaction I thought I would have.

      “Right,” Roarke says, tossing me over his shoulder. “No more talking for you.”

      I would complain that that’s a bit extreme, but the red in the world has begun to fade, and Rose actually looks relieved as she breaks off from our huddle and moves toward the deer carcass. She picks it up with ease, drapes it over her shoulders, and starts off to the back of the cottage. Probably to clean it, but it’s equally as likely she’s going to bathe in its blood.

      “Rose, leave it. Find Rynn for a debrief,” Pax orders.

      Rose hangs the deer over the fence, then runs up the hill. She seems pretty certain about where she needs to go and what she needs to do even if I’m lost.

      We hop the stream and stop by the collection of logs.

      “What?” Killian demands, moving into the group.

      It’s just the five of us, all the other Sabers have gone. And I mean gone-gone. I have no idea where to, but no one is in sight, and only Rose’s horses are over with ours.

      “Eliijah and his team were ambushed on the trade route. Definitely Tanakan, but they gave up very little information before Eliijah eliminated them –” Pax begins, but Roarke cuts in.

      “That’s too close for comfort. Was it –”

      Pax’s eyes pulse, Thane cutting back in to answer, “No.”

      “We can’t stay here much longer,” Seth says, motioning to the domain around us. “We’re sitting ducks.”

      Everyone turns angry eyes on him because stating the obvious is one of his worst qualities. Aside from the cabin itself, the domain is open, without cover, and in a bowl. Even I can see there are vantage points all around us.

      “We can’t leave,” Roarke states. “And the wards are strong. Call the Sabers back in and retrieve the keys – we’re safer with –”

      This time Pax cuts in, pulling two necklaces with small diamond like pendants on them. “I already took the keys. Jada is the only Saber with one in her possession, so the others have a safe way in.”

      All of the guys look relieved. I wish I felt it – but I’m currently half-over Roarke’s shoulder. And my stomach’s growling, it still feels like morning, maybe closer to morning tea than breakfast, but either way I’m starving.

      Pax sticks the keys back in his pocket. “The ambush was two men, easily overpowered. Focus on the bubble and the Spring. Seth, help me with a Location Potion.”

      “It won’t work. I thought about that, but it’s a basic level Potion and Eydis has much stronger magic.”

      “Everything’s worth a try,” Seth says.

      “Fine, you work on that, and I’ll keep researching,” Roarke says handing me off to Killian, like I weigh nothing.

      Darkness slings me over his shoulder, then turns toward the stream once more. “I’ll keep her safe,” he says without turning back, but his steps do slow. “I’ll even wash her.”

      I’m looking over Killian’s shoulder, which gives me the perfect view of Pax’s eyes flashing gold. But he doesn’t follow or issue another order. Roarke pats him on the shoulder and reluctantly Pax turns. Sometimes it’s weird the way these guys trust each other, and other times the things that set them off seem unexplainable. Not sure if that’s a male thing, a brother thing, or a Saber thing, or just a side effect of knowing me.

      “Why am I carrying you?” Killian mumbles.

      “Because I was contemplating killing Rose,” I mutter back.

      His body jolts with two sharp almost-laughs. “You stink.”

      “Thank you,” I drawl.

      “Onions. Jealousy burns like cutting onions.”

      Oh. “That actually explains a lot.”

      “Other people’s barely registers to me, but you. You make my eyes water. You’re jealous as fuck, and you can’t attack Rose. You can’t attack any of them.”

      “Yeah, Roarke thought that would be stupid too. I agree.” I leave out the part where I hadn’t planned on actually attacking – I was just thinking about it.

      Rose was helping me – and I was learning more with her in a few minutes than I’d learned in days with the guys. If I jumped at Rose, at least three of my guys would have joined in instantly. Well, maybe two – Seth would have found it funny… actually maybe just Roarke – Killian would have enjoyed watching her kick my ass, and Pax would be frozen.

      So really, I was screwed.

      “Why?” Killian asks.

      “No reason.”

      He makes a grunting noise – an ‘I don’t believe you’ sound.

      “I’m not telling you about it, Killian,” I say as he continues to walk us away from the cottage – up the stream.

      “I already know about it. I was watching,” he says.

      With two sudden, bounding steps we’re in the deepest part of the stream. The spot where the freezing-chuckin’-cold water is deeper than I can stand.

      “Killian!” I squeal, climbing higher on his shoulder and trying to push on his head like maybe I can climb all the way out of the water.

      “I told you, you stink,” he says, chuckles actually.

      He’s enjoying this.

      “It’s cold,” I manage, hugging onto him for dear life. I even try to plead with him using his weak spot. “And you’ll get my darts wet.”

      “I’ll oil them later.” Then he grips my hips and pushes me back – all the fight leaving me as I meet his clear emerald eyes.

      Clear. Bright. Green like a gemstone. None of the black at all. Like in this moment the Darkness isn’t spilling from his soul.

      I struggle to breathe as I look past the deep scar down his face, just those eyes. Then, those lips. Damn, I really want to kiss him right now.

      “Since you can’t swim, you’d better hold your breath,” he says.

      Then he lets go of me, and for a few terrifying seconds, my arms and legs flounder desperately.

      “Why?” I manage to gasp.

      “Your hair,” he says, putting his hand on my head and pushing me under.

      I try to scream, but I’m under too quickly and only manage strangled bubbles. He begins scrubbing at my hair with both hands. Bralls, it hurts.

      On the upside, he pushes me down far enough that my feet brush the pebbles and rocks on the bottom, and I manage to propel myself upward. Just as he gives up trying to hand-scrub my head. He grabs the front of my shirt and takes a few steps back so I can stand. Once I’ve stopped struggling.

      Then without hesitation, he rips his shirt off.

      I’m sure he does it quickly – grabs the hem, over his head, tosses it up on shore.

      But my half-frozen brain sees it in slow motion. Hand gripping the hem of his white cotton and now see-through shirt. My new favorite shirt. His bicep tensing. Pulling the shirt up to reveal muscle after muscle in the perfectly crystal-clear, spring-fed water – adonis belt, abs, man, does he have a lot of abs, chest. If I could whistle, this might be the perfect moment. The scar across his chest should remind me of my place, that this guy is deadly, but it doesn’t. Not one bit. Then his shirt is off, and my gaze trails up to his face.

      I feel like I’ve never seen him shirtless before – which I definitely have. I also feel like I might be about to hyperventilate… an odd sensation when the water’s so cold my jaw is clenching against it.

      Right now, I’m seriously contemplating diving on him – that’s how intensely my body wants to be against his.

      He’s smiling as he reaches under the water, pulls at the ties on his pants, and begins to take them off!

      “What are you doing?” I demand.

      “Someone put mud in my braies.”

      Crap. He’s getting naked. And there’s no other Elorsin nearby to rescue me. There is no one. I don’t know where Rose vanished to, but we’re completely alone.

      I’m stuck in the frozen water while Killian washes mud off his junk.

      “Killian, if you take your braies off, I’ll –”

      Too late. I push past him and struggle out of the water. His braies fly over my head and land with a squelch on top of his other clothes.

      The deeply amused laugh that bursts from him and echoes out through the domain takes me off guard.

      So off guard that I don’t even notice him getting out of the water until he has scooped me up and almost tosses me over his shoulder again. Which he can do far too easily, even while reaching down to grab his pile of clothes.

      “Killian, you’re naked,” I squeal.

      “I know. Don’t kick me.”

      “They’ll see you,” I growl, deciding not to get descriptive on what exactly I’m worried about the women seeing.

      Also deciding to exclude the fact that every inch of me is currently on fire. My frozen fingers are begging me to get my damn shirt off. My legs want desperately to wrap around his hips. Oh, damn I want him. Bad.

      His hand splays wide on the small of my back, pressing into me as he inhales deeply. The movement presses his lips to my neck in an almost kiss, and when he pulls back, some of the black has begun to fill his eyes again.

      “So?” he asks, his tone slow and deliberate… It takes me a second to realize he’s talking about not caring that the other Sabers could walk through those trees and see him.

      All of him!

      I kick and squirm a little indignantly, demanding, “Put me down.”

      He does, but possibly only because my foot’s almost level with his crotch.

      I smother my groan and keep my gaze up – Up, Shade. Eyes up.

      It’s harder than it sounds, but he’s pretty much holding his clothes in front of him. Not sure if that’s intentional or not though.

      “Braies on,” I order, yanking the clothes out of his hands.

      The shirt and pants fall to the ground, and I get the barest glimpse of the Seed of Darkness’ junk before spinning sharply and putting my back to him.

      “They’re not allowed to see you.”

      “Stop feeling jealous,” he grunts, then sniffs loudly.

      “Stop walking around naked then,” I growl back.

      “Deal,” he says, picking me up and draping me over his shoulders.

      His braies are back on, and his other clothes in the same hand as the one supporting me. Luckily, I’m already wet.

      He takes the stairs two at a time, jostling me unnecessarily before opening the door. The scent of baking bread washes over me. He wanders inside with easy grace and dumps me down on the floor. Splat, down hard, no warning, flat on my back.

      I groan, and don’t try to get up.

      “You’re just as possessive as Pax,” he says. “And you can’t have any of us.”

      A set of clothes flies over the back of the couch at me.

      “I won’t fit into your clothes,” I shout back.

      “They’re Roarke’s pants. Hurry up before I take them back and decide slow drying is better for your immune system.”

      That gets me moving. I check that his back is turned, and that we’re alone, then peel out of my wet clothes. Shimmying into Roarke’s pants and a clean white shirt that must be Killian’s, because it could be a dress. I search the pockets of my wet stuff first, pulling the egg and the knife out and sticking them into my new pockets before throwing the wet stuff at him  He lets my wet things smack into his back then fall to the floor.

      “Feel better?” he asks.

      I collapse onto the couch, too busy feeling wounded to get up. “Nope. You’re stuck with me,” I call out, basically to the ceiling because that’s exactly what I’m looking at right now.

      My bubble wall brushes against my arm, and I jolt – trying to get upright, trying to get over the back of the seat, and failing. The wall presses too fast, and I’m not quick enough.

      I try to call out to Killian, but my face is pressed so hard into the padded fabric that I can’t even breathe.

      Then the force moves away, and I fall back, gasping.

      Killian’s face appears over the back of the couch.

      “Four steps,” he mutters.

      “You take big steps,” I gasp.

      “Roarke,” Killian bellows, making me jolt and cover my ears.

      He doesn’t shout anything else, doesn’t need to, because immediately Roarke pounds down the spiral staircase – running to the bottom step then pausing to look between Killian and me.

      “Is the bread ready?” he asks, a crease to his forehead that says he hopes we’re only talking about bread.

      I wish.

      Pax and Seth are quickly behind him, then pushing past. Pax looks pissed as hell until he’s scanned the room and found no visible dangers. Then his gaze lands on me and softens just a little.

      “Explain,” Killian says.

      I pull myself onto my knees, resting my arms on the back of the couch and my chin on my arms.

      “What’s the problem?” I ask. I mean, aside from me nearly getting squished.

      “Bubble. Shrinking,” Killian says. “Four steps.”

      “Five,” I correct. “Don’t steal my steps, Killian, I need them.”

      I don’t think they understand the layers of fear inside me, but bringing them up and talking about them every few hours isn’t helping.

      Roarke looks awkward, like he knows something they don’t, but he’s behind them and clearly not going to volunteer his information. When no one else says anything to move this conversation along, I add, “The bubble is shrinking, and we don’t know why. I now have five steps, and we don’t know how – oh that sounded pretty, I could write one of your mother’s prophecies.”

      Seth snorts, while Pax and Killian both fold their arms over their chests with we-are-not-impressed looks on their faces.

      Roarke’s holding a book – my book. Or at least the book I claimed from his shelves back at the White Castle.

      I wriggle my fingers toward it.

      “Knowing the number of steps doesn’t change anything,” I say, trying to end one conversation and quickly start another. “Can you read me the verse – the one next to the Origin Spring?”

      He flicks the book open to the page his thumb was keeping marked, so he was reading that page too. Which is interesting.

      “What looks like stone is living root. What looks like water is living blood. What looks like down can be up. What looks like death can be life. Here grows the one thing that can power them all. When this life ceases to flow, all life will go.” Roarke’s finger traces the page as he reads.

      “And tell me why I’m not out there looking for this thing too?” I ask.

      “Because we’re out there with the other triunes, and we don’t want them to get a whiff of your bubble,” Roarke says. “And because you’re lucky Pax’s even letting you out of his sight with Sabers being attacked.”

      Thane offers a growls of agreement, and there’s no arguing that one, but I try anyway, “I’d really like to help.”

      “There are ten capable Sabers out there now, sweeping the woods and looking for the stream. We’ll find it,” Seth says.

      Roarke doesn’t add anything, just turns on his heels and starts back up the stairs.

      “I’m going back to work,” he says when he’s almost at the top.

      “Stay,” Pax orders pointing at me, then points at Seth with a potion in his hand and adds, “Come,” and waves toward the door, then he disappears outside.

      Seth winks at me before obeying Pax’s order.
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      I have my nose in a book, Kitten’s book, with the Page Wiping Potion nearby to make alterations and a pen to make notes, when Seth lets himself into the attic. He goes straight through the workspace to the window seat and makes himself comfortable. He’s not a little guy, and he’s effectively cut off half the light in the room. I put my book down and flick the flint on one of the lanterns hanging from the wall.

      “Location Potion didn’t work?” I ask.

      “Nope.”

      I refrain from saying ‘I told you so,’ but I’m certainly thinking it.

      Pax makes himself comfortable too, upturning a crate in a quick motion that manages to contain the dried herbs inside, and then sitting on the thing.

      “Okay,” I mutter, leaning back against the bench.

      “Tell me the prophecy again,” Pax says, motioning with his fingers in a ‘give it to me’ kind of sign.

      “Wait until your grief has passed, then – Seek the remnant beyond the border.

      Speak to a man named Martin but believe the word of a bird.

      

      Let your reflection go hazy in clear waters and see instead through a gray lens.

      

      In Silvari glass is a blade that can pass, a soul that can kneel, and a world that can heal.

      This is not a battle that can be won. Before this time can pass, the mortal soul from its beginnings cannot last. There is no way a soul can rule and live.

      

      Because I heard what the Origin Spring said to the tallest forest tree – the key will be in the last of me,” The words tumble off my lips, no thought needed.

      

      “In Silvari glass is a blade that can pass, a soul that can kneel, and a world that can heal. This is not a battle that can be won. Before this time can pass, the mortal soul from its beginnings cannot last. There is no way a soul can rule and live. I don’t understand – that means we all need to be dead. We can save the world, but we all have to die. That’s what it has always meant to me,” Pax says, repeating his lines in the prophecy under his breath.

      “Why are we talking about this?” I ask.

      “We went outside the barrier to get an update and had a slightly longer chat with Eliijah,” Seth says.

      “Any sign of activity out there? I’m worried about an ambush,” I interrupt.

      “They can set up an ambush all they want; we’re in here, and they are not. That’s if they even find us – which, since no one knows we’re here, would be impossible. Jada sealed a compass for loyal Elites only. This location is foolproof,” Pax practically snaps, trying to convince himself as much as me.

      “Oh,” I say, drawing out the word to try and make him take a breath. “I hadn’t realized she kept the location secret. That does change things.”

      “She’s an asset. I didn’t ask her to, didn’t even think of it, and I had no idea either, until she arrived,” Pax says.

      “Which was when I was waking Kitten up,” I muse. Pax met Jada outside the barrier using a key to get her in, then Kitten attacked her with an apple.

      “How did she get away with that? Every seal she uses is tracked and reported. If she’s caught using an unauthorized seal, she’ll be put in a cell, or worse,” I say.

      “Apparently Lithael has taken to using them,” Pax says.

      Seth’s quiet in the background, meaning this is news to him too.

      “Using them for what?” I ask.

      Pax shrugs one shoulder. “She doesn’t know, only that the locations are between the Straight and the Glass Makers District, or near enough to either of them to be related to the Straight or the glass makers in some way.”

      I sigh, stretching my neck back then to each side in slow, relaxing movements, saying, “Not our current problem.”

      “We shouldn’t exclude the possibility that Lithael or, ah, any of the Tanakan Seeds know where we are,” Seth says.

      “Agreed,” Thane snaps.

      “I disagree,” Pax snaps at Thane. “Aside from the fact that the border is their target and they’re somehow working to weaken it, there is no reason, no person, who could have leaked the information. Dumb luck –”

      “Or Chaos,” Seth interrupts.

      “Okay, moving on, you said Eliijah had news,” I jump in, almost yelling.

      Seth drags his gaze from Pax and their standoff to answer me. “A whole village to the north has vanished.”

      My breath catches in my throat. “Vanished?”

      “Gone, all of it. Some of the people survived.”

      “I don’t understand, what exactly is gone? Not the buildings?”

      Pax nods, very slowly, like my questions are annoying him. “Every structure has vanished.”

      “Cataclysm.” The word whispers over my tongue.

      That’s the only thing it could be. The only living kind of Seed that can destroy anything it wants with one touch – except Silvari glass. They can remove a person, animal, structure, anything else from existence. Only present existence though – it would be scary if there was a seed that could erase things further. Scary, and thankfully impossible. DeathSeeds and Cataclysms are enough evil for one lifetime.

      “How far away?” I drag my mind back to the present problem. “Still far enough not to feel her threat?” Not just yet. Not until we deal with this bubble.

      Thane suddenly surges forward. “Everything is a threat. Hyll, Lithael, every other Seed, every other Saber. All of them!”

      “Look on the bright side,” I say, trying to calm the glowing, growling beast. “We don’t have to worry about Asanta, and we’ve gone all day without knocking Kitten out.”

      He growls louder. “Who is Asanta?”

      Seth chuckles and points at me. “You just made things worse.”

      “Asanta’s one of Seth’s exes, sort of.”

      “We didn’t even go there,” Seth corrects.

      “What I meant was that things could be worse. We’re up against the odds, but we are winning.” Even if the margins are too close to bother measuring.

      Thane doesn’t sound convinced, but he rolls back so Pax can take control.

      “There are reports of more weapons going missing on the routes too. But the thefts are happening near the Crimson Castle, and I almost feel Lithael himself is behind it – or some other force we have no understanding of,” Seth says.

      “What kind of weapons? That could be an important detail.”

      “No one knows exactly. Nothing normal, likely nothing important.”

      I sigh, my idea deflating before it was even a fully-formed idea.

      “Why?” Pax asks.

      I search the floor around my feet, spot a worn brown book just poking out from under the bench, and kick it across to him.

      “There’s a bunch of ancient weapons in there, most of them myths. I flicked through it thinking maybe the blade in the prophecy would be in there. There are weapons made of Silvari glass, and while we don’t use that kind of thing much anymore, it’s not unheard of. If we had a strong supply, I’m sure they’d be more popular.”

      Pax picks the book open to a random page and frowns down at the illustration before holding it up. Two crossed daggers fill the left page, with a poem on the right. The daggers are a dark metal, curved on the tips and etched in Silvari Seals. They’re almost engulfed in lightning. The charge from those things alone could keep the border up for a few weeks.

      “Definitely a myth,” I say. Anything with that much power would never have simply been lost.

      “Artagan Daggers. Forged in black dragon steel and sealed to conduct any amount of pure energy; heat or lightning are just two examples. Used as blades, they will last for eternity. Used to absorb magic, they will build in power until they are deadly to the touch. Over time, if left unused, the power will seep back out. The wielder shall either gain strength from their use, or be torn to pieces conducting the energy. The daggers decide which,” Pax reads.

      “You’re welcome to go through it. I just thought if weapons are going missing, then what kinds of weapons might be important – later. When we have time to deal with it.”

      “Is any of this important right now?” Seth asks.

      He’s right. I’m all about information, but equally about prioritizing.

      Spring.

      Bubble.

      Pax’s plan – organize the Elites.

      Kill Eyv Hyll.

      Get the Aeons back to the White Castle.

      Maybe then explore the missing weapons and the rumors.

      Execute Pax’s plan.

      All in that order.

      “Agreed. I just need to know what to do next. If Hyll gets near Beautiful, the mortal doesn’t stand a chance. Hyll has been draining the springs and the border; she’s a big problem. I don’t like big problems.”

      I manage to keep my mouth shut, but what did Pax expect? He killed her whole family line – all of them. The woman is the last of her kind because Pax – and Thane – lost their shit. Leaving alive the one person who deserved to die was a horrific oversight.

      Jada’s light steps barely catch our attention before the woman is in the room. She leans against the banister and abruptly ends our conversation. Especially when Seth gets up and exits straight past her without a word.

      Jada sniffs her armpits, then nods in agreement. “I do smell like a sewer rat.”

      Pax snorts. “Jada, you’ve never been near a sewer.”

      “I know. What are we talking about?”

      “In a nutshell – threats,” I say.

      “And once we remove those threats? What then?”

      Pax scrubs a hand down his face – sure, we were discussing that too, but we hadn’t come to a conclusion. Not even close to one. This woman cuts straight to the heart, she always has. I just hadn’t noticed how matter of fact she is about it, black and white, and what we know she really wants to know. Maybe it’s because Kitten sees the world in a totally different way, maybe it’s because Jada has been in the Black Castle with the evil of this realm, but her attitude is just starting to churn uncomfortably in the pit of my stomach.

      “You left the other Sabers outside the barrier without a key?” Pax realizes.

      “They’re doing a job,” she counters.

      “Jada, you were doing a job,” I say, softer than Pax would have and only just getting in before him.

      “And I’ll return to it when I’m needed.”

      “I’ll do it myself,” Pax deadpans, his tone so heavy with irritation and dominance it comes off as flat and beyond argument.

      “When are you going to see that you’re not their servant, they are yours?”

      Pax gets to his feet, dusting his pants off for no real reason, before walking up to Jada – and past her. Even I thought he was going to stop and honor her question, and she looks downright shocked he hasn’t.

      “Pax, it’s better to serve the ruler that rules than die in the dirt no better than a peasant,” she shouts after him.

      Then he’s gone, and she turns to glare at me.

      “Don’t look at me,” I declare. “I’m never going to rule. It’s Pax or no one.”

      “You can rule together,” she snaps.

      “There’s only one Crown, Jada. As many people can stand beside him or her as they want, but there has always only been one crown, and usually the daughter wears it. My mother wore it, her mother before her. Pax might have been her prophesied successor, but I sure wasn’t. I’m not made for it. I won’t do it.”

      “Killian can,” she says.

      And it makes me smirk that her next choice wasn’t the Chaos brother.

      “Good luck,” I say, rather more cheerfully than I intended, then I turn and pick up my book. I’ve more important things to worry about than the literal crown anyway.
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      All of them leave me alone with Killian once more.

      “Good doggy,” I mutter, patting myself on the head, because that’s exactly what I am right now.

      I guess the conversation’s over.

      “Follow,” Killian says, moving towards the kitchen and giving me just enough time to roll my eyes at him – and scramble off the couch.

      “Are sit and beg also in my list of commands?”

      Which makes him chuckle.

      For some reason Killian’s laugh always stops everything, including my grumbling.

      He turns the handle to the oven door, the thing giving a slight creak as the cast-iron hinges move, and I switch to a new topic.

      “So, you and Rose?”

      “No.”

      “No what?”

      “You know. No.”

      With a nearby towel, he removes two loaves of bread. The steam rises off their soft white tops, swirling in the air and filling my nose with that delicious fresh bread scent. He sets them on the board on the bench. It’s not a very big kitchen, made just right for the quaint little house with a sink on the far wall, a bench down the left wall, half a bench floating out to separate the space from the sitting room, and the larder door and almost bare shelving on the right wall.

      It’s cozy.

      I hop up onto the bench that juts out from the wall, giving me the full view of the kitchen and what Killian is doing and putting the rest of the world behind my back.

      “Cow,” I say stabbing my thumb over my shoulder toward the last place I saw Rose, then pointing at him. “Bull.”

      My math is pretty simple.

      He just frowns at me. And here I was thinking the analogy was funny. “No,” he repeats.

      “She already told me that you two were lovers, Killian. What I want to know is whether you were just occasional bed companions or in love.” And if they’re still in love.

      That last part is very important.

      “No.”

      He flips the hot tray and drops the loaves violently onto the bench, sending the scattering of flour still on the surface into the air. Then he grabs two proofing loaves from next to the sink and slides them into the oven – closing the door with a louder thud than necessary and dusting the flour from his hands.

      All I’m going to get are ‘no’s, which twists my lungs into a tight, hard-to-breathe knot.

      “Who baked?” I grumble – which is so far from what I want to know that asking it makes me angry.

      “Someone.”

      Right. Sabers like their food. They’re probably going to eat that whole deer that Rose killed and then want more. I rub my hands up and down my arms – trying to calm down and failing. Getting all emotional about Rose again was the perfect distraction from my bubble. And now I’m thinking about Rose and my bubble – and Teegan, Teegan is definitely on my mind too.

      “Cold?” Killian asks.

      “Agitated.”

      “Angry?”

      “Scared.”

      “Not scared,” he tells me, his brow drawing down.

      “I think I know how I’m feeling,” I snap.

      “I know how you’re feeling too,” he says, pointing a finger at me, then running it up and down to indicate all of me. “You smell like –” he trails off, like he’s still searching for the right word. “A caged animal.”

      Which puts a crease in my brow.

      “I am a caged animal.”

      “Caged mortal. Hungry caged mortal,” he says, turning to rip a chunk off the fresh loaf of bread and shoving it in my direction.

      Steam lifts and swirls into the air, and my stomach twists, ordering me to grab and devour.

      “That’s too hot,” I say, managing to use common sense to not grab and devour it just yet.

      He lifts the bread, blows just once, then holds it back out to me – which has absolutely no effect on the temperature but does make my insides freaking melt, because that was adorable. The huge, scarred warrior before me just blew delicately on my piece of bread.

      I smile at him, but I still don’t take the bread. “That honestly doesn’t feel too hot to you?”

      “The cast iron would be,” he says, waving a hand at the stove beside him.

      Then he grabs the tea towel and tosses it at me. For half a second I see a shadow dart from the material and vanish behind Killian’s shoulder. So quick. Too quick to see what it was, or even be sure it was something and not a trick of the light.

      I fumble to catch the tea towel, practically smacking myself in the face with it. As soon as I have it in my hands, he tosses me the bread.

      Which I catch on instinct, in the hand without the tea towel.

      “Hot,” I exclaim, bouncing it up and trying to manipulate the tea towel before it lands on the floor.

      The needs-to-be-swept-and-mopped-but-damned-if-I’m-doing-it floor.

      Killian starts chuckling, and as soon as I have a grip on my bread, I glare up at him. “Why?”

      “I like you,” he chuckles, and that sound stops everything again.

      Damn it – that’s just impossible to argue with.

      I growl under my breath and rip off a small corner of the bread to chew slowly. He’s given me half the loaf, and it’s warming my hands through the tea towel. It’s such a nice feeling that I don’t want it to end. Something moves in the corner of my eye, dashing behind Killian’s shoulder again. Or at least I think it did, just a flicker of a shadow, but there’s no flickering candles or firelight in here.

      I point over his left shoulder. “What was that?”

      “What?” he asks, turning in a full circle to look behind him.

      He’s wearing his long sleeve black shirt with the leather on the forearms and a criss-cross tie in a V on his chest – but no shadow.

      “Nothing,” I sigh, tearing off another piece of bread. “I need you to help me understand the dynamics here. I don’t like feeling caged, and it’s not the bubble that’s bugging me – it’s the people.”

      He nods. “You were jealous of our servants at the castle; of course, you’re jealous of our equals.”

      “Then give me the damn key – or a weapon.”

      “To cut through the bars?”

      “No, to remove your equals.”

      His chuckle turns into a full belly laugh, drawing my eyes to his lips. The stubble on his chin, the small creases of his laughter – and his lips. I bite my own and try not to admit I’d be less jealous if he’d just let me kiss him.

      Not going to happen, I remind myself.

      I’ve tried. He pushed me back. I’m not a sucker for that kind of punishment – instead I suffer in silence.

      “Eat,” he insists.

      And I obey.

      A part of me still plans on killing every female Saber in existence, which makes Killian laugh. It doesn’t make me laugh; what it does is twist my insides up in a tight little knot.

      Killian wipes the palm of his hands over his eyes, saying, “So jealous.”

      First one, then another Elorsin begins to thump down the stairs, and I lean back, craning my neck to see exactly who is going to emerge first.

      Seth, who meets my gaze and beams and joins us.

      “Why don’t you just tell her we’re not interested in any of them and put her out of her misery?” he says. The bread in my hands has cooled, and I begin to devour it, enjoying the show. “Even Darkness isn’t interested, Vexy. There’s too much at stake right now.”

      “How do you know?” Killian asks him, grabbing the other half of the loaf – well, of this loaf since there are several others on the bench.

      Seth shrugs. “I mostly pay attention, brother.”

      Pax appears, looks at Seth, points with his head outside, then goes straight for the front door.

      I’m not going to lie, that makes me feel a little hollow.

      Seth blows me a little kiss, miming being dragged out the door by an invisible rope around the neck, which I’m pretty sure Pax doesn’t see because the Commander is already talking and pointing.

      I chuckle over the first part of Pax’s sentence and only hear half of his order.

      “… around the perimeter, I want to see everything.”

      “Yes, boss,” Seth says, then takes off at a jog.

      “What’s going on?” I ask Killian.

      He grunts a ‘no idea’ kind of noise. If he doesn’t know, and I don’t know, and we’re in here, and they’re all out there, then there’s not much we can do to find out.

      I try a different question instead. “What’s Pax’s problem?”

      Which earns me another ‘no idea’ response.

      “What’s Roarke doing?”

      ‘No idea.’

      “What do you know?”

      He points at the roof and says, “Jada’s coming down.” Then at me. “No murder.”

      My jaw drops. First, when did Jada go up? I didn’t even hear footsteps, and second, why can’t I murder her? It would certainly be entertaining.

      And relaxing.

      And rewarding.

      And refreshing – apple juice is refreshing, and wine is only fruit juice left in a barrel for a while.

      Note to self – source a barrel to store Jada in.

      Before I’ve finished my daydreaming, she alights softly on the bottom step, spots us, smiles warmly, and saunters over.

      Really, there’s nothing threatening about her. She has a soft air, a gentle kind of power, and brings herself into the room with every sense that she belongs here.

      Which makes that something that’s getting under my skin even more annoying – because I can’t explain it. What does it matter if she rests a hand on one of my guys? It wasn’t her lips – or any other body part. They can choose their own mates, even Pax. His power may have decided to like me, and his wolf apparently, but that doesn’t mean that Pax has chosen me. The man can’t even stop for two minutes to say hello.

      Which means there is no logical reason to murder Jada – just a whole lot of illogical ones, which I mentally try to shove in the apple cellar so I can focus and do as Killian has asked.

      Killian pats me on the head, saying, “Good Shadow.”

      I’m pretty sure he’s referring to my current train of thought that has led me away from another bout of full-blown jealousy – for now.

      “Okay, I best know the mortal’s story then. What’s her name?” Jada says, walking up to the loaf of bread and cutting herself a nice clean slice.

      I’m not going to bother answering, but Killian plants a hand either side of me on the bench and looks me in the eyes as he says, “Shade.”

      That’s it, one word.

      “Shade? Is that your pet-name for her?”

      “Nope, real name,” I say, also looking at Killian.

      His eyes are black, with flecks of emerald starting to show around the edges. A sign he’s enjoying himself – or about to.

      “Shade isn’t a mortal or a Silvari name.”

      “I know,” I say, finally meeting her gaze.

      Shadows and Shade, the words echo in my mind in Cook’s voice. Living in the shadows and shade should be easy – it’s all I know – yet somehow I’ve managed to find the biggest, brightest fog light in the whole damn kingdom.

      “At least tell me she’s a noble.”

      “Nope,” I say, popping my ‘p’s like Seth does. “Nothing but a servant.”

      Which makes Killian rumble and straighten from his lean against the bench.

      “That doesn’t make any sense. What benefit could this possibly have? Pax told me the prophecy, and none of it mentions a mortal, or a servant – what do they call you? Soot? Why would you have been in the Elorsins’ room when I arrived? In bed with Pax. I still don’t understand how you’re alive.”

      My stomach does a hard flip, and all of a sudden I know how Roarke feels when I’m asking embarrassing questions. She starts pacing and tapping one delicate finger on her chin as she thinks.

      I, however, don't think, and just start talking. “It’s not like that.”

      Because she’s implying we were having sex that first night, which means she’s implying I would sleep with someone within the first week of meeting them, which unsettles me – that’s just not true.

      “You haven’t fucked him?” Jada asks.

      Her word choice makes me choke on air and Killian growl. The big guy folds his arms over his chest and glares at the woman. No one offers me a pat on the back, like suddenly I don’t exist, just a mortal struggling to breathe to the side of the important people in the room.

      “It’s an honest question,” she begins, inspecting her nails as she talks. “That’s how these bonds work. Any mate would be willing to do whatever it takes to please her partner. No matter what kind of person they are during the day, at night, in Pax’s arms, she should be what he needs. I would be. If Pax likes romance, romance is what I’d give him. If he likes it rough, I’d take every blow with pleasure.”

      More shock rocks through me. My world feels like it’s been slapped silly and is having all kinds of trouble finding balance again.

      Dying in an attempt to please a man in bed is not something on my to-do list. It shouldn’t be on any woman’s list, and I don’t actually think it’s on Jada’s.

      She’s offering another opinion buried in there that I can’t put my finger on.

      “That’s how this kingdom was built, on Seeds and their needs. Breaking those things is at the core of the rot destroying us all. Why would Aunt Raefiya perpetuate that?” But she doesn’t give us time to respond. “I’ve never cared for who is ruling, you know that, only that they rule with every intention of making this kingdom great again, and this feels like a problem, not a tool or weapon, and not what the prophecy was intending to do. Why would –”

      “Jada,” Killian cuts in, making the woman stop pacing.

      She takes a deep breath, motioning with her hands like she’s physically pushing her worries down. “Sorry, you’re the last person who wants to hear this, and they’ll be expecting me back at the Castle soon. Walk with me?”

      That last request comes out of the blue, with a suggestive tilt to her head toward the front door and the kind of warm smile that someone who has been secretly in a relationship might give a lover. I’m about to grab Killian’s arm and demand the man refuse her when he points solidly at me.

      “She can stay here, the building is warded – the whole damn domain is warded, and the place is crawling with Elites.”

      Killian doesn’t move. Like maybe the question is so ridiculous it doesn’t warrant an answer.

      No matter what, Jada will lose this one, because even if Killian does go for a walk with her – I have to come too. Whatever the woman thinks she knows doesn’t include my bubble.

      Before I get the chance to see how far Jada will push things, Seth jogs into the house. His breathing is faster, like he just ran laps around the cottage, but it doesn’t slow his bounce. Bounding all the way to the counter I’m sitting on.

      “Jada, are you giving Vexy a hard time again?” he asks. “And Killian, are you playing spectator?”

      Killian rumbles, a noise somewhere between being upset about the suggestion and amused by it.

      But Jada’s feelings are clear.

      She makes an exasperated noise and puts her hands on her hips. “Giving her a hard time? Seth, the world is ending, and she is supposed to be important, but all I see is infatuation and a whole lot of slowing you down. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she’s working for Lithael.”

      “Do you?” Killian demands.

      “Do I what?”

      “Do you know better?” Seth adds.

      “I’ll be finding out, that’s for sure,” she snaps, storming from the kitchen and out the front door.

      She doesn’t slam the door, though, and her version of storming barely thuds on the floor. It is formidable, though.

      I groan and lower my head to my hands. “Sounds like I made things worse.”

      “You didn’t, Seth did.”

      Seth holds his hands up in surrender and begins backing away from the kitchen, then turns and makes a quick escape up the stairs.

      “Killian?”

      He grunts ‘yes’ or ‘what?’

      “What if there’s a seal to break this bubble?” I ask, even though I hate the fact that that would involve trusting Jada with my life.

      He shakes his head. “No. Even if there was, Jada wouldn’t use it. Sealers wear a shadow of every piece of magic they perform, and they’re inspected at the Black Castle. She would never sacrifice her stature.”

      I feel like there’s something missing on the end of that sentence – for a mortal.
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      “Paper and ink,” Seth requests, walking into the attic workspace and looking around for his short list of items.

      No, not walking, more like springing.

      “You had my book,” I accuse, holding up the manual – which now features notes from not just Seth but Killian and Pax too. “And Pax – Pax can’t read this.”

      Seth taps the cover as he speaks, “Not yours, technically ours, and Pax was reading it – I took it off him before he got to the part about reproduction. He’s a slow reader, and most of his notes are ordering us to destroy the thing.”

      I growl. “He can’t read it.”

      “I know, that’s why I took it off him. You need to keep it more secure, down your braies or something.”

      “Kitten will kill us if she finds out we’re making notes about her.”

      “I told you, down your braies,” he says, patting his ass and returning to pacing around the room.

      I pop the book open to the last lot of hand written notes. Where the original author talked about remedies for things I never want to encounter again. Mostly things that end up causing issues in the bedroom. The bottom most is an instruction for: prolonged soaking in an acidic liquid…

      Under which Seth has written, Like that time in the Crimson Castle. Remember the blonde? And she wasn’t even mortal - Seth

      Followed by Killian, I remember - Darkness

      Hastily I add, Not important - RCDE

      “You realize this was printed thousands of years ago and this author was either drunk on Silvari wine or high on Yaganda leaves or both?”

      “Yep – but some of it is true. How do we work out which is which when we know so little about mortals? Before Vexy, I had never even held a conversation with a mortal.”

      I groan, the problem is some of it does make sense – some of it I’ve already removed – and Eydis’ notes at the back are important.

      “Just make more space in there for us to add our own information,” he shrugs, like the solution is obvious.

      “That’s what I was doing.”

      “Not your facts, Roarke. I mean, yes, your facts, but the rest of us can add our own stuff, memories and ideas and things. Just don’t get rid of the bedroom stuff, I want to use that.”

      I growl, snapping the book closed. I know the pages he’s talking about, and I very specifically skipped over those so Kitten wouldn’t see the accompanying illustrations. Heat rises inside me just thinking about it.

      “Paper and ink,” he repeats.

      Distraction – yes. “Why?”

      “Pax wants a map.”

      “I’m sure your ass is in exactly the same place it has always been,” I mutter, putting the small manual in my back pocket before pulling some rolls of parchment off a shelf.

      “Hehe, very funny. It’s not my ass he’s looking for. He wants a map of the domain, every rock and twig.”

      “She’s almost out of ink, but she’s got plenty of chalk. What else does he want?” I ask absently, unwrapping the oversized charts and diagrams.

      “I’m pretty sure cleaning house is on someone’s list. Thanks to you and Killian dragging mud through the place.”

      “Uh huh,” I agree, putting the scrolls on the bench.

      “And Vexy. But our fearless leader isn’t going to make her wash mud off the furniture.”

      “That’s true,” I say, unraveling moon phases and plant life-cycles.

      “Pax is escorting the Sabers back in. Hopefully Rose will start preparing the meat,” he says. “It’s now almost lunch time, and I’m starving – but at this rate we won’t have good food until after dark.”

      I mutter a sound in agreement.

      “One day I’m going to stick a frozen sausage in your ear.”

      I open instructions on maintaining the plumbing system… that one seems rather unimportant, so I roll it in the reverse direction to flatten it out.

      He grips the end of the scroll, pausing and making me look him in the eye.

      “You didn’t hear any of that, did you?” he asks.

      “All of it,” I say with a slow smile, the script replaying – all the bits I heard but wasn’t paying attention to making themselves clear.

      “House getting cleaned, meat getting cooked. Is someone going to bring our clothes in too?”

      He gives me a lopsided smile. “I can deal with the clothes. You just tell me that we’re close. That we almost have this solved.”

      “I’m not fond of lying to family,” I deadpan.

      He nods, taking the scroll from my fingers and giving it a flick. It unfurls, with a paper-on-paper swish, then springs back up a little. With his head tilted to one side, he inspects the diagram.

      “We’re putting a map that could save Vexy’s life on paper that already features a septic system? That sounds like a shit idea.”

      I groan, while on the inside my chest relaxes just a little. “On the back.”

      Seth has that effect. Like the guy can absorb tension, sucking it right out of the room, or something similar. I gave up trying to understand his power when we were kids.

      He would do things to piss Pax off, the two of them tearing through the castle in an enraged game of cat and mouse with almost deadly results. But so long as Pax’s energy was spent on Seth, and Seth’s energy was spent on Pax, both of them had an outlet. Balance.

      Harmony.

      It doesn’t always work out that way now that we’re not young princes with a palace to play in, but it was certainly a part of our foundations.

      I hunt around the room, finding four paperweights that I’m not already using, then help him pin the paper down on the floor before stepping back to watch him work. With a piece of black chalk in each hand he moves, squats, kneels, and crawls around the paper. His eyes are a little glazed like he’s seeing something in the air and simply adding a mark to an existing – but invisible – outline.

      It’s the only time Seth ever does anything that intrigues me – when he draws.

      Which he now only ever does when ordered. We’re all a little broken. We all have things we don’t want to remember – or to come alive right before our eyes.

      The map is almost like a three-dimensional model, drawn to scale and angle to look so much more than a flat image – but no matter which angle I stand at, there is still no spring on it, and nowhere I would suspect a spring to be hiding either. Springs don’t exist in trees, or cliffs, or underground, it’s just unheard of. Not without there being a cave or tunnel to access it – and there isn’t.

      It simply doesn’t exist.

      Seth stands and rolls his shoulders, cracking his neck loudly.

      “I can’t make him see what isn’t there,” he mutters, dropping the chalk. “I’m going to take a shower. Showers are good for thinking.”
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      “Eat,” Killian orders, shoving more bread in my direction.

      Then the man goes rummaging through the cupboards, producing a small sack of mixed nuts and seeds, several brown paper bags of dried meats, and two really big bags of popped corn.

      Screw the bread. I shove it back at him and lean forward, almost to the point of falling off the bench, to grab the popcorn.

      “Got any cinnamon?” I ask, pulling the cords free and shoving my hand into the fluffy kernels. “And where’d this come from?”

      “The twins went into town for supplies, and I think Aria popped it while you were training with Rose. Why cinnamon?”

      I don’t reply because my mouth is full.

      “Cinnamon tastes awesome on popcorn,” I mumble, my mouth mostly still full, and still shoving more in.

      He looks confused, so I climb off the bench and start hunting through the overhead cupboards – that’s where I’d keep my spices and seasonings anyway, and the little bunches of drying rosemary and thyme kind of hint that Eydis and I would think alike on this one. Bingo, third jar in, crushed cinnamon. A little sprinkle in the bag and a good shake, then I turn to Killian and offer him some.

      He hesitates.

      “What? You don’t like it when food tastes good?”

      Which would make sense why the guy keeps offering me dry bread. Even for one of Martin’s Soot-servants, that’s a little bland.

      “Open your mouth,” I tell him, pulling a kernel from the bag.

      He clenches his jaw, so I step closer.

      “Rose taught me some awesome ball moves. Killian, open your mouth, or I’ll use them,” I threaten, taking another step.

      He almost smiles, then holds his hand out. But I’m committed now, and I take the last step into his space, holding the popcorn up to his mouth.

      “Open,” I order.

      I can see it’s not part of his normal behavior by the tension in his shoulders and the draw of his brow, so it actually surprises me that he does open his mouth. I settle the kernel on his tongue and have no hope of smothering my smile as he rolls it around his mouth, chews, and swallows.

      “Okay.”

      “What do you mean okay?”

      “It’s okay.”

      “Killian, it’s chucking amazing. Eat more until you’re convinced and agree with me,” I growl at him, shoving the bag right up under his nose.

      “What’s going on?” Seth asks, surprising the crap out of me.

      He’s rubbing a towel through his wet hair, a fresh black cotton shirt on, as he joins us in the kitchen.

      “Killian doesn’t like popcorn,” I say.

      “Of course he does, he ordered Rynn to buy it.”

      “What?! Killian, you ass,” I snap, slapping the mountain on the shoulder. “Not nice. Not nice at all.”

      I snatch my bag back, ignoring the big guy’s grin, and walk over to Seth.

      “I never said I didn’t like popcorn. Just cinnamon on popcorn.”

      “Cinnamon?” Seth asks, pure shock in his voice.

      Okay, we didn’t do popcorn very often at the Manor, but it was one of our few pleasures. The kernels are easy to store, last years, and it’s quite filling and goes a long way once popped. The cinnamon was the real treat. And I’m honestly sick of these guys being so shocked about that.

      I grab a handful and throw it at Seth.

      “Cinnamon,” I shout.

      He catches a few in his mouth, the rest falling to the floor, and chews thoughtfully.

      “More?” he asks, opening his mouth.

      My sour mood dissolves. One at a time I toss popcorn at him, and he catches them, beaming at me the whole time. He takes steps forward, and it's not long before he’s right in front of me. His hands on my hips. Mouth full. Grinning like a crazy person.

      And lifting me off the ground.

      “Seth,” I squeal, barely saving the bag of popcorn from being squished between us.

      He spins me around, finally settling me on the bench. For a few long seconds we’re close, my legs split either side of him, his hands still firm on my waist, and his brilliant blue eyes alight as he swallows and licks his lips.

      “Tastes almost as good as you,” he says softly.

      In the background Killian grunts, which I have no translation for.

      Just as I start looking at Seth’s lips and considering if it’s bad to kiss him with his brother right there – the Darkness brother, which is somehow different to Roarke – someone knocks on the door.

      The front door that no one has ever knocked on. It’s so random that we all just kind of lean out and watch to see what’s going to happen next. I’m on the arm of the bench, the bit that sticks out from the wall, and leaning back involves some serious balancing.

      The knock comes again, and since neither of the other two are moving, I call out, “Come in.” My voice betrays my confusion.

      “Enter,” Killian booms.

      The door opens, and Aria walks in – the FaunaSeed with big brown eyes from Rose’s triune.

      She hauls a pretty damn big basket of fruit into the kitchen and puts it down in the sink.

      I shove my last piece of popcorn in my mouth as she bows, then makes a quick retreat toward the door, which doesn’t trigger anything even remotely like jealousy in me.

      “Report,” Killian barks, and she flinches, stopping but not turning around.

      “No signs in the forest. The only tracks are deer and places we’ve been assured allies have stepped. Everyone has been called back inside the domain to search for the spring. Rose is preparing the meat, but time is limited. All of our seals have worn off.” When she says that last bit, she holds her hand up to demonstrate the unmarked skin.

      “Dismissed,” Killian orders.

      She doesn’t hesitate.

      I wait until she’s outside before saying, “Would it kill you to use some manners?”

      He makes a ‘herrm’ noise, which I translate to him thinking about it. I’m not going to hold my breath though.

      Roarke thumps back down the stairs to join us, a really big piece of rolled-up parchment in his hand. He pauses by the fireplace to load in more wood, then walks up behind me, dropping the parchment onto the clean section of the narrow bench and settling into place at my back. Meanwhile, Seth picks up two pieces of fruit from the basket, rinses them under the tap, then tosses one to me.

      I catch it but don’t stick it straight into my mouth because I’m not fond of eating strange fruit. There was that one time I ate berries I shouldn’t have and couldn’t walk more than two seconds from the bathroom without having to run back in. My ass hurt for weeks.

      He bites into his small orange fruit, eating it skin and all, and smiling at me with his mouthful. Not convincing enough. I roll mine between my fingers, waiting for a joke to follow.

      Roarke leans in next to my ear and almost whispers, “It’s a kumquat; you eat it.”

      Oh, come on.

      This is an elaborate joke even for Seth. Having Aria pick the fruit and deliver it and having Roarke tell me the damn thing sounds like cum-squat said quickly. Because maybe I’ll believe Roarke and fall for it.

      I sniff it, but don’t bite because I still don’t believe them!

      Roarke holds his hand out, and Seth throws one to him. He bites it in half and presses the sweet and sour mix of juice and rind between his teeth.

      “And it’s called a kumsquat?” I ask.

      “Kumquat,” Seth manages to say without laughing at me.

      “You didn’t have fruit at the Manor?” Roarke asks, his head cocked to the side – analyzing me.

      This is definitely one of those times I want to remind him that I am not their pet or their toy.

      Instead, I blurt out, “Yes, we had watermelons that grew in the trenches that ran water to the cattle. They were called watermelons because they were mostly made of water.”

      Seth starts chuckling, sucks in a snort, then lets out full-belly laughter.

      If I could hide right now, I would. I have a hard enough time dealing with their junk, anything else is beyond me.

      But my mouth presses on, “So what are they made of?”

      “Not kum or quat,” Seth snorts.

      “Are you sure? I mean, honestly, would you even know?”

      “Yes,” all of them say.

      “I’m a hundred percent sure the flavors are nothing alike,” Roarke adds.

      My cheeks burn red hot, and I contemplate my escape options – all five paces of them. Which is making hiding in the larder feel really appealing. I mean, it would easily fit two of me in there, just not standing up – so it has potential.

      Roarke literally groans, leaning against the bench and lowering his head like something I said is bordering on being physically painful for him. Seth can’t stop laughing, and further back, Killian just crosses his arm and watches the show with a little smile hanging on his lips.

      “Well, I don’t know, and I’m not sure it’s worth the risk,” I say.

      “Try it,” Seth teases. “You’re not going to know if they’re anything like –”

      “Ignore him,” Roarke cuts in. “They’re a citrus. They taste like a citrus.”

      I just can’t get past the chance that Seth’s going to get me with this. Unless I get him first, just for good measure.

      I roll my eyes, stopping and looking intently like I’ve spotted something on the ceiling. I even put a curious crease on my brow.

      “Oh, look,” I say with an excited pitch. “It says gullible on the support beam.”

      Seth sucks in his laugh and looks up. “It does?”

      “Yeah, just there,” I say, pointing with the hand that's holding the fruit – which may or may not be an elaborate joke.

      “She can’t read,” Roarke points out.

      I didn’t fool him one bit, but I got Seth, and he has an oversized smile on his face to prove it. He shoves the rest of his fruit into his mouth and continues to smile with his cheeks bulging.

      “That’s okay. I’ll get you back,” he mumbles around the mouthful.

      Before I have a chance to brave my own fruit, Pax whistles, sharp and sudden. It makes me jump and spin around, but the man is outside, and I can’t see a thing because Roarke is right behind me.

      Was right behind me – now we’re nose to nose.

      He lets out a staggered breath, straightening just enough that it becomes clear all of his attention is on my lips.

      Chuck, I know how that feels.

      Minutes ago I wanted to kiss Killian, and now I want to kiss Roarke. I am officially the worst mate ever.

      Seth shoves a handful of kumquats between us, breaking the moment.

      In the next beat the fruit is forced into my hands, I’m practically pushed off the bench, letting out an indignant squeak as I try to regain my balance, and we’re all moving toward the door.

      Roarke, Seth, me, then Killian.

      With all of their lips on my mind.
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      Pax, Rose, and Jada are standing in the middle of his muster area. I could also call it his war room – except we’re outside. Rose is poised in her usual fierce stance, with a dagger that she’s twirling just for entertainment as they talk. It’s blood-smeared, fresh from cleaning the deer on the rack over the fire. Jada, however, is lounging back on one of the logs, sprawled on her side and propped on her elbow – the complete opposite of being engaged in hard work. Her strawberry blonde hair’s blowing in the breeze like she fancies herself a goddess, and her raspberry lips are pinched between her teeth as she automatically scans over her audience. She thinks we’re her audience. She’s getting on my nerves, but I contain my reaction as we find our places in an arc around Pax.

      Kitten growls, but before she can move, Killian wraps an arm around her waist and hauls her back. Setting her down on his left – far away from either of the women.

      “Stay,” he orders.

      She crosses her arms over her chest, looking pissed off.

      He pats the top of her head. “Good doggy.”

      She lets him, her gaze remaining on Jada.

      The afternoon is getting late, with hints of the pinks and oranges of a brilliant sunset on its way. It’s giving the afternoon a kind of yellow glow. Off to the side, the fire has been brought to life and the deer carcass is hanging in the rising heat. It would take hours to cook like that, but we’ll carve layers from the outside to let the inside cook quicker – and with Thane demanding more control, Pax will likely be stealing his as raw as possible.

      I step to the left and interrupt Kitten’s view of Jada. She wouldn’t be feeling this possessive if she could just confirm her bond with Pax – and get away from the rest of us. But with me inside her bubble, feeling secure in her place with us is impossible. Allure breaks the rules of love. Even the most loyal people can be tempted to love another when my power brushes over them – and I don’t even need to do anything. It can be amusing to watch.

      “If you’re leaving under cover of darkness, you should eat first – if you’re comfortable with that,” Pax says.

      By comfortable Pax is referring to the non-existent seal on her hand. Nothing more than a shadow of the power that was allowing her to be this far from the White Castle.

      “Yes, Commander,” Rose says before going into a long description of the towns she thinks her team can cover on their way back to the White Castle.

      Pax holds his hand out, and I pass him the map. Rose stops long enough to help him unroll it and put a rock on each corner. Jada even gets up off her perch to pass a few rocks over.

      “Eliijah and his team are going to keep patrolling the forest until you’re ready, then you should ride out together,” Pax says.

      “Eliijah needs to eat,” Rose says.

      “They have supplies, and they’ve been close to the border for a few hours, not a few days, unlike you.”

      As soon as the vivid image is flat, Kitten kneels beside it, running her fingers over Seth’s drawing of the big sequoia tree and the sheer cliff of stone. The chalk smudges a little, but no one moves to stop her.

      “This map looks amazing. Where did you get it?” she gasps.

      Seth clears his throat, rolling up on the balls of his feet before turning and walking off. “I’m going to deal with our clothes,” he announces.

      Which leaves Kitten looking over her shoulder and watching him leave. She points and raises an eyebrow. So I nod.

      Yep – Aeons, Seth can draw. He’d never admit that his recall when it comes to the things he’s seen is almost as good as mine. He just likes to wait and see what will happen if he doesn’t recall something.

      Pax is frowning at the map, and Rose kneels to get a closer look herself. It won’t take them long to realize the map doesn’t help us at all.

      There’s a list of priorities for Pax, and he’s been running over them in pieces with each team. Leaving out large chunks of information. Pressing upon each person that they must trust him – that no one person will know the full plan.

      That they can’t know the full plan – it’s just too dangerous.

      But Kitten is still a secret. The man has a stone cold game face, and he’s giving nothing away – so long as we can keep her out of his meetings. We should have kept her out of the first one, but people respect Rose, and in the end it worked out to our advantage. We just need to keep that advantage.

      On that note I call back over my shoulder, “Seth.”

      He’s not even out of sight yet and ambles back with his brow drawn in a frown and a clear distaste for whatever he thinks I’m about to say.

      “Kitten,” I say.

      His eyes light up.

      “Sure thing. Come on, Vexy,” he says, taking her wrist and dragging her out of the muster area.

      She lets out an indignant squeak, glaring back at us and looking like she might object.

      This is Kitten. Of course, she’s going to object. I make a shooing motion, and Seth tugs her wrist again.

      “Clothes – then wine,” he announces before he manages to get her out of sight.

      “Shade, Kitten, Vexy. Do you all have names for her?” Jada asks.

      Jada steps up next to the map, leveling her gaze on Killian.

      The guy grunts, folding his arms over his chest. I’m glad I’m not him right now, I would be turning to leave. He just firms his stance and stares them down.

      Rose stands to her full height, and she’s a tall woman, folding her own arms over her chest in a mirror of Killian’s movement – even though Rose isn’t even part of this argument. She has a dried streak of blood across her forehead, and it creases and cracks with her expression as she meets Killian’s challenge with challenge. Jada might want to, but she just can’t compete with that. She’s a strong woman, for sure, but it’s clear her instinct is to pout where Rose’s is to fight.

      “You can’t all have her,” Jada gasps.

      “None of us plan on having her,” I say.

      “I said I don’t get it before, but I mean it. How is this little mortal even still alive?”

      Rose waves a hand, like she’s not interested in the new argument, then points sharply down at the map.

      “There’s a plan. I’m all for the unwavering magic of… this… even if it is an inconvenient challenge. But…” She trails off, partly because Thane is doing his wolf growl and Killian is doing an equally spine-tingling Darkness growl.

      “Well, I think you need to consider your mother's wishes. You three need to leave Pax’s mate alone. Competing with him shouldn’t be an option,” Jada interrupts.

      Has she always been this annoying? It’s been a few decades since we’ve worked together. Talked, yes, and we’ve dined and danced at castle functions plenty of times since Mother’s death, but no moments that should be layered with hierarchy and respect. I can’t recall if she ever bowed to Pax as commander, back when he was the only one. Or any of us as heirs, or even Father for that fact – yet somehow she managed to be the perfect picture of what a Saber noble, almost a princess, and one of the few Sabers not forced into triunes, should be. Attentive. Poised. Considerate. Loyal. Passive. That kind of thing.

      But now she’s suggesting Kitten is somehow a problem, a challenge to be overcome or discarded.

      “She isn’t a challenge, and we aren’t competing – she’s part of the plan,” I say.

      Rose meets my gaze, edging a little away from Pax. Clearly unaware that the guy can’t act on his desires. Which is a good thing, since I’m pretty sure he desires blood right now.

      “One of the pieces we can’t know?” Rose asks, her tone calming.

      “I need to know,” Jada demands, anger written across all of her tense features.

      Rose holds her arm out, stopping Jada from taking a step forward.

      Jada grew up with us – but all that has given her now is far too low a level of self-preservation.

      “I trust your rule,” Rose says, her words stilling the fire in Jada.

      And the rippling aggression coming off Pax and Killian.

      Jada shakes Rose’s arm off, then flicks her hair back. “I trust your rule,” she bites out, then leaves.

      That woman is walking a continuing-to-thin line. Pax needs her to set the example of respect and loyalty, but she’s pushing the boundaries like she did when we were children.

      Rose waits until Jada is out of view.

      Running a hand over her short hair, she says, “The mortal is going to save us all?”

      I nod. “Most likely.”

      “Then you boys better work harder at training her and keeping her away from your allies – or we’re all going to die.”

      “We will, as soon as we return to the White Castle,” Pax says.

      “We’re going back?” I ask.

      “No,” Killian grunts.

      Rose looks from one of us to the other, clearly in shock.

      Then she licks her lips, turns, and starts to walk away.

      “I’ll get my team ready. We’ll eat, then leave to search those villages,” she says. Then, when she’s almost out of sight on the path, she adds, “I’m not surprised. She tasted pretty damn good.”

      Aeons. One sentence a guy laced with Allure should not be teased with is the taste of the woman he wants to get alone.

      I run my fingers through my hair, eyeing the cottage and its quiet little work room three stories above all of this.

      “No, you cannot watch,” Pax growls, clearly at Thane.

      “Watch who?” Killian demands, finally unfolding his arms. He shoots a glance after Rose that could be full of confusion, or it could be constipation.

      Not going to ask him which.

      Pax grinds his teeth, which makes every word he manages to get out sound all the more aggressive. “Watch Beautiful and Rose.”

      Killian snorts. “Rose likes her lovers to fight harder – Rose likes breaking points. Shadow isn’t like that, so Rose won’t go there.”

      He settles himself on one of the logs, right on the edge where he has a view of the cottage out of the corner of his eye.

      “But Rose does like women,” Pax says.

      “I like women,” Thane growls.

      But it falls on deaf ears as Pax sinks onto the next log, straddling it to give himself a clear view of everything in the direction of Kitten – and his Sabers.

      I kick the rocks off the map and let it curl up like an unleashed spring before leaning down to get it – then deciding down is a pretty good direction right now. So I move the map aside and sit in its place. The cottage, and Kitten somewhere beyond with Seth, is squarely in my view.

      “Can we keep her safe?” Killian asks, his tone low and the question hanging like maybe the answer shouldn’t be voiced.

      “I can keep her safe,” Pax rumbles. “But once this bubble is gone, I’m not even sure she’ll want me to.”

      The declaration is raw with self-doubt. Killian nods in camaraderie, and I look at them both in shock.

      “What do you mean?” I demand.

      We all have our issues, but now is not the time for Pax to fall into his. Sure, saving her is priority number one, but after that he wants to take her to the White Castle. Killian wants her kept away from it – and none of us are willing to ask what she wants.

      “Remember what it was like with Jessamy? I broke orders to chase her from the moment I laid eyes on her.”

      “We’d never ridden harder,” Killian agrees.

      All of us – but it was a different time.

      “And when we caught up, I could hardly find the words. I felt like a boy again. I brought her flowers – I grew her an orchid! Hired minstrels to play ballads that we’d worked on together.” He pauses to wave at me, then at Killian. “You taught me to hand-forge a blade with the pattern of her fingerprint etched into the steel. And what have I given Shade? A bed on the ground. A life being hunted. A broken arm.”

      “Knife wounds,” Killian adds.

      “Death threats.”

      “Drowning.”

      “Locked in a cupboard.”

      I can’t believe this – they’re going back and forth listing things in a dry monotone. Killian’s even begun counting them off his fingers.

      “A life – we saved her from slavery. We gave her a life,” I interject, trying to be the voice of reason.

      Even if the reasons are weak.

      “She’s still caged,” Killian says.

      “And once we fix that, we have to take her back to the White Castle – people’s lives come before love.”

      “We can’t keep her safe there, not from all harm,” I say, knowing it’s going to stir up this hornets’ nest.

      Pax cracks his neck from side to side with false calm, and when he’s finished with the movement, his eyes are glowing, and his voice has deepened.

      “She’s not leaving our side,” Thane says before Pax slips back into control.

      “I know leaving us isn’t an option, but that doesn't mean she isn’t going to want to – or try to.”

      “Then stop being such an ass and pause for a second to do more than scare off dangers and throw around orders,” I snap.

      “There’s more,” Killian says, making us all freeze.

      “More what?” I ask, uneasy in that almost queasy kind of way.

      “The one thing to fight a grimm is something that’s finally dead,” he says.

      Thane is far too present, his form shimmering over Pax’s. Making Pax’s hair turn coffee and ash, his skin prickle, and his eyes glow.

      They’re not alone.

      

      “The one thing to fight a grimm is something that’s finally dead.

      

      Wait until your grief has passed, then – Seek the remnant beyond the border.

      Speak to a man named Martin but believe the word of a bird.

      

      Let your reflection go hazy in clear waters and see instead through a gray lens.

      

      In Silvari glass is a blade that can pass, a soul that can kneel, and a world that can heal.

      This is not a battle that can be won. Before this time can pass, the mortal soul from its beginnings cannot last. There is no way a soul can rule and live.

      

      Because I heard what the Origin Spring said to the tallest forest tree – the key will be in the last of me.” Killian’s tone is naturally ominous – bone chilling.

      

      My breathing has become sharp huffs, my mind pulling apart the words and reassembling them with different possibilities. But my body just wants to explode with a rush of feelings, betrayal among them.

      “Why?” Pax asks. Pure disbelief shadows the words even though he looks angry as all Aeons.

      There’s no response, the man staring up the hill toward the giant pine instead.

      “Why!” Pax snaps.

      Killian’s jaw sets hard, and I find the words spilling out of my mouth instead. “Because he doesn’t want her to die.” The air temperature drops.

      Killian looks deadly, and wisps of smoke rise from his finger as he points at me. “In battle – she can die in battle!”

      “What he means is with a fighting chance,” I hedge.

      “But you never expected her to live?” Pax asks.

      “It never mattered before.”

      “The one thing to fight a grimm is something that’s finally dead,” I repeat. “I’m not sure that means she will die or be dead. Again,” I say.

      She did die in the Spring as a baby.  I felt the life leak from her – I’m sure of it. No matter how much Killian doesn’t agree with me.

      “Or maybe she’s already in the state the prophecy is talking about?” I add.

      Killian’s shaking his head, slowly lowering his finger and getting his shadows under control. He’s done so well at controlling them for years now – since Mother died.

      “Is there anything else?” Pax asks, swallowing hard a few times, though Thane is still clearly on the surface.

      The two of them are in a delicate balance that leaves Pax in control but Thane on the surface. I’m not sure if the sigil is helping them do that or not, but it’s not something I’ve seen for more than a few seconds before.

      Interesting and worrying.

      “Nothing.”

      “The truth, brother!” Pax shouts.

      Killian meets his gaze hard and repeats, “Nothing.”

      And we believe him – because that’s what family does.

      Pax buries his face in his hands and groans. “So our time is limited, no matter what.”

      “It was always limited; she ages like a mortal. Her life is half over already,” I say, my own words cutting me as much as it is them.

      “How do I hold on to her when the string is so short?” Pax asks.

      “You can’t,” is Killian’s short reply.

      “You don’t need to hold on to her, or own her, or keep her. You already have her. Have. It’s a present tense word for a reason,” I snap, picking up the map and preparing to storm off into the cottage. Fury rolls through me. Pax does have her. His power has connected, and she is so easily drawn towards the Alpha.

      My storm is slowed by the reappearance of all the Sabers. Aria and Amber are talking amicably together in the lead. Rynn is behind them, heating small pebbles with her FireSeed and flicking them one by one into the stream. The water sizzles around the stone as it sinks to the bottom, falling in amongst other pebbles and the larger chunks of submerged granite, black against the natural creams and whites around them. All of which I should really investigate.

      No stone unturned. That kind of thing.

      I add searching the bottom of the stream to my list.

      Lara and Teegan appear next, talking much more seriously – Lara with big hand movements and Teegan with her ever present seductive smile.

      Last are Rose and Jada. Rose has her hands clasped behind her back, her gaze set on the horizon, the exit. Jada looks unaware of her posture, but I know that look on Jada’s face. Lips drawn to one side, hands in her pockets, taking a few sidesteps to give Rose her full attention, then a few forwards with her gaze thoughtfully on the ground.

      The Sealer has diplomacy down to a fine art, but I’m not sure it’s a skill that will work on Rose – I know Jada is only trying to look out for us. To her the Kingdom comes first, it always has. She wouldn’t tolerate having to reside at the Black Castle otherwise.

      My stomach still turns at her words, though. You can’t all have her.

      She’s right there.

      I shut down that train of thought. It’s not helping, and there are no answers. At least not while we have bigger issues.

      All of the approaching Sabers look hungry and head straight for the fire and the slow-roasting deer over it.

      “Pax,” I say, in a tone too low for the others to hear. “Just stop and tell her how you feel.”

      “I can’t stop,” Pax mutters.

      I make an unimpressed huff. “Can’t – or won’t?”

      “Can’t,” he says, pulling his shirt aside at an angle where we can see the sigil burned into his flesh, but the others can’t. “I’m burning through the magic too quickly. Every time I’m near her, I want her – and this thing has to absorb that. We need this.” He finishes by tapping his chest hard and letting his shirt settle back into place. “Even if it makes her hate us.”

      Killian acts like nothing happened. He waves a sharp hand toward the meat and grunts something Rose understands to mean ‘help yourself,’ which is exactly what she does.

      Pax doesn’t move, but he’s right – and that knowledge floods through me.

      “I’m going to see where Seth and Kitten have gone,” I say, leaving them with a heavy step and a torn-up conscience.

      After a quick detour through the house to stow the map safely, I walk around to where I know Seth and Kitten are probably playing laundry-wars rather than getting the job done, or perhaps already drunk. All the while agreeing with Pax – and hating myself for it.

      Priority one – keep her safe.

      Then, when we get the chance – as soon as we get the chance – prove to her that we are worth spending the rest of her life with.

      No matter how short that mortal time might be.
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        Five Paces

      

      

      We do bring the washing in, and the wine. Which means the appreciation award goes to me – for finding the cellar.

      Yes – I am unintentionally awesome, I realize as I sip my wine around the fire.

      The logs have been dragged into new positions around the fire, and the meat has mostly been devoured. Slice after slice was dropped onto the grate and seared, or not, in Pax’s case, to make the cooking quicker. I’m sitting on the ground, using one log as a back rest. Roarke’s behind me on my left and Seth’s behind me on my right – which kind of bookends me between their legs. And I’m fine with that, comfortable in their shadows. Just waiting for Pax to decide the meat he’s set aside for me is cooled enough for my mortal fingers and mouth. Everyone else is eating cuts with bread, smiling, laughing, and chatting warmly as the sun finally sets. They’ll be leaving soon, once darkness descends.

      Which I’m both eager for and very apprehensive about. Are more Sabers on the way? Because I don’t want to go through this process again. And if there’s not, does that mean the guys are on their own and there’s no more help with the bubble?

      My skin shivers at the thoughts, and I scan over my companions as a distraction.

      Teegan and her triune, the fierce-looking and white-haired Lara and the redhead Amber, are to Roarke’s right. Killian’s almost directly opposite me. And Jada, with her pretty pink eyes and raspberry lips, is sitting between him and Teegan. Next to Teegan, Rynn is turning her cut of meat into charcoal with flames dancing along her fingers. Lastly is soft Aria, who’s eating kumquats and keeping her gaze off the roasting deer.

      I finish my last mouthful of wine and put the empty bottle down beside me.

      Roarke has one hand resting on the log, his fingers tucked into the neck of my shirt. Which means, in just a little way, he’s holding me in place.

      After helping Seth and me bring the clothes in, Roarke decided to wade into the stream. Something about discovering its source – by looking under rocks.

      It didn’t make sense to me as I sat on the boulders, sipping my first wine and waiting for the smell of deer cooking to drive me crazy enough to declare that if we didn’t join the group, I was going to starve. Roarke relented – but by then it was dark, so maybe he only stopped looking because he couldn’t see.

      It was rather entertaining to watch, and Seth had endless jokes to fill the time.

      Roarke’s pants are still rolled up to the knees. He was trying to keep them dry – but that failed when he decided to dive under repeatedly. He did take his shirt off, though, so it’s dry, but he just hasn’t bothered to put it back on.

      Roarke, god of sex, is sitting in the flickering firelight with his shirt off and his hair hanging in wet strands down over his chest.

      He tips his head back and takes several deep mouthfuls from his round bottle of wine. His long hair topples back in waves and the muscles down his chest and chuckin’ eight pack ripple. No joke, the guy is tall and lean, but every part of him is defined muscle. The effortless kind that makes women drool.

      Rynn chuckin’ almost topples off her seat – which gets a glare from Teegan and a chuckle from Seth. I suddenly have a sharp desire to make the fire explode and burn her eyes out. I take a hard breath in a struggle to keep that desire to myself, seriously glad none of my guys have a FireSeed.

      I mean, yes, her being blind right now would feel rather satisfying, in a disturbing way, but I’ve smelled burning flesh before – and no matter the reason it’s never nice.

      Seth pats me on the shoulder as if checking that I’m not about to lose my cool. He’s a second too late, I already lost it and regained it.

      I’m proud of me.

      Roarke puts his bottle down next to my leg, picking up his shirt from where he had draped it on the other side of him and slipping it on. Which only mildly settles the atmosphere.

      Even though he’s slipped his shirt on, he’s not buttoning it up, instead letting it drape over his body to frame his chest and abs – a little seductive lift to the corner of his lips. For a guy who never kisses and tells and keeps every act of intimacy private, he freaking loves making everyone drool over him.

      Which makes me feel a little less mean as I pinch dirt between my fingers and sprinkle it into his bottle. He leans down, picks up his bottle and goes for another full-head-back-long-slow-mouthful.

      He sips – then spits the wine out in a wide spray.

      Eyes go wide around us, and the soft conversation ceases. Everyone looks at Roarke in shock.

      “Good Vexy,” Seth says, patting the top of my head like a puppy.

      What is it with these guys and patting my head?

      “Seth,” Roarke growls, wiping the remnants of dirt from his lips.

      I try to smother my smile and act as surprised as everyone else – but fail.

      “Yes, blame him,” I say, pointing up and over my shoulder at Seth.

      Seth presses a bottle of Silvari wine into my hand – and I glimpse a warning glare from Pax before claiming it. This makes bottle number three. Clearly, two was my limit – which I apparently should have known without being told. Imminent drunk-Shade has put him on edge, but he’s forgetting this Shade is sitting inside an emptying hourglass. What have I got left? Days? Hours? I don’t want to think about it. I don’t want to feel about it.

      But I do want to get wildly drunk on potent Silvari wine. I lift the bottle with every intention of emptying it in one long drink when Roarke grabs it.

      “You can drink this one,” he says, trying to replace it with his.

      “Mine,” I say, wrestling to keep the bottle pressed to my lips – which also involves some neck craning and lip stretching.

      Half the women find this incredibly funny. Rose even chuckles. Some are confused, and Amber and Lara watch with pointed angry glares as I struggle to keep my wine, trying to devour it in as few gulps as possible and finally relinquishing the bottle to Roarke – empty.

      “Kitten,” Roarke purrs. “That’s not nice.”

      Chills run down my spine, my muscles responding to his tone. The deliberate kind. The sensation curls around my middle, melting me on the inside… making it hard to breathe. Hard to concentrate.

      I slap my fist down on his toes. He hisses and pulls his foot away, breaking his power’s hold on me.

      I don’t see the meat flying through the air, but at the last second Roarke snatches something out of the air and holds it down to me.

      “You’re lucky I didn’t let it drop in the dirt,” he says.

      Crap, he’s right. I am lucky.

      Seth hands me another drink. Bottle number four.

      I pop the cork but can’t suppress my triumphant smile, and I don’t want to – so I avoid Pax’s gaze altogether.

      Wine in one hand, meat in the other, I alternate the two and lean back in comfortable bliss. Delicious, silky bliss.

      My tongue rubs on the roof of my mouth, feeling a little heavy with the effects. My shoulders feel lighter, my breathing easier. Even the women around the fire look different, less threatening. It’s amusing.

      “We’re drinking a year’s worth of the woman’s wine supply,” Rose says, taking a last sip before standing up and lifting her bottle to the sky. “To Eydis.”

      “To Eydis,” everyone choruses, small round bottles raised, the red wine inside reflecting the fire’s light and their gazes looking solemnly from one Saber to another.

      “We look forward to seeing you soon, Commander,” Rose adds, bowing low.

      Her triune follows suit. Standing and bowing. Pax nods in reply – accepting the fealty like a cloak around his shoulders. He doesn’t stand or say anything, leaning forward with one hand pressed to his knee like he’s too good to even sit up straight as he acknowledges them.

      He’s made for this role. Everything about him in this moment is demanding loyalty and respect, and it’s impossible to look away from.

      Killian, Seth, and Roarke all get a bow too, and all accept it like being honored is normal. The way the world should turn.

      Then Rose looks me in the eye and bows just as low in my direction. My heart chuckin' stops. Anxiously, I look past her to Pax – who’s smiling.

      But this is not the way my world turns, and unlike my men, I respond with the best head-bow I can from my sitting-on-the-ground position.

      “We’ll make another perimeter check with Eliijah’s men and be ready for you once you’ve finished eating,” Rose says to Teegan.

      Which points out a big difference between the two groups. Rose is organized, precise, and quick. Teegan is more haphazard, in no rush, and doesn’t seem to care for perfection. Rose’s horses are saddled and ready to go, while Teegan’s are on long leads in the grass and nowhere near their stack of gear hanging over the fence. I like Rose more and more the longer I know her.

      “Leave and return,” the group choruses.

      “Salad to churn,” I mutter, then smother a snort at myself. No one else seems to notice, though.

      “I’ll escort you,” Roarke says, standing and holding his hand out to Jada. “Pass the key.”

      “Grass and pee,” I mumble. Thank god these ridiculous rhymes aren’t blurting out loudly – because Pax is right, drunk-Shade has brain-to-mouth issues. Well, bigger issues than normal.

      “You have your own,” she snaps.

      “Dog and bone.”

      “We’ve locked the other two away. You now have the only one.”

      “Please understand, I don’t like the idea of no one being able to get in here with you guys if you need help. Locking the domain may have seemed like a good plan at the time, but if someone else gets in –”

      “Jada,” Killian rumbles.

      Killian, not Pax, because if Pax speaks up, he has to push Jada down a few pegs so the other Sabers don’t cross lines. But Killian can respond in his usual way and not be seen as weak. I see the game these guys are playing.

      “You’re more than welcome to walk with me, Jada,” Roarke says, lifting a questioning eyebrow.

      “No, thank you, but I do want it back.”

      “Lick my sack –” I snort hard, and I’m so glad I didn’t just have a mouthful of wine. My muttering has finally gotten some attention so I wave a hand, trying to shoo them away. “Lighten up.”

      “I’ll pass,” Jada says, finally pulling the key from her pocket.

      “Kiss my ass,” I mutter.

      Seth leans forwards, putting his face right in front of mine. Well, almost – he’s still sitting beside me.

      “Vexy, what’s so funny?”

      “Let’s eat honey?” I say with a shrug.

      He runs his tongue over his lips, like the mention of honey has him savoring a favorite snack. Something he’s craving, by the hungry look in his eyes. The path of his tongue leaves his lips shiny in the firelight. It’s almost completely dark, which dramatically changes the atmosphere. Changes the temperature with a cool chill, the lighting with heavy shadows, and the way I want to press my lips to Seth’s. Okay, maybe that’s nothing new, but it’s certainly on my mind.

      Suddenly, he sits back, saying, “Oh, so tempting.”

      With Seth out of my view, my gaze meets Rose’s. The woman winks at me, her face mostly neutral, then follows Roarke up the hill to their waiting horses and the endless night.

      Out there is a prophecy that wants me dead and a prison worth of evil with their teeth sharpened and a willingness to die for Lithael’s whims.

      But in here, a powerful Saber just bowed to me.

      I scratch my head, checking that Rose’s actions were actually part of the last ten minutes of my life and not something I drunkenly imagined. Yep, Elite BloodSeed with eyes that can turn red and a tendency to paint the blood of her kills over her body just bowed to the Soot-servant sitting in the dirt. The notion sends a giddy little flutter through my chest, either that or the wine.

      Seth leans down to talk softly in my ear.

      “You’re welcome,” he says.

      “I am not giving you credit for anything,” I mumble.

      Small conversations move around the remaining Sabers. More meat is cut from the thinning carcass to satisfy the members of Teegan’s triune, but I ignore them and watch over my shoulder as Roarke and the Sabers walk to the edge of the domain. The women mount up and ride into the trees.

      An annoying sensation settles in my chest. Jealousy aside, Rose was the only ally I had here. Now I’ve got Teegan and Jada, and neither of them wants to bow to me.

      Someone tells a joke – which apparently everyone finds funny, but I’m not even listening. Roarke saunters back to the group, picking up the crate of wine and passing bottles from person to person – starting with Seth and ending beside me. I hold my hand out, but he settles the crate out of arm’s reach and sits back in his spot behind my right shoulder.

      I open my mouth to object, then close it in stunned silence, my hand raised to empty air and left hanging with no hint that he’s going to offer me a bottle.

      Seth dangles a bottle in front of my nose, and I snatch it up with a triumphant little hiss of, “Yes.”

      Bottle number five.

      Silvari wine is not a good idea – it’s a downright bad idea. But it’s the kind of bad idea that right now feels very, very right.

      Amber nestles a fresh log under the wire-grate, sending sparks shooting into the night sky then says, “I’ll prepare the horses.”

      Leaving me with my Elorsins, Teegan, the Lightning girl Lara, and Jada.

      A waning moon just peeks over the trees, vibrant even though it’s almost nonexistent. Killian sets about cutting pieces of meat and handing them out. He hands two to Roarke, and I hold my hand up, waving it a little impatiently.

      “I’ll hold it until it’s cool enough for your delicate fingers,” Roarke says.

      “And I’ll punch you somewhere other than your foot if you eat my meat,” I mutter back.

      The chatter is small and companionable, and when Lara returns, she picks up two crusty loaves off the rack, not caring that they’re still hot and have been cooked by the coals. One she sets aside on a log to cool, possibly to take with them, but chunks of the other are passed in the other direction. I snatch one up before Roarke can claim it.

      “Mmm, bread,” I drone, devouring the smallest mouthful ever because it’s freaking hot, and washing it down with the sweet fruity wine.

      Sip, nibble, sip, nibble.

      Screw this – I shove the last of my bread into my mouth. Too much bread.

      Too much to chew, too much to swallow.

      I struggle, then cough the mouthful back up. Roarke pats me between the shoulders.

      “Should have taken the bread off you. Poor thing can’t even chew her food without help,” he teases.

      I elbow him in the shin, managing to swallow the bread and washing it down with the last of my wine. Damn – that bottle went quick.

      Killian is looking at me through the dancing flames.

      I watch him sip his wine, the small bottle not much bigger than his hand, and I wonder if I could flick something into it from over here?

      He smiles, a small curl to his lips with only half his cheek raised, but damn, I love his smile.

      Something black and inky slips up from his hood. It slides over his shoulders, becoming more substantial as it moves into his hair then settles like it’s holding onto his ear. Two big eyes look across at me until Killian swats at it. The guy looks like he’s shooing a bug. But cat might be a better description. Realm’s smallest cat, that looks like a shadow that no one else can see.

      He swats it again, and it dislodges and vanishes. Gone.

      Because, Shade, you’re losing your mind, and there is no such thing as creatures who are shadows.

      Right, too much wine. I need a distraction.

      I nudge Seth, and the guy leans down to me.

      “Hey, if I tell you something, will you whisper it on to the next person?” I ask.

      “Sure,” he says, a coppery tang of mischief in the air.

      “I went for a job as an echo the other day – still waiting to hear back.”

      He chuckles at me then leans over in the other direction and repeats what I’ve said, before adding, “Pass it on.” Then he leans back to me. “What is the point of this? I don’t understand?”

      “You’ve never played Whispers?” I ask, eyebrows lifted in false shock.

      “Whispers?”

      “Just wait and see.”

      As the message moves on, each person’s face shifts a little more into confusion. Killian looks like this is utterly demeaning, and Pax refuses to play, waving the message past him.

      After it’s shared with Roarke, he leans forward to me, but I point up towards Seth.

      “No, no, tell him. He needs to know I didn’t change it,” I say.

      “Change it?” Jada demands.

      She played, but she looks downright angry at the suggestion that she’s failed. I guess it’s because she’s a SealSeed and her job is to pass messages from the Crown to the Sabers and seal the Sabers into assignments. Getting that wrong could be deadly.

      Oh, I’m going to enjoy this.

      “I bet you the rest of the wine you muddled up the message along the way,” I say.

      “We’re Elite Sabers. We don’t muddle anything,” Teegan snaps.

      “You’re not drinking a crate of wine,” Pax says over the top of her.

      “Then you’d better hope your Elite Sabers can pass on a message,” I say, waving a hand between Roarke and Seth. “What message did you get, Roarke?”

      “Wet a soggy gecko on the way – put him in your sack?” Roarke says, his voice raised so everyone can hear him clearly.

      Seth cracks up. All out, too funny, you-people-are-crazy hysterics.

      I thought the message that came back was funny, but watching Seth laugh is so much better.

      “That’s word-for-word the message the mortal had. Exactly,” Teegan says.

      Seth shakes his head, which makes Teegan’s face heat.

      Jada’s jaw is set in hard fury, her lips pinched and her head turned a little on the side so she can glare at me on an angle.

      “The message was – I went for a job as an echo, and I’m still waiting to hear back,” Seth says, then his eyes light up, and he looks down at me in shock. “Echo,” he says, pointing his finger around the circle, from himself back to himself. “Hear back!”

      “Did you just surprise the trickster?” Roarke asks me.

      “I suppose I did, but it was unintentional,” I stage whisper – I’ve never seen Seth so shocked.

      “Well, he’s not so bright. Word games might be his weakness,” Roarke says.

      “I had no weaknesses,” Seth whispers, hooking his finger under my chin then leaning down until his forehead is flush to mine. “Now I have one, Vexy.”

      I lick my lips… then realize we have an audience and turn my attention sharply to Jada.

      “I believe you owe me a lot of drinks,” I say. “Because I believe you are wrong. Winner gets the wine, loser shuts their pie hole.”

      Pax snorts. Sudden, hard, and getting everyone's attention.

      “Um, explain,” I mutter out of the side of my mouth to Roarke or Seth, or both of them.

      Roarke leans down to fill me in while Pax chuckles and shakes his head. “Alphas dominate, they don’t do petty jealous bickering. Hard and to the point. He was impressed when you tried to put an apple up Jada’s nose.”

      Oh, well I’m happy to try that again.

      “And he loves pie,” Seth adds, cupping his hand between his mouth and my ear to keep the words between him and me.

      They straighten at the same time as Pax inhales deeply and makes a commanding gesture between Jada and me.

      “You made the bet, you honor it,” he says.

      Which surprises the chuck out of me.

      Jada gets up, grudgingly, and collects the crate of wine from beside Roarke. She moves it all of two feet and sets it down directly in front of me. It’s not really a fair bet, given the wine doesn’t actually belong to her. But I think the fact that she’s serving me – Jada, Elite Saber who thinks the sun shines out of her ass, is serving the soot-servant sitting on the ground who has laid claim to the men she clearly fancies – is adequate torture. For now.

      She retreats with confidence and a sway in her step. It’s all rather petty really.

      Pax gives Roarke a nod, and before I can claim the crate, Mr. Sexy-can’t-button-his-shirt-up pulls the thing back out of my reach. I dive forward, but Seth grabs the back of my shirt and yanks to set my ass back on the ground.

      “I’d love to see what you’re like after a dozen drinks, but I’ve been warned mortals don’t always survive when they consume too much alcohol,” he says.

      “They survive just fine, who told you that crap?” I demand, but there’s no point struggling since he has me pinned by my shirt.

      Stuck.

      That’s it. All over.

      Nobody loves me.

      I mean, pretty sure Pax has feelings for me, but love might be pushing it, and he’s the one with the teeth and temper and the hard ‘don’t get Shade drunk’ rule. Everything about him is hard. Sure, he can keep the hard muscles. But his gaze is hard. His rules are hard. His view of the world is hard.

      Here’s little me just trying to keep myself as far from trouble as possible, and way over there on the other side of the fire is my magically-bound mate who looks at me like I am the source of all trouble.

      With that in mind, I snag Roarke’s bottle right out of his hand, pop the cork, sip, and savor the sweet flavors of impending Chaos.

      Roarke looks down at me with wide eyes, but before he can say anything, Teegan’s voice cuts across the fire.

      “Shall we sing a song for the road?” She clears her throat and looks around at her comrades for permission to change the subject. “Bow to the bold?”

      There’s no time for anyone to object before she's parted those pretty lips and started to sing, “Down bellows the man with a sheep in his hand …”

      My breath falters. Damn, she can sing.

      No idea what the song is about – but her voice is like liquid pleasure washing down my spine.

      Lara joins in with soft tones that are barely discernible amidst Teegan’s power. Amber starts patting out a rhythm on her knees, which Seth matches with a clapping beat. The domain fills with the tune, and every one of them gets involved – except for Killian.

      Killian, who has Jada practically in his lap. Though he’s leaning forward with his elbows resting on his knees as he idly picks up small sticks and snaps them into smaller pieces.

      Darkness isn’t singing, and there’s not a hope I’m joining in either.

      “And one from the sea, one from the past…” On the tune goes. “Watch the ship roll. Watch the cracked mast. Down bellows the man with the sheep in his hand. Up shouts the lout with the roast pig snout.”

      Longest song ever.

      I shimmy up to sit on the log between Seth and Roarke, letting myself hum along as the tune and the chorus repeats. I can’t sing to save my life – but the tune is catchy. Seth’s singing along, each word rough and lacking any ability to carry a tune. Makes me smile to hear his voice, though. Clapping and patting his knees in an increasingly fast backbeat. I lean into Roarke, so Seth has room.

      I wrap an arm through Roarke’s and rest my head against his shoulder. My humming  vibrates through my chest and probably into him, slowly forming into words when the chorus repeats. I hope he doesn’t mind that my singing voice is terrible. I don’t even know why I’m joining in. It’s not like I’m in my comfort zone, or like I even enjoy singing to begin with.

      Roarke mustn’t either since he’s just tapping his foot along to the beat. He snakes his arm out of my grip to wrap around me and presses a kiss to my temple that takes me by surprise. Whatever system they’re using to manipulate or keep these Sabers in line is beyond me. And right now Roarke’s touch is too damn divine to resist. So I lean into him harder and feel myself sing just a little louder.

      “Bow to the bold. Those stand and those hold. Bow to the brave. Those face the storm. Bow to the thief who takes what he must. Bow to the wise – a man said once – bow to the wise and what’s in his head. One day you’ll know, or one day you’ll be dead.”

      My eyes drift closed as I fall into the sensation of something inside me smoothing flat, calming completely. Like everything in me is as smooth as the surface of a lake, and each note is a gentle drop and ripple across it. As close to my definition of Harmony as I’ve ever been.

      Roarke begins to sing, and my heart stops as his tune ripples with mine. Both rolling perfectly together inside of me. It’s mesmerizing.

      “Bow to the bold. Those stand and those hold.”

      Roarke’s notes reach all of the way up the scales, sending chills and shivers through my body. Each word radiates deeper. Fulfilling a need – or maybe creating one.

      “Bow to the brave. Those face the storm.”

      I begin to fall beneath the surface of the sounds as everything in me becomes Roarke’s. Like I’m not even singing with my voice anymore, the sound being generated and projected is ours. My body is stuck somewhere in the real world while my soul is floating somewhere in the magical. It’s surreal, and entrancing, and I don’t want it to end.

      “Bow to the thief who takes what he must.”

      And it’s amazing and beautiful, and for once in my life I just let myself sing. Not caring who can hear me – or maybe even believing that I sound good. It sure feels good. Unfurling and lifting into the night.

      “Bow to the wise – a man said once – bow to the wise and what’s in his head. One day you’ll know, or one day you’ll be dead.”

      Something smacks me in the forehead. Hard. Radiating an instant headache deep into my skull and knocking the breath right out of me.

      I groan and cup my hand to my face as tears spring to my eyes, and the singing cuts off sharply. So sharply it feels like someone just took a knife to our song.

      Who the hell threw a rock at my head?

      “Killian!” I shout – it had to be him.

      “Come on,” Seth says, grabbing the hand that I don’t have pressed to my aching head.

      He yanks me to my feet, pulling me away from Roarke. I almost trip over the log as he tugs me towards the cottage. My eyes are watering, so even if my hand wasn’t in the way, I still couldn’t see where we’re going.

      “Bring wine,” I moan.

      “I have the wine,” he chuckles.
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      I run through the cottage and take the stairs two at a time. Coughing again and again, forcing my throat to scratch and the echo of song on my vocals to fade. Because I don’t sing.

      But – I just did.

      Kitten drew that out of me. One silk thread, soft and pure and reaching like a sapling from my Seed.

      I rub the heel of my palm hard against my chest, trying to smooth the sensation from deep within. I don’t want to try and put a word to it – because the only word I have is Harmony, and that’s not possible. That bond is between two Allures. Pure and balanced and perfect.

      Not possible!

      Not because Kitten isn’t pure and perfect – and sometimes balanced. She’s the counter weight to everything my power has thrown at her, always has been. And she’s so close to being what my power needs – but she’s mortal.

      This kind of bond will kill her, without a doubt. It’s just not possible.

      No matter how much I want it.

      Teegan slips to the top of the stairs, moving with the kind of stealth that tells me she just snuck away from Pax and right past Seth. She should be riding out, and I have the sudden urge to pull rank and snap. Then snap at Pax for not making the call already.  But all I do is raise my eyebrow at her – what is her game?

      “I want a promise,” she says, walking up to me.

      I haven’t lit the lanterns in here, and the moon doesn’t offer much light, but the sky is open, the stars are bright, and Saber eyes are well-equipped for low light. I see every seductive sway, the half-smile, the lick of her lips, all of it. She can’t help it, her and me in a room after I just sang. I’m amazed I don’t have every single Saber following the magical scent of desire.

      “She’s not an Elite Saber,” she says, stopping so close her breasts press to my bare chest since my shirt’s on, but the buttons are still undone. “If you need a release, promise me you’ll find me.”

      I just look at her blankly. Is this her way of finding an opening, a gap in my changed desire where she might still fit? She’s not pushing in on the magical bonds – but she still wants me in bed?

      I honestly don’t understand what’s happening here.

      She doesn’t move to kiss me. Doesn’t lay her hands on my chest, my ass, nothing. Just stands before me – a powerful Saber with something to say.

      “Why?” I ask.

      “Because I care about you. I always have. You deserve an ally, a warrior, not a child. I can’t change the way she has captured you. I can’t change what your soul wants, but maybe I can keep you from destroying it, and I can be discreet.”

      My gut wrenches, twisting up in a tight ball to keep my calm, my features smooth because she just said soul not Seed – so she doesn’t know exactly what just happened out there. She doesn’t know the kind of bond that is swelling between Kitten and me.

      For every part of me that wants to slap her, another part is telling me she’s right. My power is comfortable and focused on Shade right now, respecting her mortal vulnerabilities, but what if it doesn’t stay that way?

      I’ve lived over a hundred thousand days, each one with Allure drawing my actions, but so far only a single day with Kitten satiating that feeling.

      Or has it? Maybe it’s been more than one day?

      My desires haven’t been screaming at me since we freed her from that mortal lord. Not that I noticed. I didn’t seek out Teegan the night she returned or any other moment in the stables or the castle.

      Doesn’t mean it can last. Allure can’t go without satisfaction indefinitely, and I can never be with Kitten.

      Never.

      Teegan doesn’t wait for an answer, sashaying back to the stairs. “We’ll need escorts in the morning,” she says. “And there’s still time for those other needs as well.”

      I’m frozen. I won’t. I can’t. But if my power decides to want Kitten beyond my control, then I’ll do whatever it takes to keep her safe. The depths of my own self-loathing has room for one more damnation – at least this time it will be worth it.

      Killian takes sacrifice in scars on the outside, while my Seed curses me with scars on the inside.

      And maybe, somewhere in this mess, I’ll find the courage to actually tell her what’s happening to us.

      Teegan leaves, and I inhale deeply. An odd sense of Harmony is trying to settle my nerves, but common sense and logic demand I respect the past. My control is nothing when faced with my Seed’s power.

      I turn to the lanterns and the only thing that should be important right now – something more scary to focus on. Kitten’s bubble.

      The chart in chalk on the bench, beside the word ‘Rearrange’ that’s been traced over by her finger when we were alone. Blissfully alone and with eighteen steps.

      The chart is too steep. Steps dropping too quickly. Angrily, I stare out at the night – night again. If it’s linked to her sleeping, she’ll lose another step in the morning. I’m torn, wanting to refuse her sleep, but I can’t. She won’t stay awake even if we try to make her – all I can do is watch and wait.

      I drag out a box and start piling everything in the room that’s not essential into one corner. Clearing space to focus and get the job done.

      “Bow to the bold. Those stand and hold…” I sing along softly, absently, as I work through the night.
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      I trip up the stairs, across the veranda, and into the cottage, unable to open my eyes properly or see through the pain and tears, and just hoping Seth doesn’t drag me into the wall or a piece of furniture. He closes the door with a hard thud behind us. The thing is going to fall off its hinges before we’re done here.

      “What the chuck did he do that for?” I demand, blinking back the moisture and wiping my cheeks as I follow Seth into the kitchen.

      The house is empty for all of two seconds before the door opens again. Roarke lets himself in, then closes the door, not even glancing at us.

      “Going back to work,” he mutters, then jogs up the stairs two at a time.

      I turn sharply to Seth. “Explain?”

      Seth shrugs, popping up to sit on the bench, and acting like this isn’t important. “You have a pretty amazing singing voice.”

      “Nope – I suck. And I wasn’t singing,” I say.

      “Yes, you were. You sang the whole chorus before Killian shut you up.”

      He’s right, the words did slip from me. But it felt like I was moving my mouth and the sound was vibrating between Roarke and me. More Roarke than me – because he can sing.

      “Why was I singing? I don’t even know the stupid song.” It’s a rhetorical question because I know I was singing because I was relaxed, drunk, and enjoying myself.

      And at this point I really regret it.

      “Allure,” he says, stabbing his thumb towards the roof.

      “I don’t think so. I didn’t feel any Allure.” I groan, moving closer to the bench.

      

      Someone pads up the stairs, probably going up to Roarke. I look up at the ceiling, trying to guess who it is – the steps are too light for any of my guys. Seth grabs my arm before I can move, tugging me back to stand between his knees, then wrapping his legs around my ass to keep me here.

      He shrugs. “I don’t know why he started singing. He never sings anymore. He did when we were kids, before the Seduction part of his Seed kicked in. Ever heard of sirens?”

      I nod.

      “AllureSeeds were the beginning to that myth.”

      “I don’t get it. He likes drawing people to him. He likes the attention. He likes walking around with no shirt on and his pants rolled up and wet and all.”

      Seth’s lips tweak to the side as if the gravity of something he knows but I don’t is just hitting him.

      “Sirens only sing to lure in their equivalent of a soulmate –  a Harmony. They make plenty of Silvari swoon and fall into their arms. It’s like puberty, you can’t control it. Singing makes those around him fill with lust and fall to his feet. I’m guessing you didn’t see Teegan and her triune edging closer?”

      I shake my head. “My eyes were closed.”

      “That’s why Killian cut you off.”

      “Me? Why didn’t he smack Roarke in the head? It was Roarke’s fault!”

      “Who knows why Killian does anything?”

      “Roarke started singing when he knows he shouldn’t,” I moan, blaming Roarke for the ache in my skull just as much as Killian.

      “Singing makes Roarke happy. Like cleaning weapons calms Killian and running calms Pax.”

      Now I feel like an ass. Of course, Roarke should be allowed to sing. It’s not his fault.

      “An Allure mate is the other half of his harmony. Two Allures working together can sing an audience into whatever feeling or state they want. He’s had Allure partners before. Even married one, but never the other half to his harmony. I’m sure he’s convinced it’s a myth.”

      “That wasn’t…” My sentence fades away, words failing me.

      Seth shrugs. “I’m not the best guy to ask for answers here.”

      A tight fist of overwhelming self-doubt snatches at my heart. “Nope, not asking because it’s not possible. One MateBond thingy is impossible enough. Since when does a Saber take more than one mate? I bet never – right?”

      He nods slowly, rolling his bottom lip between his teeth ever so slightly, like there’s something he’s stopping himself from saying.

      “So that settles it. It doesn’t happen. That was just some weird reaction he has to singing with mortals or something.”

      He hooks a finger under my chin and tilts my head back, meeting my gaze with a gentle expression that can’t quite mask the fact that he’s hiding something. I can’t deal with unraveling two Elorsins at once – so I let him keep his secrets.

      “You’re scared,” he says.

      I wrap my fingers around his, but I don’t actually pull them away from my face. His touch is soft and comforting.

      “We have rules, Vexy. Whatever is happening, you won’t be hurt by it.”

      I swallow hard, searching for words that just don’t want to come out.

      “I’m hurting Pax enough already. I don’t need to hurt Roarke too. I don’t want to – and I don’t know how to stop it. I don’t know how to fix the damage I’ve done to Pax –”

      He cuts me off, suddenly leaning forward to grab my waist and lift me effortlessly up and into his lap. For a split second, I feel like I’m just going to slide right off him, then he shuffles back, and I’m perched securely on my knees, on the bench, and in his lap.

      Pretty sure I just squealed though.

      He chuckles at me, wrapping his arms around me and pinning me in place. “What if I told you we all want connections with you?”

      I note his careful use of the word connections and not bonds. Bonds is a word that freaks me out. More than that – the future freaks me out. Short and laced with the prophesied end of my life. A prophecy they have no idea about.

      “I’d say you’re all crazy. Seth, I’m going to d –”

      He cuts me off hard with his lips, like he knew what I was going to say before the words even left my mouth. Nothing is leaving my mouth now, as his lips brush in complete tenderness over mine. His hands run up my spine and into my hair. Then down my spine to cup my ass and press my hips deeper into his.

      Both my arms settle around his neck, completely at his mercy and direction and loving it. Loving every touch, every stutter of his breathing. The way his tongue lazily parts my lips to explore my mouth. Each movement in control but equally as demanding. Maybe if my heart would stop pounding so hard I’d be able to think, to push him back and insist on whatever it was we were arguing about before all the kissing started.

      What were we talking about?

      I can’t gather enough give-a-bralls to care. Not when he’s kissing me, one hand staying in my hair and the other settling heavy against the small of my back. His hand slides under the waist of my pants and presses to my ass. He can damn near hold my whole ass cheek in one hand, which surprises me.

      I never pictured myself as being trim, or toned, or sexy in any way. Just a soot-servant.

      A soot-servant who happens to be madly kissing the Seed of Chaos and madly enjoying it.

      I don’t know how long we sit like this until suddenly he chuckles and shoves me off his lap. Sending me sailing backward to just barely land on my feet. I meet his gaze in pure shock, and he just laughs harder.

      “You’re baking sweet bread, remember?”

      “What? No, I’m not,” I gasp, partly because my heart is racing in shock and partly because I feel thoroughly ripped off right now.

      “Warm raisin bread for lates,” he adds, but he runs his thumb over his lips as he speaks, giving away everything.

      I fold my arms over my chest and tap my damn foot. “If you can’t handle me kissing you back, then don’t put me in your lap,” I growl.

      He gives me that lopsided smile, saying, “I’m not allowed to take your clothes off – so we need to bake bread.”

      I growl at him, hard. I don’t want to talk about bread. I don’t want to make bread. What I want is to keep kissing him – but I can’t tell him that.

      “I’m not making bread. I won’t even be awake for lates – what kind of crazy people have a meal at midnight?”

      “Immortal ones who don’t need to sleep,” he says.

      Reaching up behind him, he drags down a nasty-looking jar of starter. Wet flour and bacteria. How all bread begins – unless you’re poor, then you’re lucky to just have the flour and the water.

      “Okay, you measure the flour, and I’ll work the starter,” he says, but he doesn’t hop down off the bench.

      So the argument is over – and the kissing.

      In a huff, I drag one of the bags of flour out of the larder. One that Rose’s team purchased in the village – whatever village that might be. I have no idea. I grab the scoop from the shelf and level out a cup.

      He has the jar open, waiting for me to pour flour onto the bench beside him. Which would be far too easy and far less fun.

      I keep a straight face, my gaze on the spot as I tap it with my left hand. “Here?” I ask. “Because we really should do this properly.”

      My left hand stays on the bench, while my right hand and the scoop lift – then flick – and cover him in a puff of white powder.

      Puff – snow cloud.

      I’ve barely made the move when he launches, wraps me up in his strong arms, and begins shaking his head like a chuckin’ dog. More flour fills the air.

      I squeal, getting flour in my mouth, and pinch my eyes shut, feeling us move across the kitchen and my back press against the larder door. When he stops shaking, and there’s less risk that the flour’s going to go into my eyes, I open them just a peek.

      His chest is rising and falling in heavy breaths. A broad smile is on his lips – the kind that makes his blue eyes come alive. One arm wraps around my back, the other pressed into the cupboard beside my head.

      I breathe deeply, filling my lungs with the copper in the air as mischief unfolds and his orange-cherry taste settles on my tongue.

      “We,” he says, his voice smooth as silk, slipping deep within me and down. Down to places that shouldn’t get excited when being hugged by a guy covered in flour. “We should do it properly.”

      “It?” I gasp.

      What are we talking about now?

      I’m blaming this on the wine. Yep, definitely not my fault.

      “The wine made me do it,” I say. “No, you made me do it. You started kissing me first.”

      He chews on the inside of his lip for a second.

      A very short second – before those lips are against mine again.

      Again.

      No complaints here. But the gentle distract Shade kisses of moments ago are gone, replaced by hot passion that seeps into us both. His hand trails down the cupboard, making a sound almost like he’s digging his fingernails in. Trying to stop himself.

      Control – gone.

      I grab his shirt, somewhere near his hip, and ball it into my fist. Sure, he could pull away from me with ease, but I still have to try. He can’t push me away this time – because there’s a door pressed to my back. He pauses for the barest of seconds, then reaches down to hook his hands under my ass and lifts me up off the ground. My legs wrap around his waist, and the very reason he pushed me off his lap sits hard against me.

      Oh, it makes sense now.

      And I also feel rather dumb about it. Of course, it makes sense. A small part of me regrets not tumbling in the sheets with someone before meeting these guys – I am drastically underprepared for this.

      I pull the hem of his shirt up, exposing skin to run my hands all over.

      He moans, pulling back from our kiss enough to say something. My lips chase his, trying to convince him to shut up. Heart-racing need runs through me, matching his. I slide both my hands under his shirt and push up, wanting it out of the way.

      “Vexy,” he moans. “If you start taking my clothes off, I’m going to start taking yours off. Then Pax is going to kill me. Thane probably won’t, but Pax will.”

      “Kind of the point,” I gasp.

      He chuckles. “You’re trying to kill me?”

      “Nope, I’m trying to get you to take my clothes off,” I admit, delirious with kissing and wine, not much else on my mind.

      He kisses my lips, then my cheek. Trails his touch and soft-pressed kisses like smoldering fires down my neck and along my collarbone. “No,” he whispers into a kiss.

      “Yes,” I gasp in return, arching my neck back to give him better access.

      “We have rules,” he moans.

      “I trump your rules.”

      He chuckles softly at that, lifting me high enough to rest his forehead on my collarbone and caress my chest with the brush of his soft exhales. “Sorry, Vexy, you don’t.”

      I pull at his shirt again, and a loud fabric tearing sound fills the room.

      “Did you just rip my shirt?” he asks.

      “Just a little bit,” I giggle.

      Then I pull again, the small tear easily running straight up the seam on the side. It shouldn’t feel this good destroying his clothes, especially because I’ll probably want to wear them later, but the sound makes me giddy and reckless.

      He presses his lips to mine, stopping me with a long kiss before saying, “Stop destroying my clothes.” But he doesn’t remove his lips from mine, so the words are muffled and more funny than serious.

      Which makes me laugh, and him lean back with a broad smile. His blue eyes are alive as he runs his tongue across his lips.

      “What do I taste like?” I ask, before realizing that’s kind of a weird question.

      He sucks his bottom lip into his mouth before focusing on me again.

      “Like something I can’t have,” he says, moving back and letting my feet fall to the floor. I’m about to growl at him, not again, when he adds, “Quick, Killian’s coming.” He tugs me to the side and opens the larder door. “Quick,” he repeats, giving me a shove inside.

      Uncontrollable giggles burst from me, apparently I’m easily amused when drunk.

      Somehow we both manage to fit. I’m curious as to why we’re even in here but enjoying the mystery – so I take a seat on another large sack of flour with my back against the wall and only a few handspans between my head and the roughly-crafted larder ceiling. Seth has no room to sit, and definitely no room to stand, so he kneels in front of me. Copper in the air, and a huge smile on his face, then shuts the door and cuts off almost all the light.

      There’s just a sliver around the doorframe. He also cuts off the circulation of air, and it’s pretty obvious a family of mice calls the larder home.

      My foot brushes against a crate of Silvari wine, and without thinking, I grab a bottle and pop the cork, taking quick sips of the thick red liquid… mmmm….

      Wine, I think, which sets off more light giggles.

      He mouths something that looks like, ‘Play along,’ before moaning, “Ohhh, Vexy. Mm, there. Oh, more.”

      He rubs his arms up and down over his body, throwing exaggerated shoulder movements and even a head flick. My eyes nearly pop out of my chuckin’ head.

      What the bralls is he doing?

      “Kiss me, Vexy,” he says with a seductive drawl on the last syllables.

      Killian’s boots make the floorboards creak, somewhere in the sitting room, and getting closer.

      Seth smacks his lips in a kissing noise, and I finally get it.

      The aim of his game is to piss Killian off. Which is a little crushing because I’d much rather be actually getting naked right now. I mean, wouldn’t it be better to earn whatever beating Killian is about to give us?

      Seth looks at me and smiles, deep and playful, and I’m unable to resist. I part my lips and let out a desire-filled moan. Falling into Seth’s game.

      “Oh, Seth,” I murmur, followed by some sounds that belong behind the hay bales.

      I take a long sip on my wine, then put the bottle down. Filling the larder with breathy exhales and running my hands all over my body.

      The hand movements are overkill since no one can see us, but Seth was doing it, so I do it too. Only I’m pretty sure I do it better because for the third time tonight he’s drawn in close to me. Maybe he’s drunk too, or some Allure is playing at the air. Because he’s doing a really shit job at honoring the don’t-get-too-intimate-with-Shade rule.

      He grips my knees, his fingers pressing firmly to part them wide and move himself into the V.

      “Vexy,” he gasps, just a tiny bit louder than needed.

      His gaze lowers to my lips, watching intently as I gasp, “Seth. Oh, Seth.”

      I’m good at this game.

      “Vexy,” he whispers.

      “Mmm, yes, Seth, yes. That feels so good. Don’t stop,” I say, pitching my voice in all the right places.

      Killian stops at the larder, the tips of his boots visible under the poorly-made door.

      A wicked smile takes over my features, and I mouth, ‘You started it’. The sparkle in Seth’s blue eyes doesn’t waver.

      “Fuck, Seth, lick me,” I moan – hard. The words deep and raspy, probably from too much giggling earlier.

      Seth’s eyes widen, and in the same instant Killian rips the door open. I’m honestly surprised he didn’t rip it right off its hinges. He fills the frame completely, and Seth tries to jump out of the way, but Killian ignores him and reaches for me. He grabs my collar and pulls me out of the larder, slamming the door shut and latching it.

      “It was a jest, brother,” Seth shouts, trying the handle with a loud rattle but no luck.

      “I know,” Killian whispers.

      He’s still holding me by the collar, which forces me to stand on the tips of my toes.

      “But if anyone is going to lick her, it’s me,” he growls.

      What?!

      I catch a glimpse of the most wicked smile I’ve ever seen – kind of wicked-scary which is worse than Seth’s wicked-mischief – before Killian leans in and runs the tip of his tongue up the side of my face.

      From chin to hairline.

      Not big and wet and nasty – but almost like he’s actually tasting me. A slow, gentle tracing, his breath teasing along the moist line.

      “Delicious,” he says, letting go of me and walking off.

      Just like that.

      Out of the kitchen and out of the cottage.

      For a long breath, I just watch him disappear. Well, that’s a lie, it’s more like a long moment and a whole lot of gasping breaths.

      “Vexy,” Seth calls, knocking on the door.

      I unlatch the larder, and Seth climbs out, then leans against the frame – still smiling.

      “That was nasty. That joke backfired. I got into trouble for it and not you.”

      He shakes his head.

      “Killian’s funny bone gets dusted off once every few decades. This.” And he twirls a finger towards me as he speaks. “This is amusing.”

      I pick up the hem of his torn shirt and wipe it down my cheek. “Then you can wear his slobber.”

      He watches me, still smiling. Which is annoying, because smiles use lips, and lips remind me of how deliciously distracting kissing is.

      “Bread,” he declares, perhaps hoping volume will get us both back on track, including that bulge in the front of his pants.

      He ducks back into the larder for two more bottles of wine, then walks away from me, running a hand through his flour-filled hair and sending a cloud of the stuff into the air.

      I take a longer moment to pull my clothes straight and savor the feelings still running through my body before they fade. When I move the three short steps to the other side of the kitchen, he’s busy measuring a fresh cup of flour.

      I snag a bottle of wine, then try to pop up onto the bench to uncork it. But the damn bench moves, and I land on the floor instead.

      I snort, moan, then giggle. Wow – make up my mind already.

      “Why?” Seth asks, pointing down at me.

      I hold the wine up, saying, “The bench is drunk.”

      Damn, I love Seth’s smile. It brightens his blue eyes and pulls a kind of joy from even the darkest corners of the room.

      I make myself comfortable with the cupboard as a backrest since I can’t fall any further than this.

      “How come you’ve always been able to kiss me without overwhelming me with power?” I ask. Leaving out the part where Pax’s last kisses didn’t overwhelm me at all.

      “I’m not as powerful as my brothers,” he says, not looking up at me as he measures and pours.

      “You all seem pretty equal to me.” Except when Seth acts like a complete child. “Mostly.”

      He nods. “I’m better-looking and a better fighter – but innate power like theirs was pretty rare even a few thousand years ago. They sit on the highest branches in the power tree.”

      “Who’s at the top then? Pax?”

      He dumps the flour into a bowl, followed by seeds, nuts, and raisins that he doesn’t even bother measuring out, then the starter and more water. “No, OriginSeeds would have sat at the top – at least five thousand years ago – if they were real.”

      “OriginSeed,” I roll the word off my tongue. It’s somehow familiar, like I’ve heard it before, but I can’t place it. Except that it sounds linked to the Origin Spring. “And we’re looking for an Origin Spring – are they related?”

      He holds his hand out to me as he says,  “You’d have to ask Roarke, and it feels weird talking to you on the floor.”

      “Join me, then?”

      The shake of his head and little giggle translations to, ‘you’re crazy.’ CrazySeed is definitely possible.

      So I accept his hand and the way he pops me to my feet. The spikes and peaks of his messy dark hair are covered in white, and I can’t resist tussling it, getting more flour out. He just smiles and pushes the bowl toward me.

      “Mix.”

      “All right, tell me about this OriginSeed,” I say, accepting the spoon and beginning to struggle with the thick dough.

      “I don’t know much. Mother was obsessed with finding one back when we were young. I used to sneak into her study and read her notes from time to time, but she never explained why. Maybe she thought that one could beat Lithael, or maybe she thought that one would become Lithael’s partner and she needed to stop that from happening – maybe in the beginning she was trying to get them together. A power like that is dangerous on either side. She never explained, only that the man was important. He was named after some kind of bird, Gull or Eagle or Parrot. It was a long time ago.”

      “How powerful?” It’s honestly hard for me to get my head around, not helped by the way my head’s spinning.

      The hedgewitch midwife used to be the most powerful person I knew, and her gift simply eased pain. One thing. What her power was and what it could do was clean-cut, black and white – no gray area.

      Nothing like Pax or Killian or Roarke or even Seth.

      And now there’s an OriginSeed – something more powerful. How is that even possible?

      “Not all powerful, I wouldn’t think. But who knows? It’s not like there’s any left to ask them about it, and everything in a Silvari book is either a rhyme or a list. We’re not lucky enough to have lists of Seeds. No two people are the same, even if their Seeds are the same. Just like no two trees are the same, even if they sprouted from the seeds of the same tree. Even if they look the same from a distance. Everything always grows into its own unique existence.”

      “But how do you people keep losing each other? Alphas were apparently extinct, weren’t they? Or at least Pax’s power was suppressed? No one knew he existed until your mother found him.”

      “Silva’s a pretty big place – easily three times your mortal Desayer realm. With monsters and magic and everything else in-between, it’s very easy for someone to hide. And if a family stays hidden for a few generations, pretending to be mere Silvari, they can force their Seeds into hibernation. It’s the only way to stop the Saber call. Some even have children before the call and then end their own lives, severing the link. Especially if they were destined to be called to the Crimson Castle. And on the other side, the Aeons are even bigger.”

      “The other side?”

      “Through the Veil. The Aeons.”

      I rub at my forehead. “So the Crimson Castle is bad, and Pax’s family didn’t want him to become a warrior?”

      My attention is on the bowl and the impossible-to-stir dough – but I still feel Seth go still.

      “No,” he says softly.

      He grips my left wrist and pulls my sleeve back, revealing the old shackle scar.

      “He didn’t have any family by then. He didn’t even know who he was or that this world existed before Mother found him.”

      I swallow hard.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean,” I mutter, pulling my arm free to continue stirring.

      “Pax will tell you, I guess. When he’s ready.”

      But right now I don’t want to talk about Pax or the conversations we haven’t had. That list is getting chuckin’ long.

      “OriginSeeds,” I say, stabbing the spoon at Seth to remind him what we were actually discussing.

      “That’s about all I know. OriginSeeds took Seeds of what they needed from the world around them and turned those into power. Origins were around before Sabers really existed. They made us. But unlike Origins, we get our specific abilities passed down from our parents. I was born Chaos. My children would have been ChaosSeeds. All of this happened before the Mortal Wars and the border existed. That's all I know, and then it’s not so much knowledge as myth. Roarke’s convinced they never existed. Here," he says, taking the spoon. “You’re making this look harder than it is.”

      “Easy for you to say, you’ve got muscles.” And biceps that I couldn’t get my hands around even if I tried.

      And that thought makes me want to try.

      Which makes my hand reach for his arm. I redirect it, just barely, and instead end up propping my hand underneath his forearm – like I’m about to lift his arm up, without putting any actual effort into it. Because I’m not trying to support his arm – I’m trying to avoid playing with his muscles.

      And I’m me – Shade – the epic master of distraction-by-doing-stupid-shit.

      “What are you doing?” he asks, raising an eyebrow at me.

      “Holding your arm,” I say, shrugging and fully committing to my actions.

      “Why?”

      “You know, so it won’t fall off.”

      He chuckles like that’s the worst joke ever.

      “Oh, you’ll thank me for it when your arms start feeling as sore as mine.”

      He keeps stirring, and I keep holding his arm up so it doesn’t fall off.

      “If OriginSeeds can just take what they want from their environments, then why wouldn’t they be all-powerful? You know, get thrown in a river by Killian and start drowning – get WaterSeed. Sore arm from stirring – get StrengthSeed.”

      He shrugs. “Because when in life is anyone ever that good? There would have been limitations on their abilities. There had to be – there’s none left in the world now, so they were pretty flawed in some important way. Something about their power got them all killed.”

      As he talks, he puts the bowl down and moves to the larder – I shuffle off the bench, stagger a little as the room tilts then rights itself, and follow him. Five steps makes me stick to his shadow pretty closely.

      Turns out he’s just getting more wine. No complaints from me. What’s this? Eight? My tolerance must be going up.

      Wonder where it will end? I think, gripping the bench and trying three times to reclaim my seat before Seth takes pity on me and picks me up.

      “Good Sethy,” I mumble, making him laugh.
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      When I get tired of cleaning the workroom and stressing about Kitten sleeping, I rejoin the fire. Sweet bread in the oven teases my stomach, but I leave it, Seth, and Kitten in the cottage and beeline to Pax, Killian, and Jada.

      Pax – who should tear my head clean off for opening my mouth and letting my voice out. Aeons, it felt good though.

      And Killian – who should growl at least two words, ‘Never again.’

      She’s mortal. I know!

      So why the fuck did I risk singing with her?

      Jada clears her throat, intently watching the dainty little patterns she’s scraping into the dirt with a long stick. But none of them say anything.

      “I…” I begin, but lose the words. “It…” I try again, but that sentence doesn’t feel right. I set my gaze on Killian, hoping for answers. “Did –”

      He cuts me off with a sharp head shake, and Jada suddenly getting to her feet highlights that maybe this is not the best time to have this kind of conversation. Maybe she’s worked it out, or worked something out, but she can’t see threads – so there’s also every chance she’s completely unaware of the complexity of Kitten’s existence.

      And, in that case, I want her to stay that way.

      My stomach tenses as I shove all of my fears down, burying my hopes beneath them. Then I swallow hard and turn my attention back to Pax.

      “Again?” he asks, and he’s not referring to my feelings in any way.

      I sigh, running a hand from my hair.

      “Again,” I agree.

      No one argues. Everyone getting to their feet, and together we explore the forest once more. Going over every rock and every track. Around every tree. Again.

      And again.

      I’ve lost track of how many times we’ve looked.

      Rose has orders to pass on to Zuri’s triune as she travels. Jada was supposed to get them here, but they’re clearly not going to make it. Other assignments, she’d said, there’s only so much she can do.

      Zuri and Eliijah will both move through the other Springs, the other domains, as soon as they can. Both of them are strong enough in the wisdom department to at least alert the Masters of their desire to gain access, if not actually walk through the barrier.

      Zuri’s going to start with the Sound Spring, Eliijah on the Wood Spring, then leapfrog around the border. Since Lithael is intent on keeping the Elite close to the border, passing on orders and gathering intel should be one of the easier parts of this plan. But in truth – nothing is ever that easy.

      At least now we have a plan.

      Or at least I think we do.

      Now that Jada knows which sealers are reliable and which are delivering altered assignments, removing the threats will be easier, and it’s become a priority. Jada is setting up ambushes, which we hope to be part of, but for now orders will be sent through Jada to Miles and Taryn’s teams. Jada doesn’t know what Rose is doing, and Rose doesn’t know what Jada is doing. The only thing they all know is Teegan’s main assignment – those women are tasked with befriending Logan.

      So much to coordinate, but right now I have just one job – pop a damn bubble.

      An hour later, we return to the cottage, the sweet bread, and Kitten.

      Pax stops me at the bottom of the steps, and Killian hesitates behind me.

      “What was the singing about?” Pax finally asks.

      I knew the question was coming. Doesn’t make me any more prepared for it, though. I rub the back of my neck, trying to put some words together, then give up and turn to Killian instead. “Was I hurting her?”

      “Gold threads are from the heart,” he says.

      Pax and I just stare at him – because that may or may not have anything to do with my question.

      Killian points at me, then towards the cottage. “Yours and hers. They almost touched.”

      “So I was hurting her?” Because connections like that suck power, and she has so very little to give.

      Killian tilts his head a little. “Maybe. I ended it.”

      By throwing a rock at Kitten’s head. Not something I condone.

      “It’s an issue. I heard you, I agree,” Pax says, clearly to Thane, then adds, “No more singing.”

      He turns and walks back to the fire – conversation over.

      “No more singing,” I echo.

      I fully agree.

      So why am I swimming in the pang of disappointment as I head inside with Killian behind me?

      Disappointment doesn’t feel right, it’s not a big enough word. My seed truly wants the most beautiful creature I’ve ever met. It’s impossible, but it’s real. A connection I thought had died when the Allure line died. Now it’s here and alive and full of possibility that I can never have.

      Despondent.

      Devastated.

      And yet I feel guilty for entertaining my own pain because she is the one dying. She needs me, and I need her, and we both need a miracle.

      One thing at a time.

      She doesn’t need to know what my Seed is doing when she’s still adjusting to the idea of a MateBond with Pax. Not when I don’t even know exactly what my power is doing, and we don’t have time to experiment. No – there’ll be no more singing.

      Kitten is asleep on the couch, resting her head on Seth’s chest as the big guy snores softly. Killian slips his boots off and, with sock-silent, ambles up and pinches Seth’s nose shut.

      I fold my arms over my chest and step to the left for the best view.

      Seth gasps, sits up sharply, and topples Kitten flat on her back on the floor.

      “Brother!” he shouts, swatting wildly at the air, even though Killian has walked away.

      “I could have used a blade instead,” Killian says.

      “Mallow,” Kitten groans, reaching to slap Seth as if he’s a naughty puppy, but not really getting up off the floor or opening her eyes.

      Killian huffs, standing over her. I almost expect he might try to stir her awake with the toe of his dirty sock, but he bends down and yanks her pants leg up to remove one dart cuff.

      “That better be Killian, or Killian is going to stab you… Probably somewhere nasty like your eye… or your junk,” Kitten slurs.

      We all laugh, Seth the loudest, but Killian with genuine delight. Not a word I usually use on the man. Delight. Actually, I don’t think I’ve ever used that word to describe him or anything he does.

      “He probably would,” Seth admits, shifting to cover his crotch with his hand.

      The far-too-amused Darkness walks into the kitchen, still laughing as he puts the cuff on the bench. “It’ll chafe – weak mortal skin,” he explains, then picks up a chunk of bread, the olive oil, and a cloth.

      He pulls the single seat to the furthest corner of the room as he can. Out of her bubble, for whatever reason he’s not willing to explain.

      “Is she drunk?” he asks.

      “Shhh, Lilian,” she stammers, pointing a finger in Killian’s general direction. Since she’s lying on her back, her head closest to the couch – and she’s still full of Silvari wine – she ends up pointing at the wall.

      “What happened to the all-powerful all-mighty Killian?” Seth asks, playfully poking her with his toe.

      “Omniscient Killian’s not home,” she says, her voice soft and calm and genuine.

      My heart stutters, hearing my word on her tongue. Not that omniscient is my word, but I taught her that, just days ago. We discussed it for seconds, and she was listening. I pinch my lips together to smother my smile. Is it ridiculous that I find her use of such a simple word endearing – even sexy? Yep – sexy.

      “What’s a Lilian?” Killian asks.

      “It’s a mortal lady’s name,” Seth chuckles.

      “He’s a Lilian,” Kitten says, just barely managing to get her eyes open as she points at the Seed of Darkness.

      “Why?” Killian asks. “Where did this Lilian come from?”

      His eyebrows are tweaked inwards, half grizzly and half curious.

      She shrugs, rolling on her side as if to get comfortable on the floor and fall back to sleep. “The guards at Lackshir Market asked me who you were, and I told them your name was Lilian. Why am I on the floor?”

      “Gravity,” I inform her.

      “Oh,” she says. “Gravity’s nuckin’ chutz.”

      Seth cracks up laughing, and we all just wait for him to get himself under control before asking, “What is a nuckin chutz?”

      “What? No, not nuckin’ chutz, chuckin’ nuts.” And her eyes are closed again. She doesn’t react at all to all of us laughing at her.

      Pax chooses this moment to wander through the door, latching it quietly behind him before scanning over the room and spotting his mate on the floor.

      “What happened?” he asks, his voice measured.

      I point at Seth.

      “Don’t look at me! We were asleep when he came in,” Seth says, pointing at Killian.

      “Shhhh,” Shade whispers from the floor, flapping an arm around as if to shoo us away. “I’m trying to sleep.”

      The sound of her voice makes Pax relax. He crosses the room, scoops her up, and carries her upstairs. The calm on his face hints that he’s more than happy to spend the night next to her. It contrasts with the tense set to his shoulders and the thump of his boots on each step – which I’m going to guess means Thane has been pushing his boundaries again. Or maybe Pax is reaching the end of his own patience.

      Aeons, we all are.

      If the woman wasn’t interested, we’d turn away. All of us respect the word ‘no.’ That would make life so much easier.

      Oddly, I’m pretty sure it would actually make me more miserable.

      Easier – yes. Happier? No.

      And now we wait – to see what steps she has left in the morning. This could be a good time to fill Seth in on the line Darkness was hiding – that topic could be nicely distracting.
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        Five Paces

      

      

      Pax and Seth talking right beside the bed slowly wakes me up. I roll over to eyeball them with an it’s-too-early-to-be-opening-my-eyes moan. A person should sleep until well after the sun’s up. Which is not a luxury I’ve always had, but one I’m determined to foster. Contrary to the time that these guys like to rise and shine.

      Seth smiles, grabbing a pillow and dropping it on my face. “Go back to sleep, then.”

      I push the pillow away and find Pax’s face right in front of mine. He moves in, presses a soft kiss to my lips, then retreats. “I’ll be outside.”

      “Why?” Why is he leaving?

      “Jada is waiting down stairs.”

      “What? She’s still here?” I demand, though I have no idea why that annoys the bralls out of me. Of course, she’s still here. I’ve been asleep, so for that matter Teegan could still be here and a dozen others could be here, which is the next thing that shoots out of my mouth. “Who else is here, and where are they, and where the chuck did they sleep?”

      Pax gives me one more quick kiss before stalking from the room. His gentle demeanor sheds with each step, replaced by a cloak of control and command that he wears so easily. Like it’s been tailored to fit him perfectly, confident stride, powerful posture, don’t mess with me vibe.

      It’s not until he’s out of the room that I can gather my thoughts and demand, “Seth, answer me?”

      “Nowhere. Sabers don’t sleep.”

      “They do sometimes. How do I know they didn’t need sleep!”

      “Jada is the only other one still here. Rose and her team could have done with the rest, but there’s no way they were going to ask for it and no way Pax would let them in the house. They were short on time and long on crap to do, so they left.”

      “Not them,” I press, there’s another Saber much more dangerous than Rose.

      “Yes, Vexy, Teegan has left.”

      I groan and throw the pillow at him.

      With one punch he sends it flying back at me, wearing a big grin. I only just manage to catch it and completely miss my chance to get out of the way of his running jump.

      He rolls straight over me.

      The bed creaks, the mattress bounces, and I squeal. “Seth!”

      Which makes him laugh. He lies back, linking his hands behind his head and taking up ninety percent of the space.

      Before I realize what I’m doing, I’ve moved in close, slipped my head onto his shoulder, and found the most comfortable position to sleep in. Little content moans fall between us. I can hear the muffled beat of his heart as the scent of sweet oranges fills my nose. He’s shaped so perfectly, and the only possibility is his shoulder was made specifically for me.

      “Mallow,” I whisper, closing my eyes.

      He slips one hand from behind his head and strokes it over my hair, then down to my shoulder. Tracing a long line to my elbow with the tip of his finger, then back up again.

      “Other Sabers?” I force myself to ask.

      “Zuri was supposed to meet us here, she’s a strong ally. You’d like her – a lot like Rose. Imogen and Kaia are still on assignments in the south and haven’t been brought up to speed at all.”

      “Are there any male Sabers? Any?!” I would sound far more upset if I wasn’t so comfortable.

      He chuckles. “Eliijah, Alerik, Miles, and Stone are all male triunes.”

      I sigh with relief, which is a bit overdramatic.

      “Roarke wants you in the attic as soon as you wake up – and he just took the last block of chocolate and a whole plate of fruit up there. I say we go steal it.”

      “No, he didn’t.”

      “Yes – he did.”

      I’m about to argue again – why would Roarke steal my chocolate? But this is Roarke we’re talking about, and the chocolate was in Seth’s bag, which technically makes it unclaimed in the eyes of his brother. Means there’s no time to waste.

      I launch out of the bed and rush past Seth. Well, almost past Seth, he snags the corner of my shirt to halt my momentum.

      “Is this a race?” he asks, yanking me back a step then overtaking me.

      I rush to regain my lead and both of us burst to the top of the stairs in a fit of gasping giggles.

      Roarke springs up from his cross-legged position on the floor, with a curious raised eyebrow and an unimpressed pinch to his lips. Not sure if he’s about to defend his space, chastise us like children – or both.

      He has a plate of fruit cut into rough squares, along with several opened books, some kind of dried leaves, and a mug of a pinkish liquid that’s fizzing and popping.

      The fizzing and popping steals my attention.

      “What are you drinking?” I demand. It doesn’t look healthy.

      He doesn’t answer, instead grabbing the front of my shirt – actually, it’s Killian’s giant oversized shirt – and dragging me around his mess over to the table, snatching a piece of chalk up with an air of intense urgency.

      “What?” I demand, letting him manhandle me.

      With one hand on my shoulder and the other on my hip he pushes my ass firmly against the table and says, “Pace.”

      “Huh?” I ask, not moving.

      “Your bubble,” Seth explains, leaning against the banister and crossing his feet over each other.

      My heart sinks, remembering Roarke’s theory about sleep.

      Roarke steps to the side, and I do as I’m asked. Counting each one very deliberately.

      “One, two, three, four, five. Still five.”

      The room sighs. Seth runs a hand through his hair, and Roarke turns to scrawl on the table top.

      “If it’s not sleep, then what is it?” Seth asks.

      Roarke goes back to his bubbling cup and open books, resuming his cross-legged position.

      “It could be random, simply the magic running out, or it could link to something very specific that we haven’t thought of yet,” Roarke says.

      Seth moves around the trashed room, picking up a bone quill and flipping it end over end as he inspects the fresh damage in here.

      “This space gets worse and worse every day,” he mutters, but he doesn’t sound surprised.

      “So what is in the drink?” I demand, the thing is unnatural and unnerving.

      “It’s not a drink. It’s a dissolvant. Works for low quality protection wards, very low. Didn’t affect our ward, though,” he says, dropping three dried bright red flowers into the cup – then suddenly tossing it at me.

      No warning.

      Just tosses it.

      I’m not even that close. Pretty sure he isn’t in my bubble, but the liquid splashes on my bare feet, dries to a thin crisp instantly, then cracks and crumbles away. All while I skip backwards to get as much space from Roarke as possible.

      “What just happened?” I demand, feeling absolutely no effects except the fine powder now on my toes.

      And boiling hot pissed-the-chuck-off gripping the pit of my stomach.

      Seth takes a few steps back, and my wall takes me with him, then a few steps forward to give me my room back.

      “Didn’t work,” Roarke drawls, putting the mug down and flipping to the next page in the book. “We need something stronger. An oil, maybe.”

      “Nope, no oil. No more bubbling liquid either,” I declare, my tone between a growl and a shout. Both Elorsins look surprised, which they have no right to be. “I mean it – no more potions. If you think something will work, you ask me, and I get to do the cup tossing – got it?!”

      “I think she’s upset,” Seth says.

      “Damn right I am, no more chuckin potions, or there will be punishments.”

      “Okay,” Roarke finally says, his brow drawn down like the idea goes against everything he thinks he has a right to.

      First punishment, no fruit. I snatch up the small metal tray. It’s cold, balances nicely on one hand, and is soon relocated to the bench between Seth and me. Then I lean against the bench and pop a piece of banana in my mouth. I’d sit on the thing, the bench not the banana, but it’s littered with books propped open by all kinds of objects and an assortment of quills, all looking recently used. Seth still has a quill in his hand, and with the drama over he returns to flipping it end over end.

      Roarke lowers his attention back to his books, and I up my game, asking, “Where’s the chocolate?”

      “I ate it already,” Roarke says absently, not even looking up or acknowledging the importance of my question.

      The nearest quill is in my hand and flying towards his ass in an instant. Not because I’m feeling murderous – sure looks like it though. My mouth drops wide, and I gasp as it arcs, then sinks right down the crack of his pants. A soft thunk escapes from the metal tip tapping the timber floor before the room explodes with his sudden jump, squeal, and dance – and laughter from the Chaos guy beside me.

      Roarke reaches back to pull the quill out, and his eyes couldn’t be any wider if he tried.

      I put a piece of apple in my mouth and chew it slowly, just soaking up his reaction.

      “Don’t mess with a woman’s chocolate,” I drawl.

      “Isn’t that like the number one rule, brother?” Seth asks.

      “Yes, and number two is don’t admit to it while said woman is armed,” I say.

      “You weren’t armed, and I’ll buy you more.”

      “I’m always armed,” I say, flicking my pants up.

      Which reveals my bare leg.

      Damn, no darts.

      Where the bralls did I put them this time?

      Roarke looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. “Ask Killian. He took them off you last night.”

      “Why?” I demand, a mix between disbelief and a little nervous he might not give them back.

      I like them now, want them, feel a little naked without them.

      I feel around my pockets, small blade in one and egg in the other.

      “He thought you’d be more comfortable, I think,” Roarke says.

      “So he was happy for me to sleep with hard steel in my pocket, but not with soft leather around my ankle?”

      “I saw him polishing the leather. It didn’t look very soft anymore,” Seth counters.

      “Softer than the damn knife,” I say, pulling the blade from my pocket.

      It has a little loop on the end of the handle, and I pinch firmly with my thumb and forefinger to let the thing swing back and forth before sticking it back in my pocket.

      “I don’t know what you’re worried about,” Seth says, holding a quill out for me to take. It’s identical to the one in his hand with a long white feather and silver tip, and it feels perfectly weighted by the small silver bead that’s been threaded onto the end of the feather.

      He starts flipping his end over end again, and without thinking, I do the same. Perfectly in time, while Roarke grabs at his Allure speed and darts around the room pulling down several jars and vials and setting them to his left. He doesn’t even notice us, or at least he doesn’t acknowledge us, silently sitting back in his spot. Without any kind of cue, we both toss our quills toward his ass crack.

      Mine flies true, Seth’s veers off to the left, but neither of them hit their mark because Mr Moving-with-super-speed shifts to the right. The quills pierce his collection of supplies, shattering one jar in an explosion of red stuff, knocking the lid off another and releasing some kind of buzzing insect, and tipping over fine yellow crystals that immediately begin to dissolve in the red liquid and stain the floor orange.

      Roarke jumps to his feet for the second time in ten minutes, though this time without the squeak. He bounds backwards toward me, arms out wide as the final splashes of orange settle across the room.

      Once it’s clear nothing is going to go boom, he turns on Seth, true anger in his eyes.

      “Seth,” he snarls. “You could have killed her!”

      I swallow. “He could have?”

      “I have no idea what he just made. I’ve never mixed that much of those ingredients together before and never without the crushed moonlight bugs. A few drops – that’s all I ever use, a few drops!”

      Damn, he’s really upset.

      I shrink. “Sorry.”

      “Not you, him,” Roarke snaps, pointing sharply at Seth.

      The big guy runs a hand through his hair, moving out from Roarke’s line of fire. “He’s right, it wasn’t supposed to go wrong, but it did. Even if it’s harmless now, potions are unpredictable. Masters design them for a reason. Sorry, Vexy.”

      “I’m not the one mad,” I tell him, then notice the red splatters on Roarke’s shirt. I have no idea what that stuff is, but it was heading straight for me. Doesn’t mean it wasn’t my own fault though.

      Seth scoops down, picking up the two quills, both of them stained a burnt orange color, and both of them now clearly his. He doesn’t break his stride, heading straight for the stairs.

      “Well, I need a shower and a rather private moment on the toilet, so I’m going to go this way and leave you two with all of that,” he says, waving an exaggerated hand to indicate that both Roarke and me are all of that. “Before I make more of a mess.”

      His posture, the sag to his shoulders, and even the flat tone to his words, are all too much to bear.

      “I still love you though,” I call at his back, which makes him freeze mid-stride, swivel carefully, and meet my gaze. As if looking for sincerity before his lips pull back into a huge smile.

      Crap! Can he see how hard my heart is hammering – because where the chuck did those words come from?

      I meant every syllable, but I hadn’t meant to say them out loud. Damn mouth!

      He lifts one of the stained quills to his lips, kisses it, then blows the kiss across to me. “Always,” he says, then retreats so fast I’m pretty sure the word was a slip of his tongue too.

      He’s gone, and I damn near can’t breathe.

      Roarke smiles down at me, giving me a distraction from the empty staircase.

      “He makes you happy, doesn’t he?”

      “What makes you think that?” I ask, well try to ask, it’s part gasp really.

      “Because you’re holding your breath. Those words meant a lot to you?”

      Chuck yes, I want to say, but just manage a nod.

      Roarke hooks a finger under my chin, trying to hold my gaze with a mix between curiosity and calm understanding written across his face. I draw in a full solid breath, but my insides are still buzzing with Seth’s words.

      “I like seeing you happy,” he says, then he snatches the plate from the edge of the bench and drags me over to sit down next to his stack of books. “But I have to focus, and if you’re in here with me, you have to focus too.” He holds his quill up, waving it a little to get my attention. “Not for throwing.”

      I try to snatch it off him, which doesn’t work because the guy can move almost as fast as time.

      “I thought it was perfect for it, actually.” I accentuate the ‘actually’ and playfully nudge him with my shoulder. The contact feels warm, desire-filled warm, and I’ll admit straight away that I want to do it again.

      Or hug him. Or maybe even tackle him and pin him down.

      He’s smiling and looking at me, but not at my hand or even my eyes.

      His attention is all on my lips.

      I run my tongue across them slowly, teasingly, and his smile tilts at the corners in response. He reaches across and presses his finger to my lips, and I gasp at the slip of heat from his skin to mine.

      “Stop that, Kitten,” he says, turning slightly and angling his full attention at the books on the floor.

      I giggle and glance over them. The scrawls are pretty enough, but meaningless.

      “I like teasing you,” I decide.

      “You don’t even have to try,” he says, his tone soft enough that he might actually be talking to himself, then he grips my chin and turns my face toward the books – and away from him. “Focus.”

      I chuckle at him, but in truth his touch is more than welcome, even if it is only on my chin. And even if he does let go way too soon.

      “So… you’ve been up here reading for hours on end and thought you could do with some chocolate to keep you going?” I ask.

      He makes a, “Mm-hm,” kind of noise, using his finger to track where he is up to on the page.

      Then, like he’s paying no attention to me, he slides his hand under the cover of the book and pulls out half a block of chocolate. I snatch it up, even though he’s clearly offering it to me. With a sideways kind of wink, he relinquishes it.

      “I’d never eat all of your chocolate, Kitten,” he says softly.

      I snap two pieces off, one for me, and the other I put straight into his mouth.

      “What are we reading?” I ask.

      “Master-level Potion Bases and Variations,” he says, tapping the book before flipping the page.

      “Are you getting anywhere?” I ask.

      He scrubs a hand down his face, motioning to where he tossed the last potion at my feet. “Not really.”

      Which is the perfect opening for me to pull the egg from my pocket and rest it in the groove down the center of the opened book.

      “Want a distraction?” I ask, realizing that I’ve curled my legs underneath me and begun to hug his arm.

      He moves his arm to wrap around me, picking up the egg and turning it to inspect all angles.

      “The lines aren’t random,” he muses, then jumps up so suddenly that I crash to the floor,  thumping my head on the floorboards. I moan, which he ignores as he grabs paper and an ink pot.

      “Quick, move,” he says, nudging my shoulder with his foot.

      “I am moving quickly,” I mutter, sitting up, rubbing my head, and frowning at him.

      Which he also ignores.

      At least he isn’t telling me to pee in the corner like he did last time he fell into his ‘learning cool stuff and ignoring the world’ mindset. This Roarke is super-focused, and it’s all inside his head, taking no notice of what’s outside it as he sits down hard – on my hand.

      I wince and pull it free from being squished, and I’d curse at him too if I wasn’t biting my lip.

      He puts the stuff down slowly and turns towards me, focusing enough that some of that far-away look in his eyes dissolves.

      “Sorry, Kitten,” he says, his dark eyes scanning over my body as if he knows something hurts, but not what.

      I hold my hand up for him.

      “Not a cushion,” I say, pointing at it.

      He quirks a soft smile, takes my hand, and gently kisses my knuckles.

      “I didn’t see it.”

      “I don’t think you were looking. I could have held your quill pointy end up, and you would have sat on the thing.”

      He grimaces. “Please don’t.”

      Which makes him look… adorable. Yes, that’s exactly what Roarke is. Adorable.

      “What was so important, anyway?” I ask.

      “Watch,” he says, dropping my hand so he can scoot closer to me.

      He pours a puddle of ink onto one piece of paper then rolls the egg into it. The ink goes everywhere, leaking off the edges of the page and into the wood grain of the floor. My beautiful egg is stained before I can gasp.

      Not that he seems to notice as he shoves the inky page away and pulls a fresh one over. With the egg between his thumb and forefinger, he rolls it across the white surface – leaving behind a print.

      Wings.

      The egg has the exact same pattern as the blood on the rock. Much, much smaller, but the same curves, detail, feathers, everything.

      For half a beat I just stare at the beauty of the design, then I come to my senses and snatch the egg off of him. Wiping it on the leg of the pants he’s wearing, because he made the mess.

      “I think you were right about the wings,” he says, not objecting to the growing stain.

      “I’m always right,” I mutter, relieved that the ink is coming off but still annoyed that he almost stained the thing in the first place. “So the thing got covered in her blood while it was open, hit the rock or something, then closed itself?”

      He stiffens, then snatches the egg off me, eyes wide – looks like I’m right again.

      “I think this was inside her.”

      “It’s her heart?” I gasp because it was in my pocket and that’s gross.

      “No. I think it was in her chest, though. I didn’t double-check for her actual heart, but it’s probably still in there. This thing just burst out when she died, ripping her chest into a mess and shredding everything around it.”

      “Like a parasite?”

      He shakes his head sharply. “No. I doubt it was doing anything other than hiding. There’s nothing about it in her notes, so she might not have even known it was there.”

      It’s my turn to snatch, and I grab for the egg as fast as I can. And miss, because he’s faster. Chuckling softly, he offers it to me.

      It’s cold in my fingers, but aside from the pattern and the wings, there are no other hints as to what it is. At least not to me. It could be a bird or a bat or some random Silvari creature.

      “Is it a dragon egg?”

      “No, they’re impossible to carry.”

      “What could it be, then?”

      He tilts his head to the side, thinking, his gaze focused and the soft smile still on his lips. “I don’t know,” he says, threading his fingers through my hair and resting his palm against the back of my neck. “And we’ve got more important things to research right now.”

      I’ve kind of lost focus on what he’s saying, the warmth of his skin against mine shifting from normal into a slow sizzle.

      With a little pressure on my neck, he turns me to look at him, then leans forward to rest his forehead against mine.

      “You are more important,” he says.

      Killian stomps loudly off the staircase, clearing his throat for added effect.

      I startle, but Roarke doesn’t, straightening slowly but not letting go of me – which means Roarke probably sensed Killian was coming.

      “Now,” the Darkness guy grunts.

      “Huh?” I manage, entranced by the soft glow of emotion still in Roarke’s expression.

      Killian grabs my arm and yanks me so hard that I stumble over Roarke’s books, and the egg drops to the ground. Roarke just points to it, smiling up at me.

      “I’ll keep it safe.”

      “Lose it and you die,” I shout.

      I don’t get a chance to reinforce my threat since Killian manhandles me down to the next landing.

      “Wait,” I demand, pulling free from him.

      He glares at me, but otherwise waits.

      “Toilet?” I start by asking, folding my arms over my chest and hoping he realizes that it’s not really a question at all.

      He walks into the bedroom, which is no small blessing, then starts poking at the clothes on Eydis’ rack. My clothes.

      One day I swear I’m going to have my own clothes in my own wardrobe, and they won’t have any leftover associations with dead women or being the center of unwanted attention.

      “Go,” he says, waving toward the bathroom.

      And I’m not going to argue, a girl has to pee. With my arm up to shield my face, I step into the little bathroom alcove. Five steps – which surprisingly is enough to get to the toilet without needing Killian to join me in here. Thank chuck for small rooms.

      I flip the lid closed and pull the chain to flush, then barely turn around before a set of clothes smacks into my face.

      My world washes with leather and citrus and books and metal and vanilla and lavender. So many scents that swirl and mix in my chest – binding to have one meaning. Pack.

      I don’t have Pax’s clothing issue, or maybe it’s Thane’s, but I suddenly have an appreciation for what we smell like. I cup the items before they can hit the floor and inhale deeply.

      Pack.

      “Hurry up,” Killian grumbles.

      “I am,” I call back, which is a lie, because I’m still sniffing the clothes.

      “I can smell lies.”

      “I hope they smell better than jealousy, or living with Seth must be hell,” I say, finally snapping out of my clothes moment.

      I tug Killian’s shirt over my head and slip into the new one. It’s rust red Silvari cotton, snug across the middle with long winter-appropriate sleeves. The pants are a sandy brown color and lacking any of the leather reinforced parts I’m so used to wearing on the guys’ clothes. Last thing, the small dagger that was in my pocket. I feel a little naked with just one treasure.

      “Killian –” I begin, with every intention of asking where my darts are.

      Except he interrupts with, “Leaving,” and in the same second he must have started walking because I’m immediately pressed against by the biggest pain in my ass ever created by man or magic.

      “Killian, wait, hold up,” I call, trying to catch him on the stairs.

      I don’t catch him until he stops in the kitchen, and shoves my dart cuffs at me – both of them.

      The skinny little ones with the twist and the wider, almost arrow-tipped ones with ribbons on the ends.

      “Your arm’s mended now,” he explains.

      That’s why I was only wearing one cuff, because it was impossible to pull darts with my arm broken.

      “Kunai,” he says, motioning for me to put the ribboned ones on my leg. I obey. “Dragon dart,” he adds, pulling my arm into his grip and making light work of getting the cuff on my right wrist. “Good.”

      Then he’s walking past me again, heading outside and dragging me by my bubble. This man is in a serious hurry.

      The day is bright, birds are singing, and there’s a slight breeze that is rustling the tops of the trees, but something feels off. Like Lord Martin’s whiskey glass has already been knocked off the mantelpiece and we’re all watching it fall because there is no way to stop it, or fix it, or save it. At any second now, it will shatter with a heart-stopping glass on stone echo. The kind that puts fear right to your bones.

      Any second.

      That’s how the world feels today, like any second now it’s all going to go wrong. Even Ximena herself is heavy with an air of being ready for the end.

      And it’s not because of Jada, she’s nowhere in sight.

      “So,” the words begin, my mouth clearly wanting a distraction from what’s going on in my head. “What are we doing?”

      “I have an idea.”

      “A violent one?”

      “No,” he chuckles. He sets a cracking pace over the boulders and moves sharply toward the trees, motioning at the frantic way I’m trying to keep up. “I do like this, though.”

      “What? Making me chase you up a hill?”

      “Yeah,” he rumbles.

      Which leaves me at a loss for words. It almost feels like it should be an insult or a threat, but I think it’s supposed to be a compliment.

      Or maybe just a statement of fact. I really don’t know.

      I follow him up the hill, watching his heels as they crush down the fresh green growth. Then struggling to stick as close as I can to his heels as he lunges up the boulders. Don’t these guys understand the limitations of a mortal?

      He doesn’t stop, though, and I know better than to ask him to.

      He leads. I follow.

      That’s our relationship.

      Upside, if there’s a swarm of blue spiders, he’s going to walk into them first – I’m good with that.

      We climb all the way up and into the trees, where the axe is still embedded in the log Seth started destroying yesterday.

      When I woke up, I would have sworn I was fine, but the ear-shaped, semi-permanent wisp of darkness sticking out of the folds of Killian’s hood is a testament to my failing mental state. His hood is drawn back, hanging about level with his shoulder blades. The black linen is a little stiff, and I could flick pebbles into it with ease. The hood of his vest, his muscled arms, and the cuts of his biceps are an unobstructed view. I can see all of that fine – but this creature-shaped shadow can’t be real.

      He’s scanning the cleared area, and though I’m not a hundred percent sure why we’ve come back up here, I’m thinking it’s to collect wood for the fire. Fires need wood.

      “Question,” I begin, stepping up in front of Killian and trying to get his attention.

      He finally looks down at me, giving a little ‘I’m listening’ noise.

      “Can you see that too?” I ask, pointing to make it very clear that I’m asking about a hallucination on his shoulder.

      One little ear and one beady eye is peeking, looking at me like it’s curious but shy.

      Killian grabs my hand and folds my pointing finger back into my fist, snapping, “No.”

      “Okay, what isn’t in your hood, then? And why can’t anyone else see it?”

      The thing blinks, and it’s gone.

      “Sensing things with my Darkness is useless to you,” Killian grumbles.

      “It’s Darkness?”

      “No.”

      “It’s in the Darkness?”

      “No.”

      “It’s from the Darkness? Killian, help me out here. I’m no good at guessing games. Remember when I first met you and suggested you were a plumber?”

      He grunt-chuckles. “If you can see him, you’re seeing with my Darkness.”

      “So it’s a him?”

      “I think it’s a her, and it’s a pest.” And just to highlight his opinion the guy smacks his shoulder hard and makes the shadowy-creature dart out from under his collar and fall back into his hood.

      “That’s mean,” I say, grabbing his hand so he can’t do it again.

      Killian glares at my fingers. “It doesn't have pain receptors.”

      That’s the worst excuse! “Doesn’t make hitting it any less cruel.”

      “Having a pest in your shirt is cruel.”

      I smile up at him. “That thing’s always in your shirt?”

      “Mostly. Shirt. Boot. Saddle bag. Hides in my room when we’re at the Castle.”

      “For how long? I didn’t see it at the Castle or on the road,” I say.

      Killian pokes me between the eyes. “Seeing with my Darkness.” He says each word like they’re offending him, then he pinches my nose. “And stop smelling with it too. Allure is useful. Chaos is useful. Smelling is not useful to you. You need to learn to use my strength like everyone else does.”

      He doesn’t let go of my nose, and when I speak, my words are all nasally. “Okay, looks like we’re not talking about the funny shadow-thing anymore.”

      “Agreed.”

      He drags me the last few steps past the fallen log – by my nose – making me hiss and snort. We are already out of sight, and if I could look over my shoulder, the cottage and clearing would be muffled by trees, but we’d still have a good vantage point. Anyone down there, though, will have a tough time spotting us. So, at least no one else gets to find this funny.

      Killian sure does, smiling as he lets go of my nose and grabs my arm instead. I rub my nose with my free hand because nothing about Killian is gentle. He squares himself off in front of me, which sends sparks of nervous-fear down my spine. He’s looking a lot like he might be about to teach me something. Which is bad. I eye his hands, hoping to spot the moment he draws a weapon before he has a chance to stab me with it.

      “Free yourself,” he orders.

      My instinct is to kick him in the balls, but he stomps on my toes before I can move.

      “Argh, what was that for?” I demand, jumping on one foot but still trapped in his grip.

      “Use your other hand to pry my fingers off.”

      “You could have just said that to begin with! Shade, I’m going to hold your wrist, and you’re going to use your other hand to free yourself – how hard would that have been?”

      He huffs at me, then waves my trapped arm in front of my face. “Free yourself or I cut it off.”

      He wouldn’t.

      Would he?

      Crap – I think he would.

      Desperately, I wriggle and twist while pulling, pushing, and even squeezing his fingers. He doesn’t budge. Nothing.

      He draws the short dagger from his side. The man is loaded up with weapons – the big curved blade strapped to the front of his belt is his most impressive – but his smaller dagger still gets my heart racing.

      “Killian,” I plead.

      “Escape,” he threatens, lifting the weapon into the splintered fractures of morning light. Deliberately, I’m sure, because the glinting steel triples my heart rate.

      Crap, crap, crap.

      I can’t escape. This isn’t a new skill; it’s a new torture. No matter how much I struggle and pull, he doesn’t budge, and Killian is always, always serious. The weapon moves, and I give up on his hand – lunging at his torso instead. At his neck, actually, with my teeth bared like I might actually use them.

      He takes a big step back, drops the blade, and stops me by putting his palm on my forehead. That’s all it takes, and I’m at his mercy again.

      Why the chuck did I just try to bite him?!

      “More motivation,” he mutters, yanking me by my wrist across to the fallen log.

      “Killian,” I say, partly in warning, but mostly in confusion.

      He lifts the great big tree trunk with one hand, tugs my arm downwards hard enough to make me stagger, trip, some-chuckin’-how end up on my damn back in the dirt, then lowers the log back down.

      “What are you doing?” I scream.

      The opportunity to struggle is over before I’ve even realized what was happening.

      He doesn’t say anything, just settles the log into place and steps back.

      Most of the weight of the tree is taken by several scattered rocks and some broken branches beside me. The log is still well and truly on me. There’s no sugar-coating how stuck I am, but I’m not being crushed to death. Which is a bonus.

      “Killian, let me up. It’s damp down here, and I’m getting a wet bum. It’s too early for this crap. Breakfast, Killian, that’s what people do in the morning. It’s breakfast time. Not crush Shade time.” As I rant, I squirm and wriggle and fail.

      I try to push myself out from under it or move it just the tiniest bit – enough to slither free – with every ounce of strength I have.  One whole second later, I realize that escape isn’t possible, but proving that to Killian means I genuinely have to try.

      The rough bark and ridges in the trunk feel awkward, but I press my palms flat one more time and push as hard as I possibly can. Hard enough to feel like I might pop something vital inside my skull.

      Nothing.

      “There, I tried, now get me out of here,” I gasp.

      He just laughs. He’s already collected his blade from the ground, and he perches on a sizable boulder, pulling a small piece of cloth from his pocket, then starts polishing the steel.

      “No,” he says.

      “What do you mean no?” I demand, tilting my head back at an awkward angle to see him properly.

      He shrugs. “Just no. You get yourself out or you sleep there.”

      “What!”

      It’s still early morning. Long slices of light pierce through the reaching branches above me. It’s quite pretty, actually. All this green, with the blue sky brightening shade by shade.

      “Killian, I thought we agreed that this kind of training is dangerous,” I try to argue.

      “You’re safe under there. Even you can’t cut yourself on a tree.”

      Footsteps crunch up the hill. I can’t see anything because I have a chuckin’ tree on top of me, but I know it’s Seth.

      “Seth,” I call out – it feels like Seth.

      “What’s going on?” Seth asks, jumping over the log and landing near my shoulder.

      He looks from relaxed-and-polishing-his-dagger Killian to squished-and-laying-in-the-dirt me.

      “He did it,” I say, pointing back at Killian.

      Seth offers his brother a lopsided smile. “Why?”

      “She needs to move it herself.”

      “Oh, so this is a training session. I’m pretty sure Pax didn’t have this in mind when he told you to take Vexy away from the cottage,” Seth says, turning his smile back to me and squatting down next to my head. “Learning anything yet?”

      “No, Seth. Just get me out.” No reaction.

      The ground is hard. Leaves are sticking into my hair because Roarke refused to just put it in a band like I asked. The log is heavy, no surprise there, and it’s not perfectly round, and the ridges in the bark are starting to dig in. Add that to the small stone or stick or whatever it is underneath my right shoulder, and Killian’s sense of humor is already pissing me off.

      “Please, Seth,” I beg, trying to pull a little of Roarke’s Allure.

      Or a lot. Whatever it takes.

      “Is she trying to Allure you?” Killian asks.

      “Yes,” I cut in. “Is it working?”

      Seth’s eyes roll up towards the sky for a moment – thinking. “No, nothing. Try again.”

      “I don’t want to try again. I want you to lift the damn log and let me out.”

      Seth shakes his head. “Not working. Are you doing it right?”

      Roarke had said something about the words I use being lyrics to the song I want the person listening to sing. Actually, I don’t think he said it that way at all, but that’s the idea.

      I take a deep breath, think of Roarke’s trickling water, and say, “Seth, you want to get me out.”

      “Nothing,” Seth says, shrugging.

      Nothing? How can it be nothing? I’m doing everything right! Everything I normally do to grab Roarke’s power and put it to use.

      “Seth,” I growl, pushing hard against the log in pure frustration. Searching for some sign that I can actually access Killian’s strength. Nothing. “Let. Me. Go.”

      Seth turns away from me, walking a few steps closer to Killian.

      “Don’t leave me,” I gasp… and he ignores me.

      “Maybe she needs to be close to us, to whichever person she’s using the power of?”

      Killian points his dagger in my direction. “She’s close to me right now. She can move the log, or she can sleep there – no breakfast, no lunch, no dinner, or supper, or lates.”

      I groan. This is Killian trying not to hurt me.

      “Let me help,” Seth says, striding back to me then jumping over the log.

      “What are you doing?” I demand.

      “How ticklish are you, Vexy?”

      Before I can answer, he’s running a stick or leaf or something up and down the bottom of my right foot, instantly hitting the nerves that make a kid giggle – and I can’t even squirm!

      I bite my bottom lip and tilt my head back to glare at Killian.

      “Help,” I strangle the word out – trying not to fall into laughter.

      “Move the log,” he says, pointing at me with the knife one more time before slipping it into its sheath.

      I punch the damn log, then groan in pain. “Seth, stop.”

      I’m so pinned I can’t even bend my knees or pull my feet out of his reach.

      “Yes, Vexy,” he says, still dragging something sharp ever so softly over my soles.

      My leg muscles jerk involuntarily. Damn, I didn’t even know I was this ticklish! Left foot, then right foot, then the left one again.

      I am not giggling, I order myself, trying to say, “Stop it,” out loud.

      “Should I stop, Killian?”

      “No.”

      “Bralls to your no! Yes! Yes, you should stop.”

      I fall into the need to laugh.

      Which chuckin’ hurts – there’s not enough room under here for this.

      “Stop,” I gasp.

      “Move the log,” both of them order.

      Move the damn log!

      Seth doesn’t even pause in his tickling.

      I’ll move a log. I’ll move a whole tree – and it will be in your chuckin’ direction...

      The trunk of the tree behind Seth shatters, followed closely by the next tree over. Wood splinters with thundering booms, reducing the world to a high pitch ring.

      But there’s no time to care about that as the first tree twists and smacks into Seth harder than I could survive. He’s tossed off his feet and into the air. I’m not even sure the guy knows what hit him. He somersaults, still looking far too calm, then disappears into the canopy.

      I have this strange moment of relief, because I didn’t kill him, before focusing back on the fact that I’m going to be crushed.

      Both massive trees collide and plummet towards me. Trunks too big for me to wrap my arms around.

      Me – stuck under a fucking log with nowhere to run.

      Bare threads of time, not even whole seconds or whole breaths or whole beats.

      One – the branches hit the ground first, stabbing down, cracking and breaking off, making the ground shake as wood shatters all around me.

      Two – pine scent fills the air, not that I dare take another breath.

      Three – I wrap my arms around my head, but I can’t even close my eyes to protect them. Too scared.

      About to die.

      Four – Killian dives over me.

      Staring me in the eyes with nothing but black pits, he forms a human shield, and the first tree slams into his back. Followed quickly by the second.

      He grunts and shudders. Barely holding the weight. Time slows. Bits of bark and leaves hover in midair. I have too many agonizing seconds to watch his elbows quiver, teeth clench, and genuine pain crease his brow.

      This is it. He’s not going to lift it – he can’t. Those trees would equal the weight of half a damn house, and even if he pushed them off his back, he’d only be dropping them onto me – onto the trunk I’m under.

      A sheen of sweat coats his brow, and his jaw clenches tight, but he’s sinking closer to me. Slowly buckling.

      “Fuck,” I gasp. “Killian, move, you’re going to kill yourself.”

      I press my hands into his chest as if somehow I can support his weight and the world crashing in on top of us.

      The whites in his eyes vanish under the blacks. Tendrils of Darkness unfurl and stretch like thick black smoke out of his pupils and over his face. Down his neck, onto his chest, wrapping around my fingers – deathly cold.

      Time snaps back into place, and the leaves and bark that were frozen in an almost beautiful pose suddenly return to chaos and debris.

      “Vexy!” Seth shouts from somewhere.

      He’s too far away. I can’t see anything past Killian’s massive form, the tangle of trees, and the growing Darkness. But I can feel that Seth’s nowhere near my bubble. Shadows seep from the edges of Killian’s mouth. From his ears. Like they’re always inside of him, and they’re escaping.

      Something crashes loudly, and I know it’s another tree.

      “Move!” I order.

      He has to move. He has to get out of the way.

      But he doesn’t even respond, and no Allure drags out the fear. The tree smashes into us, crushing us both with his chest flush to mine and barely any room to breathe. But I know he’s still holding them up, and the second he stops, we’re dead.

      “I can’t hold it,” he gasps, every muscle violently shaking.

      “Then don’t,” I whisper.

      I want to tell him to roll to the side, that maybe it’ll hurt, but he’ll heal. If he rolls, just a little, he can manipulate the trees. But that would require more air than I currently have.

      He rests his forehead against mine. Frozen.

      And safe. Even while being crushed, I still feel safe with him. Heart pounding, can’t breathe, scared as bralls – and possibly about to die – but safe.

      I am safe in the Darkness… The thought occurs to me, strung with an ice-cold power that I’ve never felt before.

      Darkness, keep me safe, I ask, and his shadows obey.

      They slam backwards, hitting the four trees that are piled on top of us, and in one sharp swirl of ash and smoke and all things dark, they’re gone.

      Just. Gone.

      Like the Darkness opened up and took them.

      All of them – even the ones that were seeping from Killian’s eyes.

      Seth runs over, suddenly able to get to us. Maybe he was thrown so far away that he’s just getting back, or the massive trees were blocking his path. I don’t know, and I only care that he’s here now.

      He throws himself down next to us, landing on his hands and knees, puffing and panting just as badly as we are.

      Killian inhales fully and straightens.

      My back arches, and my lungs sigh with relief. I’m partway through rolling over, feeling bruised and shaken, when Killian pulls me into his arms, pressing me to his chest like he needs a moment longer to be sure we’re all alive.

      To be sure I’m alive.

      I hug him back, even though it means the whole breathing thing is once again constricted. Seth rests his head on my spine, at the nape of my neck. Each of his deep inhales sends a new shiver down my spine.

      “I couldn’t even see where you were,” he whispers.

      “I’m sorry,” I offer.

      “Never, Vexy. Never be sorry.”

      “Agreed,” Killian rumbles, standing and taking me with him.

      He scoops an arm under my legs, cradling me to his chest. Carrying me toward the cottage.

      “I can walk,” I start to protest because protesting my need to apologize is useless.

      “No,” Killian growls.

      “What hurts, Vexy?” Seth asks, his voice still shaken as he bounds down the boulders beside us.

      I pause to check before answering, “Nothing, I’m fine.”

      “She’s fine,” Killian says, but the way his fingers are pressing into me, one hand under my shoulders and the other hooked under my knees, I get the impression he doesn’t feel fine.

      “I’m fine,” I repeat, searching Killian’s eyes.

      The shadows seeping from his body have vanished, but it’s like I can still feel them there as we beeline towards the cottage, or maybe that’s just his ready-to-murder-someone vibe. Then we’re inside, Seth barely closing the door behind us before Pax slams the thing open again.

      “What,” Pax begins.

      “Happened?” Thane finishes.

      Killian’s arms relax, letting my feet fall to the ground before handing me off to Seth. I’m wrapped up in Seth’s arms and his bitter sweet orange-cherry scent. Not the coppery tang of mischief. Just worried, running his hands over my body, heart beating way too hard, Seth.

      “She used my Shadows,” Killian says, with a genuine pang of fear in his voice.

      Pax’s jaw tenses. His skin ripples part wolf, then man, wolf, then man. Like they’ve regressed to their original struggle for dominance. His hand balls into a fist, but he doesn’t – or can’t – move.

      “She used my Chaos first. It was my fault.”

      “She can’t use the Shadows,” Thane growls, and none of us move or talk until Pax is back.

      “She can’t use the Shadows,” Pax repeats.

      No one is arguing. Actually, for an argument, there’s not a lot of talking happening at all. Killian storms past Pax, putting his fist through the wall on the way out. Pax takes careful steps closer, obviously struggling with all the reactions the sigil isn’t letting him have.

      There’s no words, but as Pax approaches, Seth presses a kiss into my hair, then unwraps his arms from around me and retreats.

      Leaving me with my mate. I want desperately to throw my arms around him, but everyone is so on edge that all I end up doing is waiting to see what he’ll do.

      He steps in close enough to rain Alpha down on me but still says nothing. Instead, he threads one hand underneath my hair and presses it to the back of my neck, his other smoothing flat on the small of my back. The contact soothes my soul even though my shirt is muffling the spark of his touch.

      I wait as long as I possibly can before asking, “What just happened?”

      “The Shadows come through the Veil. It’s Killian’s way in and out. If you pull Shadows into this realm, you risk pulling things from the other side over here with them – and you risk dragging yourself back through the Veil when the Shadows retreat.”

      “I sent those trees through the Veil?”

      “Trees? Whole trees? That’s what you used them on?”

      I nod because trees seem like a big deal – so I won’t mention that there were four of them.

      “Killian usually moves or removes weapons. Small things like knives or arrows. He took something bigger out once, once. How big were these trees?” he asks, tugging something from my hair.

      I lean back – it’s a leaf, and I’m pretty sure it’s not the only one.

      “Going-to-crush-us size,” I say.

      “Of course, they were,” he says, his gravelly tone slipping closer to Thane’s.

      “Of course?” I ask.

      “Because you never do small – always big. You’re very good at big.”
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      “What happened?” I ask, getting to the bottom of the stairs to find Kitten in Pax’s arms – stress and fear drawn along both their foreheads.

      “She used the Shadows,” Pax says.

      “Fuck.”

      Kitten looks at me with wide eyes. Apparently, a sharp curse from my lips worries her.

      Pax pushes her back to arms’ length, leaking Alpha dominance that forces her gaze to meet his. “You can’t use the Shadows. They’re too dangerous.”

      “I didn’t mean to,” she says, and by the sound of her even tone, I’d say she can’t see how frightened he is.

      Or how hard my heart is pounding.

      “Never touch the Shadows,” Pax and Thane growl in unison, and their Alpha power strikes out so ferociously that I’m forced to stagger backward, and for several long heartbeats, I struggle just to inhale.

      She shakes her head, a cross between defiance and clearing a thought.

      Disbelief consumes me. She’s resisting his order. Without effort, maybe without even knowing it, she’s becoming his equal.

      “You are forbidden,” Pax and Thane order.

      I grip the door frame, using it to support me through the fresh blast of his power. He’s not directing it too well, either because of the bubble or his emotions – I’m unsure. It’s bloody uncomfortable, but there’s not a hope I’m walking away.

      “I hear you,” she says, rubbing her hands up and down her arms. “But it wasn’t intentional in the first place.”

      “Forbidden,” Pax and Thane repeat.

      “I can try,” Kitten whispers, still not submitting.

      He clenches and unclenches his fist. A tinge of his Alpha desire to control is in the air, but his desire to protect her is far more pungent.

      He turns towards me. “We need a Power Blocking Potion.”

      I almost choke on my shock. She’s resisting – and he’s letting her?

      Jessamy was sweet. Short and gentle. She barely mustered a growl. She was his mate – but she was never his beta and nothing that I know of equals an Alpha.

      I add researching Alpha hierarchy to my list. It might be more complicated than I assumed. Maybe there are things Pax hadn’t shared, things I brushed over because it wasn’t important at the time.

      “What? Wait,” Kitten cuts into my thoughts, proving that she’s oblivious to half of what’s going on around her. Maybe it’s partly to do with the worn-out sag to her posture and whatever series of events filled her hair with leaves and dirt. “I’ve spent days trying to use your powers – now you want to block them and throw all that hard work down the pit?”

      Pax moves towards me.

      One, two, three – three steps – and she staggers forwards.

      “Was that your bubble?” I ask.

      Pax turns sharply at the same time as he demands, “Pace it out.”

      She leans back, and it’s clear she’s pressed against the solid wall.

      “That’s it,” she says, her lip quivering a little.

      I pace towards her. Press my palm to her stomach and give her a little push.

      “Count them,” I ask softly.

      “Three, two, one,” she whispers.

      “Why?” I demand. “She had five a few hours ago. We should have had days to work this out.”

      I turn in a circle, running my fingers roughly through my hair. Tugging a little too hard on the snags at the end. Days. My heart’s racing, and I take the stairs just as quickly. I needed days, not hours. Anything could steal those last few steps.

      What are we doing wrong? Is it something we’re doing or something she’s doing…

      “She used your Shadows?” I demand.

      Everyone is looking at me like I’m maybe overreacting, but I can’t let go of this train of thought. I don’t even wait for them to answer – rushing up the stairs to the attic, and my charts on the table. My finger taps next to the scrawled numbers, doing the math.

      It’s missing bits, information I didn’t think was important, like the steps she lost on the ride here. So I add those bits as I think.

      She used power in the Lackshir markets, maybe that wasn’t the only time – I just missed the signs. She Allured me when we arrived, Allured the mortal mage, Allured Pax, Allured and Chaosed Seth, Aeons-knows-what she did to Rose… I add each one… each day… each lining up with steps…

      Somehow our power is tangling with the potion, draining it in the worst kind of way. She uses our power – she loses steps. The connection hits me hard.

      It’s not a mathematical – one step, two, who knows? Half-steps? Quarters? Damn Silvari magic hates to conform. But it’s still here, an obvious correlation and the only possible reason.

      And she doesn’t realize she’s doing it half the time. Is it just my power? Just the big uses? Just the ones that caused pain? Frustration makes me curl my fist, and it takes a lot of effort to uncurl it. I don’t have time to research this further, and the chance there is an answer is slim. Another reason why Potion Masters design potions. Throwing ingredients together, or Chaos-induced accidents, has side effects. Uncontrollable, unexplainable, unacceptable.

      I have to stop this, stop her.

      Power Blocker. I need a Power Blocker. She isn’t magically bound to our tetrad, but she is pack, and I hope that’s enough to allow this magic to work.

      It has to work. We have to block her access.

      “Where are you doing?” Pax calls out.

      “It’s our power, that’s the only thing that makes sense. The more she accesses our powers, the more she drains the magic sustaining the bubble. I’m making a Power Blocker.”

      She starts arguing immediately, her voice reaching high octaves in protest against another potion. Another cage. I don’t listen to her words, just her tone, and fear wraps around my soul – what if she uses Allure before I can stop her?

      I snap my fist around time, Alluring it into complete stillness, snatch up the mortar and pestle, a jar of fireflies, and another of rare winged spiders,

      She’s supposed to be mine for eternity, or as long as her mortal soul will allow. Not days.

      I can’t let it be days.

      I Allure time as far and for as long as time will allow, over and over, and Kitten is still standing at the bottom of the stairs arguing with Pax when I jog back down.

      “This isn’t happening, Pax, and Thane, you can stop growling because you’re not helping. You’re not trapping me with another potion. You can’t do it. I can’t handle another shackle. I know they’re your powers, I simply won’t use your powers – easy,” she says, standing at the bottom of the stairs.

      “You can’t promise me that,” Pax says.

      “I can now that I know the cost. Don’t take this away from me.”

      My heart breaks, and I let the pieces shatter and fall, not slowing my actions in the least. Because I have to do this.

      “Catch her,” I say, tossing the contents of the mortar down her back.

      It sizzles through her shirt, leaving steam rising in its wake. She doesn’t even get a chance to turn and look me in the eyes before her legs give out.

      “Sorry, Beautiful,” Thane whispers as Pax cradles her.

      He offers me a neutral look and one stern nod.

      “I’ll make more,” I say, turning and taking the stairs two at a time.

      Trying not to acknowledge the itch I have to be the one lifting her up and carrying her to the couch. To hold her. To apologize for being part of the reason her bubble is shrinking and not realizing it.

      I need her.

      Except this is more important right now, and I leave the broken pieces of me right where they fell. I’ve got no time for emotions.

      Realizing something, I freeze on the fourth step. “We just closed ourselves off to her – but she’s still wide open to us unless we use the same potions on ourselves,” I say.

      “No,” Pax rumbles.

      “Then we’ll still be drawing from her soul. Maybe even harder and faster than before. We just took away all of her defenses,” I say.

      “Then we be careful, and we get rid of this fucking bubble,” he growls back.
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        Three Paces

      

      

      “Catch her,” Roarke says, suddenly behind me.

      Time slows…

      Hot liquid hits my back… searing and burning… and slashing sharper than a sword.

      “Sorry, Beautiful,” Thane whispers.

      I gasp – then fall. Everything goes dark somewhere in midair.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t even remember hitting the ground, but the first sensation that returns is that of something soft underneath me, which means I’ve been out cold long enough to be moved. After that little observation comes a memory that strikes with a hard thud to the chest – Roarke threw a potion on me without my permission.

      “What the chuck!” I demand, sitting up sharply.

      Pax is pacing up and down beside the couch. Three steps left, then three right. He stops and looks down at me as I scramble to my feet, stand on the couch, and poke my finger at his nose.

      I feel weak, world-spinning weak.

      And hollow, not-sure-if-I’m-even-alive hollow.

      And why is everything chuckin’ fuzzy?

      The sun is still climbing over the trees, the light the same shade coming in through the window, so I must have only been out for a few minutes, not my usual hours. My stomach growls, demanding breakfast – but my stomach can wait.

      “What did you do?” I demand, feeling my syllables bite over my tongue in tones that I’ve never spoken before, hot with anger and not the least bit shy about it.

      His eyes flash, gold and glowing and accepting the challenge.

      “Anything we have to do to protect you,” Thane snaps.

      “This is not protecting me –” but that’s all the words I manage to force out before a weird spin and shift of gravity drags me sideways.

      He jumps the couch just in time to wrap his arms around me and cradle us down.

      “Roarke,” Pax shouts.

      There’s thundering from all directions, then three heads pop over the sides and back of the couch. Seth at the top. Killian near my feet. Roarke near my shoulder.

      And I can’t feel any of them.

      Not one.

      No sense of protection or wisdom or confidence. No gentle, comforting Darkness. No teasing Chaos. None of Pax’s vanilla or Seth’s mischievous copper or Roarke’s jasmine. None of the velvety warm tickle of amber when Thane speaks. No orange-cherry scent as Seth leans forward and strokes my hair.

      I close my eyes and battle back the welling tears.

      They’re gone. All gone.

      “What,” I manage, mustering the remnants of anger in my chest. The little bit that’s left. It’s been torn up by grief and loss, and I don’t want them to see what I’m actually feeling. “Did you do to me?”

      “We had to do it, Kitten. If accessing our power is shrinking your bubble, then we had to cut that access.”

      “You cut me off from you?”

      “Just our powers. We’ve done it to Seth before, to slow him down a little.”

      Seth rubs a thoughtful hand on the back of his neck. “It does kind of gut you, though, guys.”

      “What do you mean?” Roarke demands.

      “I mean, I was too damn pissed to discuss it at the time, but it does feel like having parts of you removed. Like your, ah, emotional arms and legs have been cut off.”

      Roarke curses – again. Killian’s brow draws down, creasing in regret, and I can’t chuckin’ handle that.

      I struggle to sit up, to get away from their eyes and their sudden looks of shock. My fingers dig into the back of the couch, trying to get a grip, to help me up, but I’m just gasping and failing.

      Pax pulls me up, wrapping me in a giant hug and growling softly into my hair. “It’s temporary.”

      It’s still Pax in my arms. The exact same shape, every muscle in detail, his hair a silky texture under my fingers, his chin shaved smooth. But he doesn’t feel like he’s mine anymore.

      “You don’t smell right.”

      He passes me to Killian. The big guy hugs me tightly with a hand at the back of my head and another on my shoulder. Same icy hands – I know that, it’s a clean-cut fact. But they could belong to a stranger for all they feel connected to my Killian.

      “Necessary,” he says, peeling me back from his arms.

      “You don’t have a little shadow anymore,” I whisper.

      “Small sacrifice.”

      It doesn’t feel small to me.

      Roarke peels me away from Killian.

      “Let me explain,” he begins. Distress fills his dark gaze, smoothing the little lines around his eyes that he gets when he’s thinking or lost in his books. I can see the calculations going through his mind, risk versus reward. I’m his reward, I know that. I’m worth the risk – but my last few steps in this world are not worth living without feeling him. Doesn’t he get that he’s worth it too? “Kitten, his Shadows are dangerous. Even without your bubble, we still would have –”

      Seth stops him, grabbing my arm and yanking me out of Roarke’s grip. Pulling me away from the mess I’m about to blurt out. Syllables about needing him. Words filled with grief. Lines laced with pulsing anger because he might put himself last but I don’t.

      “Wrong thing to say, brother,” Seth says as he hooks one arm under my ass and picks me up. I pool into his chest, silently losing my battle with the tears. He carries me to the nearest chair adding, “I’ll sit with her.”

      I curl into his lap, my head nestled underneath his chin, and my eyes closed.

      The sounds of footsteps retreat behind me, someone up the stairs, someone out the door. Not sure who goes where, and I don’t feel them leave.

      Seth’s hand runs up and down my spine.

      “We’re alone now,” he whispers.

      I stop fighting the pain and just let it all out. Seth doesn’t rush me, doesn’t stop me or even tell me it’ll all be okay. He just holds me, for a very long time. One hand firm to my hip, holding me like he’ll never let me go, and the other brushing over my head, my hair, down my back, and then up again. And again.

      Soft, and slow, and perfectly in time with my evening breath, my slowing heart, my calming mind. Like a magician ordering the world into order without the world realizing it.

      Each second a little softer and a little slower.

      Even after my little sobs have stopped and my eyes have dried.

      “Ready?” he eventually asks.

      “Nope.” I exhale.

      He chuckles and pulls me in tighter, if that’s even possible.

      I knead the heel of my hand into his chest a bit, like it’s a pillow. “You’re pretty comfortable.”

      “More than Allure?”

      “I don’t know? I haven’t used his chest as a pillow before.”

      I’m fully expecting this conversation to turn into a renaming of chest-and-pillow – chillow? – but his finger hooks under my chin and tilts my head back mid-kneading.

      He smiles down at me, so gentle, like looking at the Seth under all the Chaos, and suddenly the air has fallen to the floor. Someone just cut its strings, down, gone, can’t breathe. Why are his eyes so pure, and why are they looking at me like that?

      His tongue runs over his lips before he mutters, “Fuck it,” and leans in to kiss me. Soft, all-consuming, and somehow the command the world needs to get the air to function again. Not that I care. Seth’s lips, Seth’s tongue, Seth’s breath and the beat of his heart under my palm – that’s all I care about right now.

      My Seth.

      His hand slips under the hem of my shirt, cool against the skin on my side, sliding higher with his fingers splayed. Thumb running over my ribs to settle against the edge of my breastband, fingers curling around to my back. Gripping and relaxing as if he’s forcing himself to stop there, which he fails at. Instead, he hooks under my breastband, making my breath hitch in excitement.

      His lips pause, and I try to chase them, but I’m too short compared to him – all he has to do is lean back, and his lips are too high for me to reclaim.

      “Come on,” he says, his hand falling quickly to my hip, and lifting me off his lap – slowly, like he might change his mind yet. “I’m hungry, you’re hungry, let’s make bread.”

      “I’m not that hungry,” I argue.

      “I am,” he groans, and I’m pretty sure he’s not talking about food.

      My insides ball and flip, but when I open my mouth, something stupid comes out, “What time is it?” Why do I care?

      He smiles, nudging us both toward the kitchen. “A little after breakfast, or maybe a little before morning tea.”

      The wall pushes on my back with a hard certainty that my life is in danger, and my feelings or desires are not the priority here.

      My broken, crushed, and shattered feelings – that I need to ignore.

      Because I can’t change any of this, nothing except for the direction of my thoughts.

      He gives the grate on the cast-iron stove a jiggle, shoves another log in, and opens the flue up. I hover next to the now half-demolished bag of flour, with the scoop on top. The thing is begging to be my next distraction.

      And really, this is Seth’s fault. Because he has his back to me and he should know how easily tempted I am in the first place. My world grabs onto this distraction so severely that I couldn’t stop myself right now if I wanted to.

      I grab the scoop, filling it with flour in the same motion, then close the distance to Seth and watch the long white stream pour over his head with a crooked smile on my lips. I tug the neck of his shirt out and let it run down his back.

      “Vexy,” he groans.

      Then turns sharply and dives at me and I run – face first into solid-nothing.

      Hard.

      Followed by eye-watering, staggering-backward, and face-on-fire pain. I pinch the bridge of my nose as blood pours from it.

      “That’s new,” Seth says.

      He guides me to the sink, and I lean over it, the blood dripping into the stone tub and slowly finding its way down the drain.

      “I’m fine,” I say, trying not to get blood everywhere.

      The tingling settles, but it wasn’t that bad to begin with. It should have been horrible – noses chuckin’ hurt – but instead it was a better distraction than the flour.

      It was… exhilarating...

      Heavy footsteps on the stairs make the whole damn building shake, and the glass in the window above the sink rattles in its frame.

      “Killian?” I guess.

      Seth makes a chuffing noise. “Because Darkness cares if your nose is bleeding?”

      He’s right.

      “Pax,” we both say.

      I don’t see what happens next, my head bent over the sink, but Seth steps quickly away, and a soft hand comes to rest on the small of my back. I have to check before I’m sure that it’s Pax’s hand because the sensation is hollow – dead. Empty.

      But it is Pax. Bright-eyed and damned handsome-featured Pax.

      “I promise I don’t normally have this much trouble walking and breathing at the same time,” I joke, each word nasally.

      He tucks my hair behind my ear, lines creasing his forehead. His worry makes me worry – and I like acting like nothing’s wrong.

      Faking usually works for me.

      He looks me in the eye, holding my gaze with his golden depths. I realize we really haven’t had a private conversation since that moment in the inn when I was telling him we need to undo this mating thing. And that little bit of quiet after I healed my arm.

      I know there are some intense factors – saving the world and all of that – but he’s pretty happy sitting on the other side of the fire. Quite content only coming near me when I’m unconscious. I’m grateful Seth has been left in the role of Shade-sitting – at least I have my Sethy. If I get really critical, it’s also easy to accuse Killian of sparring with anyone who is willing, just poking his head into my life here and there unless it’s to spar – or train – with me. And Roarke’s been up in the attic, buried in books so deep he doesn’t even acknowledge my need to pee. And Pax – Pax spends most of his time commanding from his throne.

      “It’s just a bleeding nose,” I tell him, relaxing my grip enough to check if the bleeding has stopped.

      I twist the tap, letting a dribble of water escape to rinse my fingers, and start splashing water at my face.

      “You’ve got blood on your clothes,” he says.

      I’ve barely started trying to clean up when he flicks the tap off and picks me up.

      “Pax,” I squeal – not excited squeal, just shocked squeal. “I can walk.”

      “Walking, for you, is getting dangerous,” he says, carrying me up the stairs.

      I catch Seth’s eye. The guy’s sitting on one of the couches, smirking at me.

      “You need a proper shower,” Pax says – carrying me up the stairs.
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      Kitten is curled in Seth’s lap not just crying – but sobbing. My woman is sobbing, and there’s nothing I can do to fix it. Pax went upstairs, but Killian and I have slipped outside. Not because I don’t have a lot of work to do in that attic, just because I can’t listen to her distress when I’m so helpless to make things right.

      “She’s crying,” Killian rumbles, adding, “Fuck necessary.”

      He stomps beside me down the pebbled path all the way to the cliff. The surface shines in places, reflecting the muffled daylight, but aside from the natural light and dark to it, I couldn’t have made it more smooth or clean if I actually tried.

      “Seth never said,” I begin, skipping over a few words to the more important part of the sentence. “Crying but alive is still our best option.”

      Killian stops, folds his arms over his chest, and offers a grunt at the wall like communication is possible.

      “It should last a few hours. We can feed her, then put her to sleep. She won’t need the potion while she sleeps. Then recharge it when she wakes.”

      I begin to pace, thinking about the potions and the Spring and the bubble and Kitten. Killian just stands with his arms crossed and his glare on the wall. Is a dead end the start or finish of a path?

      It hurts my head to think about it, but it hurts my chest not to.

      Solution.

      Solution.

      Solution.

      Harmony.
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        Three Paces

      

      

      “You need a proper shower,” Pax says – carrying me up the stairs.

      “I can do that on my own too.”

      He stops suddenly at the bedroom door and puts me on my feet.

      “You’re right –” he begins, but gets cut off by the door downstairs slamming shut.

      “Why do I smell blood?” Killian booms.

      “It’s mine.”

      “I know that,” the man says, storming up the stairs.

      Pax walks into the bedroom – which, due to the three-step bubble, pushes me into the room too, and Killian follows.

      “You like blood,” I say, pointing at Killian over Pax’s shoulder.

      The guy moves to my side. All I need is Seth and Roarke, and I’d be completely blocked in. Which is exactly the moment I realize I like being blocked in. I almost need to be blocked in.

      Which is weird.

      Killian grabs my chin. Inspecting me. The touch is too enticing, a small moment that is almost like feeling him.

      “I like it when you bleed.” The guy sounds so distracted I’m not even sure he realizes what he’s saying. “But only when I say so.”

      I brush his fingers away. “Killian, that’s scary.” Fear. Fear’s a feeling. A Killian kind of feeling.

      He grunts. Then smiles. I can feel parts of me adapting to this new world. Killian equals fear equals good. It’s primitive but comforting.

      “Good. What happened?” he asks.

      “I walked into the bubble.”

      “She should stop walking,” Killian says, turning his whole body to face Pax. “I could break her legs?”

      “What?” I scream, taking as many steps back from them as I can. “Bralls no.”

      Killian chuckles, the sound almost a hum – deep and dark.

      “Stop trying to be funny!”

      He shows teeth before his brow draws with thought. “I’m always funny. Why does your mouth run off, but never with curses?”

      “Like shit and fuck?” I ask as I fold my arms over my chest. I say those words too – but only when the world is ending. Kind of like Roarke. “Clearly my mouth is more talented than yours.”

      He’s got a grin on him that looks too much like Seth. Because they all think poking fun at me is amusing.

      Which it’s not.

      Killian runs a finger over my top lip, and it comes away red with a smudge of my blood. “Have a shower.”

      “Sounds like Jada is saddling her horse, good,” Pax says.

      Which takes me by surprise – is he keen for her to leave too?

      I grip the front of his shirt, which barely manages to slow him down. “Why is that good?”

      “Because I have an important task for her – and I’m pretty sure I was going to get in that shower with you. Thane has been thinking about it all morning.”

      A rush of sharp static zaps through me so quickly that I’m left unable to speak. The charge clamps the muscles in my jaw. This Power Blocking Potion has side effects – sure, my immunity to him seems to have vanished, but more importantly, I just enjoyed that sensation. Pax equals lightning equals good.

      Pax doesn’t seem to notice, saying, “Told you it wasn’t happening,” to Thane as he leaves.

      “Wash,” Killian says, breaking me out of my trance and pointing towards the shower.

      I hold my hands out, walking carefully until I push against the wall – nowhere near the shower.

      “You have to walk with me,” I tell Killian, not looking back.

      “No.”

      “What do you mean, no?”

      “Push through it,” he orders, crossing his arms over his broad chest and looking very serious.

      I frown at him. Why?

      I mean, why not?

      “Because I did it before, at the Lackshir markets?”

      “Try,” he grunts, then sucks in his breath, some of the stern determination smoothing from his face, and adds, “Please.”

      “But whatever happened at the market had me locked instantly inside Pax’s bubble.”

      He nods, folding his arms over his chest and making his biceps pop. His chin is all stubbly, and his hair has almost doubled in length, rough and wild about his ears, which only enhances his ‘I’m serious’ face.

      And it is worth a try.

      Anything is worth a try.

      Well, almost. Power Blocking Potions aren’t.

      “What about this potion on me? Wouldn’t that make it impossible?”

      “You didn’t use our powers to get through.” As he speaks his chest tenses, and I realize his arms crossed might make him look angry and intimidating, but I’m pretty sure he’s holding himself together right now.

      A slow smile laces across his lips.

      “It doesn’t matter what I think – or feel – about your death. Only that it doesn’t happen inside this bubble.”

      “Aw, Killian, and here I thought you’d grown a heart,” I tease, turning my back to him and glaring at my invisible wall.

      I press both palms against it and start to push, tensing through the ache in my hands as my wrists protest the hard surface and the pressure. I grit my teeth against the growing zap of electricity running through my flesh and bones, leaning into it with every bit of strength I have. Pushing my chest against it because pain and pressure aren’t going to stop me from trying. My fingers numb, and my ears begin to ring.

      But I push harder.

      The world turns black...

      Harder.

      Because if this works, I’m going to be free.

      Freedom.

      Harder – through the dizzy nothingness.

      Harder.

      Gravity tilts then the wall vanishes, and I fall forwards uncontrollably. There’s no saving myself since I can’t even see the damn floor through my completely blackened lack of vision. Arms wrap around me and slide across the timber with me. Someone falling in my path, cushioning me.

      I have to blink through the darkness before I can see the rough shape of his body and be sure. It should smell like Killian, but it just feels like a big, muscular person. Without his power, his scent is a mix of sweat and steel. Possibly exactly how every other Saber smells.

      There’s a buckle under my chin. A soft cotton shirt against my cheek and a hand stroking the hair off my face.

      “Good effort,” Killian’s gravelly voice cuts through the ringing.

      I swallow a few times, my heart rate steadying as air begins to feel like it’s actually doing its job in my lungs.

      “Did I do it?” I ask sarcastically.

      His chest rumbles underneath me. Laughter. I like Killian’s laugh, and I nestle myself permanently against him. My body runs alongside his, one leg over him, arm against his chest, and oh so very comfortable.

      I’m not sure when I closed my eyes, but I’m very happy to keep them closed.

      “You started to burn yourself,” he says, lifting my hand off his chest.

      The skin tingles sharply, and I jerk it out of his grip – opening one eye to take a look. Long lines, like bolts of lightning, run up from under my fingernails – some of them past my elbows.

      “Same as last time,” I say.

      “You didn’t notice this happening?”

      I shake my head, my eyelids drooping closed again. “It doesn’t hurt – just don’t touch it.”

      So he presses his thumb into the nearest one.

      I groan but don’t fight him. The same as when my arm was broken and he worked the damaged muscles. Killian equals pain equals familiar.

      I close my eyes at about the same time as he lets go of my arm and asks, “Are you going to fall asleep on the floor?”

      “Maybe.”

      He brushes his hand through my hair again, then starts to get up.

      I groan, rolling onto my back and opening my eyes as he straightens to his full height.

      “Bad mallow.”

      Killian points squarely at his own chest.

      “All-Mighty, All-Deadly, All-Inspiring, All-Feared, All-Empowered, Omniscient Lilian,” he says.

      I manage to control the explosive grin on my face long enough to point up at him and say, “I’ve promoted you to Mallow.”

      He smiles then offers me his hand. I’m a little nervous when I slip mine into his, ready for pain. He grips my hand and pulls me up, sending scorching pain through the burnt lines in my skin and cutting all thought off.

      As soon as I’m on my feet, he lets go.

      “Bearable,” I tell him, inspecting them.

      He waves towards the shower.

      Shower, yes, please, I think, walking with my head down and my arms up, inspecting the marks – then run into a stupid wall.

      I growl, and Killian’s hand settles onto my shoulder. Leaning into the touch, I let him steer me forwards.

      Nothing signifies the end of the bedroom and the beginning of the bathroom. The timber floor is still the same. The timber walls are still the same. Just a drain to one side, a showerhead protruding at about Killian’s height, and a tap. A railing for the towels. A small sink and a box with a pit-hole for a toilet. Which Seth informed me runs into the same system as the shower drain and flows down to disperse on the far side of the field.

      “You guys have amazing plumbing,” I mutter, tugging my shirt over my head – which leaves my top half covered by only a breastband.

      Just like that, no second thought. Like the man isn’t even there. Which is insane, because even before the bubble I could sense these guys were dangerous and deadly and something more than mortal. Something I should be careful of.

      Killian leans himself against the wall, arms crossed over his chest, one leg over the other, looking very relaxed. His dark blue dyed cotton shirt is tucked into the front of his black pants. Leather has replaced the cotton from the knees down, with several brass buckles. The buckles around his chest normally hold an assortment of weapons, but right now they’re empty.

      “Martin had a washhouse for the servants outside, but we fetched buckets by hand for him to bathe inside by the fireplace,” I explain, trying not to look at the way his biceps bulge when he has his arms like that.

      Or the fact that he’s watching me get undressed.

      Which, oddly, I don’t mind... or to be more precise – I enjoy it.

      “You get more done in a lifetime when you live ten times longer and rarely sleep,” he says. “Building shit.”

      His dark eyes, with their emerald sheen, are failing to hide a sparkle which has nothing to do with plumbing.

      I drop my pants and flick the tap on, let it warm up, then adjust the water. Droplets run over my hands, weaving a sting along the jagged red lines. I cling a little too hard to the enjoyment of it, the sizzle of pain. The way it makes me feel alive. Killian is casually standing there – his presence drawing goosebumps down my spine even though I’m not quite naked yet. I still have my breastband and braies on. I turn the water up higher, finding the burn, then unbuckle the dart cuffs from my wrist and ankle.

      “Are you showering in those?” he asks, accepting the role of keeping the weapons safe.

      “Nope.”

      I pull the breastband over my head and slip the braies down my hips without a second thought.

      He growls, twisting so he’s facing the other way, still leaning against the wall with one shoulder. He obviously wasn’t expecting me to do that.

      “Killian, you’ve seen me naked before,” I point out.

      “But you ask us to turn around.”

      Which is sweet, that he’d honor that even when I haven’t asked.

      I shrug, which he doesn’t see. “I’ve got a three step radius and a potion that makes me feel like crap. I’m not in the mood for caring about the direction you face. Plus, it’s not as nice talking to your back.”

      He turns around, and I feel a zing of… pleasure is the wrong word. Excitement isn’t quite it either. It’s like a confirmation that he still exists. That I still exist. That the Power Blocking Potion hasn’t taken everything away.

      I grab the soap and build a lather in my hands, paying extra attention to my face and hair, where there might still be smears of blood.

      Blood.

      Bleeding. Bleeding also felt good. Alive. The pain was pleasant – empowering – seductive.

      He growls, and I jump, shattering the memory.

      “Hurry up.”

      Yes, Shade. Hurry up. Stop thinking of all the ways your soul feels hollow. All the ways more pain would fill that hole right now, I think, pressing harder than I need to over the lightning on my arms. The sting is gentle, distracting.

      Like a beast being tamed, it settles inside my chest. I savor it as I turn to put the soap back on its shelf and dig a little deeper into my feelings. Into wanting these intense moments, the pain. Sparring with Killian, hurting with Killian. I can sense there’s a link there – but I fail to find a reason to care about it.

      Pain I can do.

      Pain I want.

      Pain I desire.

      The ideas have an unfurling reaction inside me. Like my insides are melting and alive with something so close to the Allure Roarke hit me with in the attic that first night.

      Suddenly, the darts fall to the ground, and his hand snakes around my stomach. He pulls me back into him – hard. His whole body is tense, rumbling. Wanting.

      His power rushes over me, and I damn near gasp in the pleasure of it.

      Wisps of black smoke smooth over my skin where his fingers have begun to dig in. I arch my back, but it’s not to get away from him. My head is screaming that this is so so so very dangerous – but my body is singing a very different tune.

      Singing the sweet taste of a connection from my soul to his, and the drowning distraction from everything other than his touch. Even if the air is already harder to breathe. The light dimmer. The world colder.

      He picks me up off the ground. My back pressed against his chest means the hardness in his pants isn’t being concealed one bit.

      He turns sharply, snagging the towel in his other hand and depositing me beside the rack of clothes. The towel over my head.

      “Enough nakedness,” he says, letting me go.

      The magic pulls from my skin as his touch slips away, leaving me gasping.

      I can’t see. I’ve got a towel over my head, but I can hear someone storm up the last two steps and let out a long growl.

      I tug the towel down and wrap it around myself.

      Pax is in the doorway. Eyes glowing. Teeth long and sharp. He’s not even looking at me, all of his attention on Killian.

      “What? Do you have an alarm that goes off every time one of your brothers –” I cut myself off, and Pax finally looks at me.

      Thane just growls, ready to attack, and his teeth have to retreat before Pax can translate the sound into words.

      “Your lips are blue,” Pax snaps.

      I press them together. They feel fine, so without a mirror I can’t confirm their color. The reaction is weird, but I’m pretty sure the reason is Killian.

      Leaning back a little I meet his gaze to ask, “Why are my lips blue?” But I already suspect it has something to do with the depth of cold around him.

      Which doesn’t scare me – it excited me – because it means he’s relaxing his power around me. It means he’s beginning to trust me.

      “You’re weak,” he says, poking me in the back of the shoulder.

      I roll my arm back and try to shoo him like a fly.

      “I’m always weak, and you guys are the ones who tossed a steaming hot potion on me.”

      “You’re weaker,” Pax says. “Roarke explained the side-effects. Whatever resistance you had before, it’s not there now. You need access to our powers to survive us, but our powers are killing you.”

      “That doesn’t explain why my lips are blue.”

      Killian leans forward to whisper in my ear. “The Shadows are cold.”

      “Killian shouldn’t be playing with Shadows anywhere near you,” Pax growls. “Next time we get Seth. Pace your bubble.”

      I obey, but the steps are the same – three.

      Killian sighs, not a reaction I think I’ve ever seen from the guy, then he turns to leave.

      “Roarke was right, cutting you off has plugged the leak,” Pax says, sounding equally as relieved.

      “This sucks,” I mutter, yanking a set of clothes off the rack. “Shut your eyes,” I order, not checking that either of them have obeyed before I drop my towel and pull on a shirt and braies.

      Just a shirt, and braies that are a whole lot shorter and cover a whole lot less than wearing the guys’.

      I don’t care. I’m too tired to deal with any of this crap.

      “I’m going to bed.”

      Pax cups my chin, tilting my head so my gaze and his align. “It’s still morning. Why are you tired?”

      “No, it’s not, it’s at least late afternoon.” I glance at the window to check.

      “Morning,” Killian grunts, hesitating by the exit.

      Morning. Right, I woke, trained with Killian, made shit vanish into the Silvari version of hell, had my boyfriends ambush me with a potion that ripped their presence from my soul, and managed to give myself a bloody nose and burn lines like lightning into my arms all in one morning. I don’t care. I need sleep, now.

      But first I need to deal with my choice of internal descriptions.

      “Would you consider yourselves my boyfriends?” I ask… because, yes, in all of that my connection with these guys and relationship status was the most important thing.

      Killian growls. “No.”

      “No,” Pax agrees, and the guy is seriously frowning.

      I swallow hard. Reality check, Shade – kissing doesn’t equal a relationship status.

      Thane’s features wash over his face, a stronger jawline, the glowing eyes, the sharp teeth again, and a hint of fur through Pax’s hair.

      “Mate,” he says.

      I shake my head. “Not really. I mean, we can’t be. Also not lovers, and,” I add, then point at Killian, “you’d better not say we’re just friends.”

      “I don’t do friends,” Killian growls. “Don’t do mates or girlfriends or lovers.”

      Well, I know he does lovers because Rose said as much.

      “What would you call this, then?” I ask, waving between the two of us.

      “This,” Killian says, pointing from me to himself slowly. “This is fate, and I do pain.”

      Chills run down my spine in anticipation of something mixed between desire and fear.

      “Enough of this,” Pax orders, then rattles off some quick orders, instructions that are getting old and rely on one key line. Find the Spring.

      There’s no hesitation as Killian leaves or Pax nods at the bed, and I sag under the weight of knowing sleep will distract me for at least a few hours.

      With heavy limbs I crawl over the foot of the bed and up to the pillows, then collapse belly-down on top of the blanket. My eyes close somewhere in between.

      Behind me there’s a swoosh, then a soft thud – the sound of clothes dropping to the floor.

      “Pax, what are you doing?” I mumble – but I don’t bother opening my eyes, or pulling the blankets back, or even properly putting my head on one of the pillows.

      “Listening to Thane.”

      “What’s Thane doing?”

      “Listening to Roarke.”

      I almost give up trying to understand him but push for just one more question. “What did Roarke say?”

      “Something about enjoying the small moments.”

      He tugs at the blanket, toppling me to one side before flicking it half over my cold body. I can’t even be bothered lifting my arm to finish the job.

      There’s a flash of light, then the mattress bounces, and a wet nose nudges into my neck sending a zap of adrenaline through my weary system. My heart’s racing with nervous energy as I open my eyes, but for some crazy reason a giggle escapes me.

      Giggle? It feels surreal to be this close to a predator, but at the same time it feels right.

      I rub at the wet mark on my neck and gently push the oversized wolf’s muzzle away.

      His eyes are golden, a little differently-shaped but still the same as Pax’s. He’s huge. If I tried to hug him around the neck, I’d barely be able to get my hands to touch. Hesitantly, I reach my fingers for his fur. He sniffs my fingers, then he lays down and rests his head on his paws.

      Oh, wow.

      My heart can’t settle, can’t stop beating like crazy. My stomach feels like it’s twisted itself up to the point of no return – doesn’t stop me from wanting to pat him though. Sure doesn’t stop me from brushing the tips of my fingers over his fur. It’s ash and coffee-colored, with hints of molten metal beneath. Like his actual skin is made from melted gold.

      But there’s no heat, so I push my fingers further into his fur. It feels like liquid silk. Not warm, not cold – oddly, it feels exactly the same temperature as me.

      He lifts one paw to my middle and pushes me down, leaving it over my stomach to pin me in place. I have no energy to resist with as he snags a pillow in his teeth and drags it down to me, lifting his paw to let me get comfortable. I roll on my side and wriggle until my back relaxes against his fur, plump up the pillow, then close my eyes. Curling into his side, it feels like his body was designed perfectly to contour mine, and his warmth covers the spot that was left bare by the blanket. My aching body slowly relaxes.

      He huffs and sends my hair flying over my face.

      I wipe it away without opening my eyes. My mind stills. My soul quiets.

      “I like you,” I whisper, drifting off to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      At least until he starts scratching behind his ear.

      I roll over, brace my foot against his shoulder, and shove.

      He cracks an eyelid in time to see me topple off the side of the bed. I hadn’t realized how little room I had, and gravity’s as unkind to me as it is to Brahman balls.

      Thane bounds to his feet, turning into a man in a flash of light, then perches on the edge of the bed – laughing at me.

      Laughing! Not nice.

      I groan. Pointing up at him. “You’re naked.”

      Because that’s the most obvious thing to point out, and not the fact that he took up all the room and scratches like he has fleas.

      Still chuckling, he climbs off the foot of the bed and saunters towards his clothes, making it three steps before my wall nudges into me, sliding me across the floor.

      “Wait,” I groan, crawling towards him.

      Yep – crawling.

      He looks down at me with a worried crease in his brow.

      I don’t bother getting up, instead collapsing back to the ground when I’m next to his clothes. Having a bubble really takes it out of a girl – but this potion is worse. It’s like my energy levels have sprung a leak. I stay belly down, hair splayed out over my eyes and a stray piece of grass on the floorboards tickling my nose.

      But I have to get up.

      Time to get up, Shade. Up in four, three, two, one.

      As I climb to my feet, I’m not surprised that he’s already dressed in a cream cotton shirt and black linen pants. Plain and comfortable and no leather in sight, except for his belt and the sheath of his sword. Silvari fabric is always comfortable unless it’s made for a servant.

      “Show me,” he orders, waving in a vague circle motion.

      I pace out the bubble, then say, “Still three steps.”

      He grabs the front of my shirt and dumps the contents of a potion bottle down my back – before I can fight or struggle or even talk to him about it. The liquid feels steaming hot and fizzes against my skin as it sinks in. Ripping my soul to pieces and taking a knife to every bit of calm inside of me. The last one hadn’t even worn off.

      I gasp and fall against him.

      “Pax,” the word whimpers over my lips.

      “I know, Love,” he whispers into my hair. “But it’s working. We still have three steps.”

      I struggle to straighten, trying to ignore the dizzy spin of the world. Trying to ignore the sudden need I have to hit him or bite him. To draw blood and see flesh.

      Pax doesn’t let me leave his arms – probably a good thing, given the roof keeps trying to do battle with the floor – helping me to the end of the bed and letting me collapse onto it. When I look up, all of my guys are in the room. When did they get here?

      I would ask, but I’m distracted by a pair of pants falling into my lap. Killian’s way of saying ‘get dressed.’

      “We’ve looked everywhere,” Roarke says. “The length of the stream, the perimeter of the domain, the boulders, the path, the damn cliff, everywhere.”

      “The tree,” Killian says, which takes me a minute but doesn’t seem to take any of them by surprise.

      “Well, we haven’t explored under the tree?”

      “Or in it,” Seth adds, which gets him a questioning look from Roarke.

      “Fine, it’s coming down,” Pax says.

      “Let me Chaos it.”

      “You’ll shatter the whole damn forest,” Roarke argues.

      Pax waves off the dangers. “Can you stay with her?” he demands of Killian.

      Killian’s reply is an untranslatable grunt, but Pax seems to understand it.

      “Good. Roarke, find me an answer. Seth, come with me – we’re bringing down that tree.”

      The tree or my life? Do I have the energy to care anymore?

      “You’re going to try to use Chaos on a tree that big? The thing is as broad as this house. We’re almost better off letting Kitten help Killian put it through the Veil.”

      “No,” Killian snaps.

      Roarke deflates and echoes, “No, please don’t crush us.” Pax and Seth have already started down the stairs, but Roarke hesitates at the bedroom door, his dark eyes longing and hurting. Adding for me, or rather Killian, “And she needs to eat.”

      Then he disappears up the stairs, leaving me on the foot of the bed and Killian less than three steps away.

      Killian offers a ‘follow me’ sound, no time for hesitation, then starts walking. I jump to my feet and beeline behind him. First to snatch up my discarded darts and search through the pockets of my dropped clothes for the dagger. The little egg is still in Roarke’s care, and he better be looking after it. I don’t say anything, just let myself be led down the stairs.

      The place is empty. The fire still crackles softly, and between the discarded books everywhere, what looks like the leftover mess of Roarke making a potion beside the sink, and part piles of the guys’ clothes, the place also looks like it hosted a tornado’s birthday party.

      And I don’t care about any of it.

      This is about as over life as I’ve ever been. Hollow.

      Killian tears a chunk of bread off the end of a loaf, sticks his fingers into the middle to make a pocket, then shoves a piece of meat into the middle. And just as roughly holds the thing in my direction.

      I lean back against the kitchen bench and accept the food.

      “Not tired,” he observes, though his sentence is part question in Killian’s unique way.

      I finish my mouthful before replying, “Not really. Just worn out.”

      “Keep eating,” he says, then contradicts that by grabbing one of my arms and almost making me drop my food so he can fix the dart cuff to my wrist. “I expect, serving at the White Castle, you’d have spent little time close to the Elite Sabers and lived for years.”

      I’m not sure if that’s his way of apologizing or just him channeling some Roarke and stating a fact? He moves on to the cuff for my ankle but leaves the blade in his pocket.

      “I blame the potion,” I say once he’s done with my ankle and standing back up.

      He rests a hand on my chest, which makes me freeze mid-chew and probably look like an idiot.

      “I have my power locked down, and I can still feel it.”

      “It what?” I manage. I’m confused by his words, but mostly because I’m completely absorbed by his touch.

      “Your tiny little soul.”

      Oh, is that all.

      I brush his hand aside. “Everyone has a soul.”

      Though the part about mine being both tiny and little is a bit insulting.

      “Not one that my power wants,” he lets slip, and I know he’s let it slip because his eyes go wide, and he turns suddenly toward the door.

      My wall makes sure I follow, out of the cottage and on a straight line toward the open field.

      “Good Shadow,” he mutters.

      I bite, chew, and let myself get lost in his words.

      He whacks his shoulder, then tugs at his collar as if dislodging a bug.

      Or not.

      “Was that your shadow?” I ask, and he stops, poised and ready to leap across the stream.

      “No.”

      I shrug. “I can’t see it anymore.”

      He straightens away from the stream and turns to face me. The brewing winter weather blows icicles across my cheeks and plays at the tips of his hair. My bare toes are chuckin’ freezing. Has it always been this cold?

      It’s not a bad cold – more exhilarating.

      He raises his right hand purposefully, palm up, and motions for me to do the same. The tips of my fingers touch the tips of his, like both of us are waiting to catch raindrops.

      I can’t see anything, no change at all, but I feel the slide and pool of something cold and smooth as silk.

      My wide eyes lock on the gentle emerald of Killian’s. No black, just green. Vibrant.

      I try to pat the sensation, but it’s like trying to pat water, and considering it looks like I’m patting empty air, I’m waiting for Seth to jump out from behind the bushes, laughing.

      “It’s from the Veil. I’ve only been there once, and it came back out with me.”

      “Why don’t you send it back?” I ask, realizing I’ve begun to cradle the thing close to my chest like a kitten.

      His lips pull across in an attempt not to smile at me. “It doesn’t want to go back.”

      “Then why do you keep hitting it? It is a horrible thing to call it – what’s its name?”

      “It is as annoying as chu –” he stops to growl, then tries again. “Fuck. It’s annoying as fuck, and it doesn’t have a name.”

      “You were going to say chuck, weren’t you?”

      I step closer and push myself up onto the tips of my toes. But even making myself as tall as I possibly can, I still have to tip my head back a little to look him in the eye.

      “You were going to say chuck.”

      “No.”

      I just smile at him; he can’t fool me.

      I feel the cold creature slip from my hands, and Killian’s shoulder twitch hints that the thing just slid underneath his shirt collar.

      “What about Silk?”

      “What?”

      “Silk, that’s its name. Silk, because it feels like cold silk.”

      “Like chuck,” he says, turning and marching away. “If it gets a name, I’ll pick what it is.”

      Playfully, I bump him with my shoulder, managing to tread in the water instead of on the stepping stones.

      The cold is worse than before. How did Killian dunk me under in this and not kill me? Clearly, I’ve been stealing other parts of their Saber-ness.

      “You just said chuck,” I whisper.

      “To stop you naming this thing.” He grunt-chuckles.

      I smile. “Let’s call it Chuck.”

      “No.”

      Which makes me snort. Poking Killian is fun.

      We keep walking to the back of the cleared space that’s been claimed for sparring and drawing blood.

      “So, what are we doing?” I ask, shaking the water from my pants leg.

      “Training.”

      I rub my hands together in mock excitement. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

      He looks down at me, still setting a cracking pace towards the tree line. “Liar.”

      “Nope.”

      “I’m not training with you,” Killian says.

      “I’m not giving you a choice,” I bite back.

      “Good.”

      Sometimes he’s more painful to talk to than Seth – and that’s saying something.

      He leads me all the way to the far side of the grassy space that used to be a crop of some kind. Maybe wheat so she could make her own flour. Or maybe a mixture of things like wheat and corn. There’s no sign of what it was now, and being winter it was probably harvested long ago. In its place grass has grown quickly, thick and lush and alive like a carpet under my feet, fueled by magic.

      He draws a blade into each hand, one of which is mine, and he swivels it for me to take.

      “Close combat,” he says.

      “What happened to self-defense?”

      He smiles wickedly. “Defend yourself against me in close combat. If you can’t use our powers, then you must focus on speed and instinct.”

      He begins to stretch, and I become his mirror, pushing my body to the limits and finding all the places that pull pleasant pain from my muscles.

      “Ready?” he asks.

      I don’t get to answer before he attacks. I don’t even have a chance to get up off the ground. He lunges right, and I snatch the blade from next to me and try to dodge left. But he’s already there. I jump back, barely seeing his kick in time to correct myself. Then his punch in time to duck and roll.

      The wall is a constant fear.

      Don’t knock myself out. Don’t knock myself out.

      But holding a hand up to feel for it seems like the perfect way to invite Killian to try and cut the thing off. When I feel it with my feet, I instinctively propel backwards. I don’t trip, don’t fall, or hurt myself in any way. Excitement bursts inside of me. I have an advantage.

      My only advantage.

      I dodge again, this time using the blade to block. He flicks my weapon to the side, coming in fast with a flash of cold steel that nicks through the fabric on my stomach.

      I jump back, gasping and heart pounding and already sweating. The shirt’s ripped, but there’s no pain, no blood.

      Disappointment drops to the pit of my stomach.

      He’s going easy on me – which breaks my Killian mold. He can’t change now; I won’t let him.

      His blade swings towards my right shoulder. Trying to force me further back from my weapon in the grass. I let him, running in the wrong direction – hard and straight at the wall. Guessing where it should be, launching myself in the air and using the solid surface to flip me up and over his head. My flip’s good. Bending my knees as I land and barely containing my whoop of triumph – because right beside my foot is my weapon.

      Yes!

      His smile, pure joy and just a little impressed, is more disarming than the man charging at me. I almost don’t get out of the way of his boot in time, dodging left and popping up behind him.

      But before he can turn to mount his next attack, I thrust out and up, feeling resistance for the barest second.

      Feeling my blade nick shirt and arm.

      He cocks his head to the side, inspecting the tiny cut I just put into his bicep.

      “Not sorry,” I say. “You fight like a toddler.”

      His lips pull into a smile, his body moving into a fighter’s crouch, and the green in his eyes pierces right into me. Pure joy. No Darkness. No power. Just Killian and me and challenge.

      I’m challenging him.

      For once I don’t care if I get hurt – I may even want to get hurt. And I don’t care if I hurt him either, because if I feel like this, then there’s no reason why he shouldn’t join me.

      The notion is like a shot of adrenaline on its own.

      I take the bait. Lunge in close with my blade raised but instead land a punch to his jaw.

      Where the chuck did that move come from?

      Pain streaks across my knuckles, and I grimace, gasp, and enjoy it.

      I don’t stop – he doesn’t stop. Sweeping me off my feet then kicking my hip while I’m still in midair. I smack into the wall, then the ground, and damn, that hurts good. He charges, I roll, find my feet, and thrash upwards – cutting through his pants and drawing blood on his ass.

      I snort. “Still not sorry.”

      He doesn’t even stop to inspect the damage, which is a little disappointing. “Again,” he orders.

      “My pleasure,” I counter.

      The dance between us continues. Each block or hit, each cut I take or make, makes me feel more connected to my own soul than I possibly can be at the moment, and to him. Just Killian and me and no other existence in this whole entire world.

      So I thrust again, a delicious sting drawing my mind away from useless thoughts. Clearing it. Emptying it. Focusing it.

      I’m sure I’m puffing and panting, stumbling, and all of those other things I was doing last time Killian left cuts in my flesh. But I don’t feel the same. Like a fish who’s been left out of the water and accepts the struggle to survive – then discovers the rain. This is my rain.

      I slide my blade over his forearm but fail to dodge his strike on my shoulder.

      “You call that a cut?” I taunt.

      He strikes, but I spring and flip. Landing with one foot taking my weight as the other I kick with all my power and strength, towards his ankles. He shifts his weight and somehow my foot hits his leg but ends up pushing me off balance. I fall backward, hitting the ground deliciously hard.

      “Come on, old man,” I taunt.

      Sure, I can hardly breathe, and I might need to throw up any minute now, but that’s buried under my desire to stalk each of his moves and somehow play them into something more. Play him into moving faster, into being harder on me.

      The world gives a lurch to the left, and my shoulder slams into the wall. I yelp with pain.

      Killian freezes.

      “Don’t stop,” I growl, thrashing my blade up and across his chest. Or at least where his chest would be – if I had any kind of depth perception left.

      He grabs my wrist and squeezes hard. Fighting it is instinct, but my weak mortal fingers succumb, and the blade falls. He’s not even watching that; his emerald eyes begin to blacken, and all of their focus is on my face. Before the blade has even hit the ground, he’s dropped my wrist and thrust me back against the nearest tree. He’s not quite grabbing my neck, with the palm of his hand on my chest. The tree almost knocks the wind out of me.

      Tree?

      We’re in the trees. Way in the trees. The field is almost out of view somewhere to the left.

      His fingers strain, pressing painfully, making me lean into his touch. My lungs suck at the air, looking for his lavender and leather smell.

      Nothing.

      Without the pain, there is nothing.

      The muscle in his jaw tics. Even though I should be scared – with Killian, everyone should always be scared – I’m not.

      Nope – not me.

      I’m smiling.

      He bends to my height, his breath skimming my cheek. Our chests heave in time, and I’m sure he can feel my racing heart under his hand.

      Can he feel the way he’s melting my insides?

      He kisses me hard and without a hint of pity for my weak mortal body. Without an apology for this twisted hollowness I’m drowning in. Just lust and fury and desire and…

      Darkness.

      That power he was locking down escapes, and ferocious Shadows engulf us both.

      Eagerly, I soak up every bit of passion in the press of his lips, the whisper of his breath, the slide of his tongue into my mouth. His hands hunt over my body, grabbing and releasing. Devouring. On my shoulder, on my neck, my hip, my ass. Over cuts and layers of bruises that make me wince and moan, but none of that slows him down.

      I pull at his shirt, at the buckle on his pants. Weapons drop to the ground, sliding from his belt with loud thuds. His skin is slick with sweat – he’s not the only one. I run my fingers over his muscles, pressing my nails deep into his flesh. My ability to breathe shatters as his hips grind against mine.

      I feel like the Dark amidst the Darkness – with nothing to fear because I’m just as scary as all the shit I’m scared of. Every breath feels alive with his power – and I know I shouldn’t be feeling it, but I am. And I want more.

      I bite his lip, and he responds by slamming me back against the tree – making me let go.

      Then suddenly, he pulls away. The Shadows recoil, and the world returns to color and shapes.

      “Shadow, shit,” he growls. “I’m sorry.”

      “No, don’t stop,” I moan, sliding down the tree trunk as I try, and fail, to find my balance without him holding me up.

      A slow descent to the ground. I moan as feeling returns to my body.

      He squats in front of me, and I lean my head back against the tree.

      “You’re crazy,” he says, his lips so close that they skim mine as he talks.

      I take a shuddering breath, then he moves with sudden urgency. Pulling my sleeves back and inspecting the lines of blood. He runs his hands down my jawline, down my neck, pulling my collar back, then lifting my shirt – inspecting the skin everywhere.

      He presses his hands to my hips, and I wince. Yep, there are bruises there too. Then he runs both hands down my legs, pressing firmly. Legs, then arms, then back up to my neck and my jaw.

      “What are you looking for?” I groan.

      Talking hurts – talking feels real. Oh, how I love that groan.

      “Wounds. Nothing’s broken,” he says.

      “Yes, broken,” I gasp, shoving my arm in front of him.

      He just looks at it, then sits on the ground next to me. He lifts his knees and wraps his arms around them, hands clasped together with white knuckles.

      “You want pain,” he says, putting words to something I’m pretty sure was obvious.

      “It feels good,” I whisper.

      “Not to you, it shouldn’t.”

      “It feels real.”

      “Everything should feel real!” Grabbing my arm and pressing his thumb into one of the cuts.

      It stings, awakening muscles all the way to my elbow. Making my mind just stop.

      Killian equals making me hurt equals I still belong to him.

      I sigh and relax. Tilt my head back and just let him hold me. Let him shift to lean over me, blocking the sun. His other hand slips in behind my head, pinning my hair between his fingers to make it obvious I’m not allowed to move before kissing the fuck out of me again.

      He’s demanding, controlling, just a tad scary, and very unpredictable. Perfect. I groan into his mouth, which sparks a rumbling groan from deep within his chest.

      He pulls away and grips my jaw sharply, desire and lust and want written all over him.

      “You can’t be near me right now, get up. Get up, now!”

      He stands, snatches his weapons, and takes a step toward the cottage.

      One – and my wall smacks into me.
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      I slam the last book closed and toss it across the room. It hits the wall, the centuries-old spine snapping and its pages fluttering to the ground.

      That’s it – the absolute last book. I’ve used every ingredient. Every instrument. Every book in here. There is nothing more.

      No substitute for the Spring or any way around needing its water.

      Nothing.

      I storm down into the sitting room, with a fresh Power Blocking Potion in one pocket and Kitten’s egg in my other.

      Across the stream and on the other side of the field, Killian is coming at me looking just as angry as I feel. He’s slipping weapons onto his belt and fastening it in place. Kitten’s shirt is slashed, blood on her arms. Her legs are struggling for each step. My heart leaps into my throat.

      Killian’s jaw is set in a hard line, his eyes meeting mine then flicking off toward the path. I rush down the stairs, but the others are nowhere in sight. Kitten looks close to death, hugging to Killian’s side. She looks like whatever just happened almost sucked her dry.

      And she looks giddy with it.

      She’s smiling.

      Aeons. My chest is tight, making breathing hard.

      Killian stops in front of me, and Kitten stops too, gripping his shoulder for support. She glances up with little reaction, just more smiling.

      “What happened?” I ask – whisper.

      Killian grunts, gripping Kitten’s wrist and prying her off of him before he hands her over. I fold her into my arms, her skin so cold under Eydis’ cotton/wool shirt that it shivers against my own. The fabric is quite thick, and she shouldn’t be cold.

      “One step,” Killian growls.

      Then he turns to march off down the path.

      Her head has lolled, her breathing taking on the depths of someone falling from consciousness, so she doesn’t see Killian stop. See him sag.

      “Please, fix her. I can’t,” he says, but he doesn’t look back.

      Doesn’t wait for a response. Just walks off.

      I scoop her up and carry her into the house. Her body is limp before I’ve even managed to get her inside, kicking Killian’s saddle bag across to the couch as I walk.

      Cuts need bandages or tape. They need pure alcohol for cleaning. And salt – apparently. They need Killian. He did this damage, so he should be here fixing it, and normally he would.

      What in the bloody Aeons happened?

      I settle her on the cushions and rummage through the pack for his medical kit. Which better bloody be in here because I can’t be carrying her around the house searching for it.

      One step.

      How did we get to one step?

      How did she push Darkness this far – when the guy knows the stakes? When the guy is the definition of unflinching control?

      Was. Until we healed her arm.

      And he’s pushed her too far training before. I should have heard them leave the house, should have stopped him. What would she possibly have to gain from training right now?

      Relief floods me as my fingers find the tape and the last of his bottle of pure alcohol. Cuts mark her wrists, a few that tore shirt and never met skin. She doesn’t even flinch as I run the cloth over them. Carefully. Oh, so carefully.

      Shouting outside grabs my attention. Pax, Seth, and Killian storm into the view of the bay window. The stream, the open field, trees, and beyond them the border, and my brothers about to fight each other. Killian didn’t hold back, by the look of it. He went straight up to Pax and told him his mate’s unconscious – again – or that she’s injured – again – or that her bubble has shrunk – again.

      Or worse.

      What could possibly be worse.

      “She’s going to die!” Killian shouts, the boom of his voice echoes through the domain. “Let me take her through the Veil – the Queen –”

      “No! She can’t be in that place, she can’t see it, she can’t feel it, I won’t allow it,” Pax snaps back. His teeth are bared, and he manages one more sharp sentence that I don’t get a chance to catch before shredding through his clothes and running from sight in Thane’s skin.

      Killian takes off in the other direction – running.

      Darkness doesn’t shout, and he doesn’t run. Except when he’s losing that control.

      This is impossible. All of it. We aren’t enough. Not controlled enough. Not strong enough. Not brave enough and not smart enough.

      Not enough for her.

      Seth marches into the cottage, through the room, rummages in the kitchen, then comes out with a jar of dried apricots.

      “Emotional eating?” I ask, kneeling back down beside Kitten. What Seth is eating is on the bottom of my list, buried under the weight of everything else, so I don’t even wait for a reply. “She can’t die. I know he thinks she must – that it’s part of the prophecy – but there’s no logic to it. What advantage would her death give us? The one thing to fight a grimm is something that’s finally dead. It makes no sense!”

      His mouth is too full to speak, or maybe he has nothing to add, but he does nod. It doesn’t matter; nothing he could say would make any of this better. Gravity presses my anger down hard, just like it wants to press me down.

      I search the room for a blanket to cover her, to try and warm her. Seth catches my direction, grabs the small red and white patterned thing from the back of his seat, and helps me drape it over her.

      “How badly did Pax crack?” I ask, shoving stuff back into Killian’s bag.

      Seth shrugs. “Pax and Thane argued between themselves more than they did with me or Killian. They’ve almost burned through that sigil, enough to react anyway. Killian thinks he’s killing her, Pax thinks it’s the MateBond, and Thane wants to rip Logan to pieces.”

      “I hope there’s something bad in these woods – otherwise, they’re going to kill something good. Either way, something is about to die,” I mutter.

      I check Kitten for wounds, again. Just to be sure.

      “What about you?” I ask, not looking up.

      He perches on the arm of the couch, kicking his boots off and putting his feet on the cushion a little from her head. Just looking at her.

      “I’ve kissed her,” he says, reverence in his tone.

      “You kissed her on Pax’s orders in the stables,” I point out.

      He shrugs. “She tasted like wine then – lots of wine. But I’ve kissed her again, and again, and I want to kiss her some more.”

      “She doesn’t sour against your Seed?” I try, guessing at what he’s struggling to say.

      Or maybe I’m just struggling to understand or to believe that of all the people strong enough to feel true to a man with a seed that eventually, no matter what, digs down to find the secrets and lies being kept against them, it’s our Kitten.

      “There are only a few things I don’t do – second kisses are on that list,” he says, waving a dried apricot in my face.

      “I don’t know why you do first kisses. Has anyone ever not tasted like sour milk to you?”

      “Her,” he deadpans, pointing down. “And I don’t want to lose her, you know?”

      I turn my palm up – the seal is gone. We have about a week before our lives depend on returning to the White Castle. An uncomfortable week expending energy trying to fight the magic. Our only advantage is the strength of the pentad over other Sabers locked into a triune. It’s not an exact science. Like the bubble, I guess. Inches, paces, it doesn’t matter how it’s shrinking, or how often, just that it is.

      “What do we do?” Seth asks.

      “Ouch,” Kitten moans.

      She moves one hand to rub her head, then moans again.

      I rest my hand on her stomach, pushing her shirt aside to seek out her still cold skin and draw the pain away.

      “What happened?” she asks.

      “I’m guessing Killian used too much Darkness around you,” I say.

      “You have that whole mortals-get-their-souls-sucked thing going on, remember?” Seth adds, offering her an apricot that she just frowns at.

      “No, he didn’t. It’s me – my fault,” she groans. “Help me up.”

      “What was it, and how was it your fault?” Seth asks.

      “It was kissing,” she manages.

      He had her in his arms? How could he be so stupid? He knows he can’t. No matter how much power she could handle, she still couldn’t handle him.

      I thought the damage was from training – what else is hurt that isn’t bleeding?

      I grab her arm so suddenly she startles, but I’ve already checked there. Already checked her stomach and her legs and … her neck… with my other hand I pull the collar of her shirt aside – revealing fingertip-sized bruises.

      She swats my hand away.

      “What else?” I demand, pulling at the tie on her shirt.

      “Roarke,” she snaps, swatting my hand again.

      I’m about to growl at her; all my patience is gone. She has to let me see, let me check. This is worse than simply sparring with the Darkness. I grab her other arm to stop her from pushing me away again.

      “Easy,” Seth says, resting his hand on my shoulder before I have a chance to wrestle with my Kitten. “Vexy, Darkness breaks the things he’s intimate with.”

      She yanks her arms free before saying, “I’m not a thing.”

      “That’s not what he meant, Kitten. Killian should know better.”

      “I made him do it,” she mutters, trying to get up, except I won’t let her.

      “What do you mean?” I demand.

      At the same time Seth asks, “How do you make a man like Killian kiss you?”

      “Where is he? This is important,” she insists – ignoring us both.

      “It’s not,” I tell her.

      Why won’t she see?

      “Okay, fine, it’s not important, but I still need Killian,” she snaps.

      We relent, helping her to her feet and watching closely as she leads the way. This is wrong, but the best chance I have at making this right is if I can get all of us together. So the vulnerable mortal can tell the king of Darkness that she is sorry.
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      Kissing Darkness still, somehow, used magic. I’d like to think that I’m just that chuckin’ awesome that I ripped through their pretty little potion because my soul wanted to be near Killian’s. But most likely, my bubble just has a mind of its own and shrinks whenever it damn well pleases.

      My hours are numbered, and each one is closer to being my last, and that sounds like something out of one of Cook’s tales – stick to the shadows and the shade.

      Oh, Cook. If you knew the trouble I’ve gotten myself into.

      Seth has his arm around my shoulders, keeping me safely within my one step limit, and Roarke is pacing ahead of us. The guy looks ready to explode. I don’t blame him – but it does scare me. Roarke does calm thinking things. Pacing – yes. Exploding – no.

      We stop beside Pax’s meeting space. The four logs and fire are roughly to my right, pebbled path to who-knows-what on my left, the stream then field then trees before me.

      Roarke puts his lips around his fingers and whistles – just like Pax. The sound is ear-piercing, and I literally hold my breath until Killian steps out of the trees. I have vague memories of where we were because I was much more focused on what we were doing, but I’m willing to bet that he’s returning from the exact same spot.

      Stalking, actually – the man is stalking toward us.

      My stomach knots. He’s pissed, and it’s most certainly my fault. I knew what I was doing. I knew I was pushing him, and I did it anyway.

      My body cowers into Seth’s side while my mouth decides to provide a distraction. “So, yay, I can't sense any of you anymore. Can’t even feel your power, but I’m still completely subject to it. It can still use me?”

      Seth hooks a finger under my chin and tilts my head back. His eyes are midday blue, highlighting how bleak the sky has become.

      “Why do you look so weak?” he says, then rushes to add, “When they hit me with a Power Blocker, it removed not just my connection to, but also my immunity to Allure. The potion wore off, and I found myself butt naked in front of the White Castle Dignitaries trying to pitch the idea of ‘Clothes Free Monday’.”

      I snort – absolutely loving the idea. Also not telling him I’ve filed it away as a potential future prank as I ask, “Why?”

      “Because I stole my brothers’ clothes from the arena changing rooms and made them walk back to the suite naked.”

      “So you earned it?”

      He leans down and presses a kiss to my temple, whispering, “Maybe.”

      Killian stops a few feet away, outside my bubble even if I could feel anything.

      I wobble a little, feeling weak but alive.

      Key word, alive.

      So I suck in a sharp breath and force myself to concentrate on the man and the things I have to say. “I’m sorry.”

      Killian growls, stepping back and turning away and looking like he might be about to leave.

      “Sorry for what? What happened?” Roarke demands.

      “I happened. You don’t understand, I feel hollow – like everything has gone wrong or changed or maybe vanished. But training was still the same. Hurting was still the same. And it made me forget all the other stuff. I …” I want you, Killian, and I don’t care how, but the rest of my sentence fades away.

      He starts walking – which is not okay.

      “And I’m pretty sure I was kicking your ass,” I shout, making him pause and turn.

      Roarke looks at me with surprise, some of the stress fading from his eyes.

      “I need details, Vexy,” Seth chuckles.

      I smirk and point at Killian. “He’s become a slow old man, and I ducked and dodged and danced around him with ease.”

      The with ease part is definitely a lie, but it makes him smirk back at me.

      He tugs up the sleeve of his shirt to share the pink line of an almost healed wound. I’m envious, but that’s an old argument.

      Seth lowers his lips closer to my ear and whispers, “I’m impressed.”

      Which makes me smile bigger.

      I’m amused, Seth’s very amused, and Killian at least doesn’t look pissed, but the frown on Roarke’s face says he’s already moved on to the next problem.

      He sighs and bows his head, his long hair falling forward in a mess – when’s the last time he brushed it? Defeat is written all over his posture.

      “Doesn’t really matter what happened – the potion failed,” he says. “There’s nothing stronger.”

      I practically sing and dance. “How long have I got until it wears off?”

      “Maybe an hour, Kitten.”

      “Well, I’m not sitting around and waiting for it to happen.” Seth looks thoughtful as he talks, part squinting up at the sky and part tapping his boot impatiently. “The tree is immune. It’s just absorbing my power. But what if we all concentrate Chaos at it?”

      “We run the risk of using too much, and we could destroy the Spring at the same time,” Roarke says.

      “My power works to our advantage.”

      “No,” Killian snaps. “Your advantage.”

      Silence.

      If I am putting him in danger, his power might decide my death is a good idea – I get it. I also understand that Seth can’t control that, not even a tiny bit.

      “I want to see the tree,” I decide.

      “Pax’s orders,” Killian says, taking a few steps back and sitting down on the log.

      His way of saying no – or enforcing it. Or both.

      We all turn to face him, and the direction people enter the domain from, with the boulders on my right. He looks defeated – they all look defeated. End of our rope, and one of us is going to fall, but none of them are about to save themselves. No one can save me.

      So they’re going to wait and watch until it’s over. I won’t let them.

      And I won’t let them sit in their misery.

      Determination floods through me. My body may be weak, but this emotion is chuckin’ strong.

      “Nope, not happening. I’m the one in this damn bubble, so that makes it mine, and pity wasn’t invited to this party,” I snap, hard.

      There’s a half breath where they all look at me in disbelief. I straighten from Seth and plant my hands on my hips, mustering every bit of energy I have to project just how serious I am at them.

      Which makes Killian smile. Not a full smile. Not an eyes-emerald and teeth-showing smile. But still a smile.

      More words are ready to topple off my tongue when movement in the trees catches my attention.

      A wolf – Thane – and he’s covered in lots of blood.

      A tingle runs down my spine. A very, very faint hint that I can feel them there. It sparks a more powerful sensation in my chest. I close my eyes and breathe deeply, looking for that connection. The one between them and me – and fail.

      Not yet. The potion’s not done yet.

      Thane ambles into the domain, trots straight across to the stream, and plunges in. The blood washes from him, leaving a red stain rippling through the water.

      A flash of light explodes under the surface, and Pax emerges. His hair is wet, his muscles glistening, and there’s a slight glow still in his eyes. A rush of water falls away from his naked body as he climbs out, almost making me want to tackle the man back in.

      The blood’s gone, and there’s no sign of any of it being his. That taken care of, I just stare. He acts like he hasn’t noticed me as he moves towards us. Every bit of him is a predator. Muscles coiled, ready to attack. The carved angles of his chest glint with water, and his fierce gaze demands that even the powerful bow to him. The sigil on his chest is nothing but a few rough lines. I can’t even see where the original picture was, like someone has wiped their hand over a design drawn in the dirt, erasing parts down the middle and sides. I can’t remember how long it was supposed to last, but clearly Pax is stronger than the people that thing was designed for.

      Strength and energy seep from the man, and every bit of me is pulled toward his power with the promise of connection – of feeling.

      “Easy, girl,” Seth says, resting a hand on my shoulder. “You look ready to jump on him.”

      “I might be,” I manage.

      He chuckles. “No, you’re not. I’m not getting that close to Pax’s naked ass, and you’re on a tight leash.”

      Pax walks straight past us, saying, “I’m getting some clothes.” Like I’m not even here.

      Which is not okay. I called an end to this shit. Self-loathing and losing-your-shit wasn’t invited to this party either.

      I lunge at him, hoping my bubble has brushed against his – but I’m not surprised when I bounce off a wall and land flat on my ass.

      Hurting and groaning.

      He waves a hand down at me, and without looking down or stopping, he orders, “Shade, stay. I’m in the mood for biting things.”

      “I’m not your dog,” I snap, surging to my feet.

      He tilts his head to the side, pausing long enough to give me a quizzical look. Like my words are absurd.

      “But I do own you, and you will stay.”

      Seth bounces on the balls of his feet. I feel sorry for him – if he tries to escape, he’s taking me with him, and I’m going to keep antagonizing Pax until he steps into my range – so I can slap the guy. He can’t pretend I’m not here. He can’t order me around. And he sure can’t tell me to stay.

      “No, you don’t,” I shout. “You don’t own any part of me, not a single hair, and if you want to argue about this, I will win!”

      His fangs drop. I would suppress my grin, except the heat rushing from my chest to my toes does it for me.

      Doesn’t slow me down though.

      I point at my chest. “Mine.”

      Pax stalks forward.

      “Vexy, you’re playing a dangerous game,” Seth whispers.

      I feel Pax step into the bubble, certain of it this time, and rush at him. Hand ready to slap. Seth tries to grab my waist, but Pax grabs me by the biceps and yanks me free. Claws protrude from his fingers and slice right into the backs of my arms. Through the shirt, through my skin, deep into my flesh without warning.

      Not what I was expecting.

      Pax equals dominance equals home. Being his feels like home.

      I cry out in pain, my knees buckling, but I don’t fight him.

      In a flash, Seth has a hold of Pax’s right shoulder, a blade raised in a clear threat. Roarke grabs onto Pax’s other arm, not trying to pull him away because that would rip my arms off. But maybe trying to hold him still, stop him from doing more damage. Killian’s roar fills the domain, the man rushing towards us.

      “You are going to die, but until you do, you are mine,” Pax growls.

      I swallow back the tears and the need to whimper.

      So he knows Killian’s part of the prophecy. I have no idea when he found out, but that changes nothing.

      “Not your slave,” I manage. “I know I’m going to die. Please let me die free.”

      Damn, those words hurt. Each one scratching, choking, almost failing to find life.

      His hands instantly relax, but his claws retreating from my skin is as painful as when they went in. My whimper is hoarse and rough, but there’s an edge of regret to the pain. Like I was enjoying it. Enjoying Pax trying to crush me with his power. Pax equals dominance. His actions are my link to his power. I need that link.

      Because I’m broken.

      “You knew?” he asks, his tone low.

      I nod slowly.

      Very slowly, watching his fist clench and the last of the Sigil on his chest dissolve. We are on our own – good. I’ve developed a serious distaste for sigils, seals, and potions.

      “Pax?” Seth asks, also very slowly. His weapon is still raised.

      Seth’s a big guy, not quite as broad as Killian. He’s close and beats Killian on height by a few hairs. Chaos has muscles made to climb and flip, so he never feels that big. He also never draws his weapon for fun or in threat. My heart aches that he has it in his grip now.

      “I swore her to secrecy,” Killian grunts. “And she kept her promise.”

      “I don’t care,” Pax says through clenched teeth. “I said no more secrets.”

      “It wasn’t my secret to tell, and he’s chuckin’ scary. He did that whole Shadows thing and made the piece of paper vanish,” I blurt, pointing my thumb up at Killian.

      It sounds stupid to think that I would risk death to stay near these guys, especially considering my complete lack of everything needed to survive in this place. But their mother’s words, the threat from Leon, and a whole realm that is about to burn or become Lithael’s dinner – those things are forcing all of our hands. Bubble or no bubble – I was always going to die.

      “It’s me or everyone else,” I say, which is a bit out of context to our current topic, so I add, “What’s going on in your world isn’t just in your world anymore, Pax. Everyone is on Lithael’s menu. Sabers, Silvari, mortals. Everyone. I die, or everyone does. If that’s the truth, I want to work with it. I can’t live in fear of it.”

      For a long moment, Pax just stands frozen.

      Seth takes a few steps back, sheaths his blade, and begins to rock from his toes to his heels. His face is smothered in fear and frustration.

      Pax looks at his hands, at my blood smeared on his fingers, his eyes widening in horror.

      “I’ve hurt you,” he says, then grips my shirt sleeve and tears it off at the shoulder seam.

      “Pax,” I squeal.

      Not again. How many shirts do these guys want to tear into pieces? Sleeveless is not a fashion statement.

      The damage isn't limited to my arms, which he seems to realize because he grips my collar and prepares to tear the whole chuckin’ shirt in half.

      Now is not the time for Pax to see me naked. There’s still that chance that my scars will trigger him into a rage – he’s already too close. Me just saying the word ‘slave’ ended in him putting his claws through my arms. It’s not worth the risk, and there are more important things going on.

      I pull away from him and practically throw myself at Killian – grateful that the big guy is less than a step away. Turning, I press my back into Killian’s chest.

      Killian grumbles, but he wraps a knowing arm around me, ignoring the blood running in long dribbles down my arms he holds me tight.

      “You probably should get some clothes on, brother,” Seth points out, his tone laced with a nervousness he rarely shows.

      Thane rushes to the surface, and the wolf is staring at Killian, teeth bared as molten cracks form over Pax’s naked body.

      He’s going to fight his brother.

      First, Seth had his weapon out, now Thane wants to draw blood.

      All I want to do is fix things, make things right with my guys – before it’s too late.

      Thane and Pax, or Pax and Thane, step in close, and I press my hands to their chest trying to still their racing hearts. “Pax, Thane, I’m yours too. I’m mine – but I’m yours too.”

      Thane meets my gaze – definitely Thane because his eyes are glowing gold, and his teeth are sharp and deadly.

      “Put that wolf to bed,” Killian orders.

      My mate looks down at the blood on his fingers, drawing in deep breaths.

      “I need to see she’s okay,” he says, more man than wolf.

      Killian stands firm. “She’s fine. I'll fix it.”

      Pax brushes his fingers along my jaw, unable to hide the tremor in his touch.

      “You don’t deserve this,” he says softly.

      “Damn right, I don’t,” I blurt. “You guys are too good for me.”

      His brow creases, and a huff-almost-laugh escapes.

      Then he turns and walks off into the house.

      Killian steps back, his hands running down the backs of my arms. I let out a little hiss and try not to squirm.

      “Salt,” Killian mutters.

      “Why salt?” I ask, but before anyone bothers answering, Roarke’s grabbed a jar from beside the fire and is handing it to him.

      There’s an arrangement of discarded stuff beside the fire, plates, serving and carving tools, empty wine bottles, salt and seasonings. Well, not the salt, because the salt’s now in Killian’s hands.

      “Damned wolf,” Killian grunts. “You never know where his claws have been.”

      “What’s the salt for?” I press, then scream – because the salt is for me.

      Specifically my arms and the pattern of punctures.

      When I draw in a breath, it’s heavy with a kind of satisfaction. The salt feels good, fizzling and stinging and reminding me I’m alive. It doesn’t surprise me this time, but I’m not sure getting used to this kind of thing is a good idea. Or maybe it’s the best idea.

      “Why is she enjoying this?” Roarke asks, passing Killian a wine bottle filled with water.

      Killian dumps it down my arms.

      “That’s cold,” I whisper, not really an important observation but it’s out there now.

      “Mortals feel the cold more, don’t they?” Seth asks.

      He grips the hem of his shirt and tears two long strips from it, passing them to Killian one at a time.

      “It’s so nice,” I say, drawing out the ‘o’ in ‘so’ to a ridiculous length.

      “The water temperature shouldn’t be colder unless she was using some of our immunity to temperature variations this whole time,” Roarke muses, giving Killian another bottle. “But I don’t understand why she’s enjoying these things.”

      “Remember how I base jumped from the southern tower?” Seth says.

      Roarke groans. “I should have made the connection earlier. Your actions were new, but your level of crazy didn’t go up.”

      “Thank you,” Seth says, accepting the compliment.

      Killian ties a sharp knot in the bandage, job done.

      “I broke eight bones and found it funny,” Seth says.

      “Same level of crazy,” Roarke mutters.

      I’ve given up on the argument, and instead notice the giant pine beyond the cottage.

      “Is the tree really the solution?” I ask, nodding to the parts of the thing sticking up over the cottage. But I don’t give any of them time to answer before adding, “What else is down the path?”

      “Nothing,” Seth shrugs. “Just a wall of stone with the tree on top of it.”

      “Eydis was running that way when they killed her, so maybe there’s a trap door or secret tunnel.”

      Seth’s shaking his head. “Between all of the Sabers we’ve had here – the StrengthSeed has tried to smash through it. The ShimmerSeed has tried to appear inside it. The StoneSeed has tried to work it. It’s just granite – very old, very stubborn granite.”

      “When was there a StrengthSeed, ShimmerSeed, and StoneSeed here?”

      “Eliijah’s team,” Seth says, but Pax has wandered out of the house, fully dressed in his usual linen and cotton, and I lose focus on the conversation.

      Instinctively moving towards him.

      One step.

      Then wall.

      “Well, my last wish is to walk down that damn path,” I say.

      Pax looks at me, his golden eyes gentle and no sign of Thane, then he nods.

      “Okay?” I ask, the word full of uncertainty because this feels way too easy.

      “Okay. If we can’t use magic, we have to use the saws and axes. We can work faster in teams. Alternate between sawing and resting. The source of the Spring has to be in the center of that trunk.”

      “How does that even work?”

      “The path leads to the cliff and the tree. I think a tap, or small bowl, may exist hidden at the end of the path. Something Eydis used a ward to keep secret with a key or potion to get access to. I haven’t found a key, and I have looked everywhere. Even if the tap is there, we can’t get through the stone, but we can get through the tree.”

      “I still don’t understand how a Power Spring can be inside a tree?”

      “It’s a Power Spring for a reason, Kitten,” Roarke says. He leads the way, and we all follow.

      “Because magic does whatever the chuck it wants to?” I mutter.

      Killian moves in close behind me, very close, so his grunt is easily decipherable. ‘Hope.’

      These giant trees don’t exist anywhere else in the world – only at Power Springs. I hear more chatter than these guys admit. The path. The tree. The unusual stone. They’re all logic – the rest is just hope.

      Because we need it to be there.

      Stones crunch under my bare feet, and within a few steps, I’m unable to see anything because four guys all taller than me have blocked me in. One on each side. All within arms’ reach.

      The barest brush of their power slipping over me hints that this potion is wearing off. Seth’s calm confidence on my right. Killian’s pure protection at my back. Roarke’s bone-deep-wisdom on my left and Pax’s strength in front.

      Just a tiny bit. A tease.

      When Pax stops, I have to nudge forward and push past him to see what’s blocking our path.

      They’ve been calling it stone, like a rough jagged cliff in beige and browns with hand holds. I pictured bits jutting out and scars from the land shifting and cracking. That’s what a cliff is.

      They chose the wrong word to describe it.

      This is sleek. It’s almost black, dark like it has endless depths, and if the water wasn’t cascading over it, I’m sure it would reflect the world. My world.

      Seeing it makes my chest feel funny. Maybe it’s my soul, and it’s somehow lighter. Somehow happier. I can’t explain it – but I recognize it.

      I recognize this.

      “It’s not rock,” I whisper, moving closer to skim my fingers along the surface and through the ribbon of water. “It’s glass.”

      “It looks shiny, but it can’t be glass. The water has polished it smooth, that’s all,” Roarke says.

      “Why can’t it be glass?” Seth asks, and I’d thank him for supporting me, but I’m too busy being drawn into the song of something decidedly magical, and definitely Silvari glass.

      “Because glass is made,” Roarke says. “It’s a product of chemicals and heat. Glass has no natural place in the world.”

      “Silvari glass does,” I correct him, my voice an awe-filled whisper. “And this is Silvari glass.”

      I press my palm flat to the surface. Instantly, the water stops flowing and moves like two curtains being pulled back.

      There’s a collective breath among the guys. Every hand lifts to press to the glistening black surface easily three times my height or more, leaving silence around us. Feeling for themselves, I guess. Seeing that I’m right.

      It reflects, but not the world, only us. Roarke, Pax, me, Killian, then Seth.

      All of us in the wrong order, and each looking from one reflection to the next.

      A flash of gold erupts to the top left, and suddenly, someone yanks me back. Killian partly steps behind me, and Pax wholly steps in front of me. Turning us into a Shade sandwich and staying that way even though nothing deadly unfolds. I have to shove hard to get Pax to move over so I can see.

      A light on the other side of the stone is drawing across its surface – writing.

      “Somebody better read that out loud,” I demand.

      Roarke clears his throat. “The last breath of the one who does not belong. A shard from the barrier that protects us all. Return the soul to the place of its origin. The black depths. Five beats. And the water to wash the walls away.”

      As soon as the last letter scrawls, the surface shatters. A million pieces all echo off each other. Then, before we can react, the glass sucks inwards, shards pulling inside, reforming and smoothing into a tunnel clean through what, a heartbeat ago, was a solid wall.

      Wall gone. Door open.

      “Aeons,” Roarke gasps.

      “Fuck,” Killian counters.

      I just swallow hard against pure awe and take my one step forward to stand in the threshold.

      The thing is tall enough for even Killian and Seth to pass and wide enough for us to move as a group. The temperature is lower, the air smells fresher, and I feel more alive, more at home, more where I belong than I ever have before.

      “It is glass. That’s why the other Seeds couldn’t make it budge. Silvari glass is impervious to almost anything. Apparently, it was never made – it was found. Eydis’ ancestors must have worked out the recipe to replicate it – but this is pure.”

      The stuff is so thick that it looks black. Giant tree roots have grown through it, arching around us.

      “Apparently, Roarke should stop assuming shit,” Seth mutters.

      “They were educated conclusions, and it wouldn’t have mattered if she came here earlier. The magic apparently needed all of us in the same place, and until now, one of us has always been busy. We were the key, all five of us.”

      There’s no other side in sight, and the floor gives way to a steep staircase that twists and spirals in a snake-like pattern, but there must be light somewhere down there because it bounces and ricochets enough to keep us from tripping.

      The air cools further with each step we take, each breath refreshing and tinged with the scent of something sweet and smooth, sliding down my throat and over my skin. Not quite honey, though that’s the best word for it.

      “Can you smell that?” I ask Killian.

      “What?” Killian counters.

      “I can smell honey.”

      “It’s the glass.”

      “The glass smells like honey?” I press, just to be sure.

      “It smells like you,” they chorus.

      “Me? I smell like honey?”

      But the idea is lost as we step into a cave. Granite like the boulders outside forms the majority of the walls, making the space much darker, but still lit up by light through a doorway. Tree roots thread through the black stone, cracked and rough, with chunks fallen on the floor. A trickle of water about the same size as the one coming out from underneath the tree root on the surface flows over them and cascades gently out a stone archway on the other side.

      “Is that the same water as on the surface?” I ask. It’s flowing in a strikingly similar way.

      Roarke runs his fingers over the wet stones, feeling the water, then smelling it.

      “Yes, this is the same as the one above. Just water flowing through lava tubes.”

      “Are we in the right place, then?” I ask, my heart aching with the idea that we’ve found nothing more than drinking water and a pretty cave.

      Roarke turns and points out the arched doorway and down the cascading steps. He follows his own pointing, his finger tracing the path of the water with a serious thinking face etched into his features.

      We shadow him, disturbing a swarm of some kind of glowing bugs that flit about us wildly before settling against the glass dome over our heads. I lean back into whichever Elorsin is behind and just stare.

      “Firedragons,” Seth whispers in my ear. “Not much better than flies, but they glow.”

      “And they’re not supposed to live in the north at all,” Roarke mutters.

      Their wings are delicate like a dragonfly, but their bodies are almost too small to make out features – helped by their bright glow. Not all of them are glowing, though, and one darts past my face looking ready to bite.

      With a tiny forked tail and little spines down its back, it is a little dragon-ish. “They’re cute.”

      I hold my hand out, but Seth wraps his fingers around it and quickly closes my fist.

      “Nope, not sure mortals and firedragons would get along,” he says, pushing me down the wide steps.

      The water trickles steadily over a series of long shallow steps, over moss-covered rocks, and into a well.

      Roarke stoops down and runs his fingers through the surface of the well. “This is the Spring.”

      “How can you tell?” I ask since it looks like ordinary water to me.

      “Come here,” he says, taking my hand and leading me out through the arch. I turn in a circle, piecing together my surroundings.

      My bare toes brush over the moss-covered rocks, triggering a flash of memory – of me as a baby, right here on these stones.

      “This is it,” I whisper. “The Spring she put me in.”

      Roarke guides me to the big round pool’s edge. The thing is black with depth and completely still, almost giving the illusion that it’s also made from solid glass. I squat down and dip my fingers in just to check – yep, water.

      If it wasn’t scaring the crap out of me, it would be the perfect size for us all to sit back and relax in.

      Naked.

      Preferably naked.

      Killian crouches on the other side of me, chuckles, and taps the side of my head. “Shhh.”

      “Agreed,” Roarke adds. “What does the water feel like?”

      “It feels like water,” I say.

      “It doesn’t feel, ah, foreign to you?”

      Seth kneels on the other side of the pool, cupping some water and then letting it trickle from his fingers. “It feels... hostile.”

      “How can water be hostile?”

      Pax kneels and leans forwards to lick the surface.

      I screw up my brow and try not to laugh at him.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      He turns his head, and I realize I’m talking to Thane.

      “Right, sorry, go ahead, drink the water.”

      He dips his tongue in once then straightens, saying, “It’s alive.”

      I close my eyes and breathe deeply, trying to feel beyond the Power Blocker and beyond the bubble, if that’s even possible. Everything is muted, like functioning in the middle of having the flu or someone has stuffed the world with cotton-tufted wool.

      I reach out and ask, Are you there? Are you alive?

      The walls around us feel like they could be humming, but I can’t be sure. All I’m getting through the layers of magic is a prickling sensation down my spine.

      But that’s not good enough. We’ve found the spring, but I’m down to one step. Do I even have enough time for Roarke to experiment with potions?

      Hear me – speak to me, I beg and get a sharp pang of pain for my efforts. Obviously using Allure the wrong way, again.

      Roarke releases my hand, and instantly, my wall throws me against him, hard enough to topple us both over. Landing with a hard thud on the steps.

      He lands sprawled on his back, and I’m draped over the top of him.

      “Sorry,” I begin, losing the last syllable when Killian leans down, wraps an arm around my waist, and yanks me to his chest.

      There’s a little stiffness to the way Roarke gets up, but all of his attention is still on me.

      My feet brush the stone, then Killian commands, “Move.”

      He unwraps his arms from around me, and my wall smacks into my cheek, smooshing one side of my face flat.

      “Bad news,” I say.

      Killian shoves me in the back, the motion first giving me more space, then sends me hurtling into the solid surface. It’s unrelenting and chuckin’ hurts, and I’m not at all comforted by the fact that Killian catches me before I land on my ass.

      I groan and rub my cheek. “No steps.”

      In all of that, Pax has rushed over, and suddenly, he has one hand on the back of my neck, pressing me into his chest, the other gripping Killian’s arm with white knuckles.

      “No steps,” he whispers, disbelieving.

      “The last breath of the one who does not belong. A shard from the barrier that protects us all. Return the soul to the place of its origin. The black depths. Five beats. And the water to wash the walls away,” Roarke mutters.

      “And the water to wash the walls away,” I repeat. The solution almost knocks the wind out of me. “I have to go into the Spring.”

      “We don’t know when, or if, she’ll come back out,” Roarke argues, not with me but with Pax. “We might not see her for another hundred years – if ever. She died the last time, and there’s no well on the mortal side to let her out anymore.”

      I dig my toes in and manage to turn in Pax’s arms, looking across at Seth, his face drawn and eyes glossy. Roarke is mustering every argument he can think of. Killian might actually shatter his own teeth. And Pax.

      Pax is shaking.

      His fingers are trembling, breath skimming over the top of my head in shaky gasps.

      Roarke keeps talking, arguing for and against the idea at the same time.

      None of them notice me angling towards the Spring. Shifting Pax slightly. Finding a paver in the path to wedge my foot against.

      Setting myself into the exact position I need before I interrupt them, “Right, guys. This is how it is – you saved my life that day at the Manor, and I love you in this crazy deep way that I can never explain, but I’m going into that Spring –” I launch myself before the words have left my mouth.

      I’m expecting Pax to pull me back, and maybe the only reason he doesn’t is because his hands are shaking so badly. My toes slide into the water, falling through without any resistance.

      There should be resistance – there should be a wall.

      But there isn’t, and as I slip beneath the surface I realize it’s because all four Elorsins have dived into the Spring with me.

      Pax smashes into me, basically pushing me further under and managing to knock the air from my lungs at the same time. The water sucks us down, and in an instant, we’re too deep. Surrounded by endless black. There never were any walls, like the edges of the Spring on the surface fail to correspond to any sides underneath. It could go on forever down here – not that it matters.

      Seth and Roarke and Killian reach out, wrapping their arms around us in a ball and almost crushing me. All of them are kicking and struggling toward the surface.

      And all of them fail as we sink endlessly.

      The light fades to murky shades of gray, then black. I don’t realize my eyes are still open until there’s a light – silver and pulsing – in the distance, floating towards us. All of my guys give up trying to kick for the surface and turn to stare at it. I can’t make out their features, just sense their silhouettes. Sense the way we’re suspended in the water too far down to even know which way is up anymore.

      My lungs burn, and the last bubble of air escapes my lips.

      Then nothing, and the weird little light thing isn’t enough to keep my body happy without air, no matter how curious I am as it begins to bob and dance in excitement. Not Seth-style excitement, more like Killian-style excitement. A little hesitant and a lot like this is going to end in pain.

      Pax lights up in my mind first. Or not my mind, my senses. Killian explained it once, long ago, but the important thing is I can feel Pax again.

      Commander. One. Holding my right hand and alive with rushes of static and strength. The urge to bury my nose in his shirt and smell his vanilla scent is very real – and also very impossible.

      Two. Seth, my Sethy. He’s behind my right shoulder with a fistful of my shirt in one hand and a tight grip on my waistband in the other.

      Three. Roarke is beside him, alive with the weight of knowledge and wisdom and regret.

      Four. Killian is on my left and angled a little in front of me, with his hand reaching back and pressing flat to my stomach as if prepared to push me away from the little light thingy.

      All four of them.

      All in their order.

      I’m completely weightless. The bubble’s gone. The potion is gone. In a strange way, I’m free.

      My lungs collapse.

      My eyes close.

      And my mind holds one last thought for the guys I love before failing to think at all.
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      She jumped into the Spring!

      So we jump in after her.

      Time fails to hold, even as I struggle with it. Slowing it, slowing it, but not halting it, and then slipping from my grip entirely.

      As soon as I’m in the water, I pull myself close, grab Seth’s arm, and secure us both in a tight ball around her. Killian even grabs her hair and tries to kick with us to the surface.

      But we’re sinking like a magnet is pulling at our feet. He lets go of her hair and forces an arm between us all to press firmly against her abdomen, all of us trying to be close.

      As grief rips through me, my power locks on to her soul. The potion is wearing off. I’m grateful that I can feel this close to her, and I hope that she can feel me too – then guilt kicks me in the chest for assuming we’re not going to survive this. My power has already begun to slip through my grip, so I let it. Releasing the holds so it can spread and stretch. Filling the space around Kitten.

      And knowing without a doubt that her only desire right now is to be with us.

      There is no way I wouldn’t want to feel her last breath. To savor each second. No matter how painful. No matter if it kills me to be here.

      We stop sinking and suspend in the darkness. None of us can manage to kick to the surface – the Spring won’t let us.

      Alone – except for the spark of a small light in the distance. Which is strange. It advances, and all of us shift to watch it. It hovers, watching us too.

      It’s a Silvari soul.

      Kitten’s heart pumps its last beat. The final moment of her life. Her body limp in our arms. Her desires gone.

      Leaving her hollow and empty.

      Killian screams, the sound eaten by the depths. He tries desperately to kick, thrashing and pushing toward what would be the surface. We all do our best to help him, just one last time. But it’s no good – Kitten is stuck here. Held in place by something more powerful than us.

      Once again, we stop and hover.

      The soul edges closer. Tiny – like that of a child’s – and swirling in an odd half moon shape – like it’s broken. Stopping about an arm’s length away, and it doesn’t look particularly happy. My lungs are burning, and my head is pounding from the pressure. I’m pretty sure none of us are going to try to reach the surface, and the pretty light acts as a nice distraction on our way to our deaths.

      The thing flits left, then right, then smashes between us and right into Kitten. Throwing us back.

      I tumble and immediately start kicking and reaching for her. I can’t see the others, thrown into the darkness too, but I can see her – because she’s glowing with silver light from fingertips to toes. Her body is splayed out and motionless.

      Then her chest lifts, struggles, trying to inhale, and her desire for air slams into me so hard that I curl up against the ferociousness of her feelings before I can get myself together and swim for her.

      Desire fills my world again. All of us rushing. Struggling. Knowing the surface is so far up. Knowing that she’s alive right this second and in another second she could bloody drown – again.

      As soon as we reach her a current of water wraps around us. It twists and pushes us all to the surface so hard and fast that we’re suddenly in the air – then crashing back down. The water splashes under our weight, but this time we float. Which is ideal. Sinking would be counterproductive right now. I clamber to Kitten’s side first, Pax a second later, both of us seizing her and pulling her to the edge.

      Killian and Seth are already there, and they haul her out and lay her on the mossy path.

      I struggle over the edge, my heavy pants making every movement clumsy.

      Her eyes are open, her breaths shallow but even, and she’s looking straight up at the firedragons on the ceiling.
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        No Bubble

      

      

      I’m alive?

      I know I felt death – being compressed into a non-existence. I know I was gone.

      But now I’m not… not gone, but am I actually alive?

      Because if this is alive, it’s chuckin’ weird. There are long thin lines – glowing lines – everywhere. From Killian to Seth, Seth to Pax, all of them to me. Every-chuckin’-where.

      And the smells.

      My nose is broken, for sure. Cherries and old books and vanilla and leather. All at once. All distinct and yet on top of each other. And mixed in with so many others. Ash and cinnamon and spiced apples and honey. So many.

      I can feel my Elorsins. Like they’re alive, which is stupid because I know they’re alive. Alive and leaning over me with worried expressions.

      Pax’s hand is pressed to my chest, feeling the rise and fall of my breaths. His golden eyes are focused on his hand and blinking hard to clear tears. Overlapping him is the almost translucent outline of Thane.

      You can see me? – he asks.

      But I’m in too much of a daze to answer.

      “Is the bubble gone?” Seth asks.

      Then they all run away. Gone. I struggle, gasping even though the air hasn’t altered. Looking. Searching. Freaking-the-chuck-out.

      Where the chuck did they go!

      The answer – as far away as possible. They each touch the furthest possible surface, then race back before I’ve managed to sit up. Just gasping, just struggling. The world dims before my eyes, the threads and colors fade, Thane vanishes, and the intensity settles to normal.

      “Help her up?” Seth suggests.

      They grab at me, all at once, and I jolt with the sudden movement.

      “Beautiful,” Pax says, drawing me into his arms.

      He still has a vanilla scent, but not in the overwhelming depths that I could sense a moment ago. His breaths are long and heavy with relief, and his chest is rumbling with Thane’s presence. Like me existing is allowing them to exist. I hold on to him as firmly as my shaken body will allow.

      When he relaxes the slightest bit, Seth claims me. Turning me and at the same time stepping in to take Pax’s place. I reach for his cheeks, cupping them in both hands and meeting his intense sapphire eyes. Water is still trickling from his hair over his face and the guy could definitely do with a shave, but it’s those eyes that hold all of my attention.

      “Vexy,” he whispers, then leans in to press quick kisses over my cheeks, my forehead, and down to my lips. “Just let me kiss you.”

      His power gently teases at me, and a cherry-orange scent drapes through my awareness, then he eases me away from his grip and firmly into Killian’s.

      Killian picks me up, my legs wrapping around his waist and locking into place. The air is cold by the time it hits my lungs, icy and tasting like the man and his ever present Darkness.

      His forehead rests against mine, a deep groan on his exhale. The sound sends shivers down my spine. We both let our eyes drift closed, just leaning into each other, feeling each other. Alive. Alive.

      Until Roarke lifts me from Killian, and I naturally wrap my legs around him too. I fall into his kiss – letting the desire wash over me. Not lust, but soul-deep need, and the two of us stop breathing to keep our lips together for as long as possible.

      His power wraps around me, warming me from the inside out.

      It smells like purple.

      No, wait – it feels like purple?

      Whatever it is it makes me think of purple, roses and lilies.

      He stops suddenly, pretty much dropping me to my own two feet.

      “I don’t have my power reined in. I can’t. This water isn’t letting me,” he says with wide eyes – like he just realized it.

      Pax steps in close behind me, his fingers trailing over the exposed skin on my neck. Roarke nods, like there was a question in Pax’s eyes that I didn’t get to see.

      Power slams into me, and I drop to my knees – hard. Lightning rushes through my every muscle in breath-staggering pulses. My hands brace against the stones of the path as my mind stutters and reels.

      Then it’s gone.

      Slowly, weakly, I begin to pull myself to my feet.

      “Wait,” Killian barks, and no one moves to help me. “Let her do it.”

      “What was that for?” I demand, my voice thin and strained.

      Getting up is step one. Facing them is step two. Slapping each of them one after the other is step three. I like this plan.

      Pax grabs me by my ripped-up shirt. I try to turn, and when that fails, I try a combination of leaning back and twisting to look up, but before I can work out what the bralls is going on, his lips are on mine. Needing is an understatement. Devouring isn’t even close. One arm braces me, the other trails down over my chest. Searching for the hem of my shirt then sliding under it to find skin. I’m wrapped up in his arms. Pinned with my back to his chest. Unable to move, his hands searching for a connection with as much skin as possible.

      “Again,” Killian orders.

      Pax’s power smashes into me – only this time the world goes black.
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        * * *

      

      The second I’m aware of my body, I throw out a fist and hit something. Something that’s the exact right amount of hard and soft to be a person.

      My person.

      Pax, by the sound of the growl. My eyes snap open as he lets go of my legs and my feet hit the ground. Looks like he was trying to carry me, but now he has one arm around my back and the other rubbing his jaw.

      “She’s already awake?” Seth asks.

      “No,” I mutter, testing my strength to make sure I can stand before pushing myself away from Pax.

      We’ve just left the glass tunnel to the Spring, and behind my four guys the walls shatter and reform – solid and smooth and impenetrable once more.

      “Guys,” Roarke says, his tone blanched. We all turn, my state of awake and Pax’s state of having-been-punched-in-the-jaw forgotten. “The defenses are down. Wisdom gate and all the domain wards are gone. We’re sitting ducks.”

      “This was in the plan,” Seth says, rolling his shoulders and stretching his neck, ready for a fight.

      “Not yet,” Pax says. “Did we do this, or someone else?”

      They close in around me, Pax at the back with his arm draped over my chest and Killian at the front.

      “I don’t know. We could have disrupted the magic when we went into the Spring, or someone powerful could have countered it. They’re not here yet though. Domain is empty,” Roarke says.

      “Agreed,” Killian rumbles, marching towards the cottage. “Let them come.”

      “Them who?” I demand.

      “The Sabers hunting you since we left the White Castle,” Roarke answers.

      “Someone’s been hunting me?”

      Seth chuckles. “You didn’t notice?”

      “No,” I snap. “We were all being chased – not just me – and you killed them.”

      Silence.

      “You did kill them?”

      “Not all of them,” Pax deadpans.

      “We need to leave,” Roarke says.

      “We dig in,” Killian counters.

      “We don’t know what Kitten can handle right now.”

      “Pax just hit her with everything he has,” Killian argues, the two of them continuing to toss their points back and forth.

      “And it knocked her out!”

      “For two seconds.”

      “Guys,” I shout. “I’m wet, cold, hungry, and busting for the toilet. Let’s do those things first?”

      “Seth and Roarke, saddle the horses and bring them to the door. Killian, ward the house – we’ll be safe inside.”

      Killian pauses to tilt his head toward the sky and inhale deeply.

      “It’ll be here soon,” he says, then Seth and Roarke break off, running towards the horseyard.

      Inside the cottage it’s clear exactly how relaxed we’ve become. The boots are scattered, bags everywhere, a cloak over the back of one couch, a bow leaning against the window. Pax grabs my hand and rushes up the stairs, marching for the bathroom. He practically pushes me toward the toilet, lets go of my hand, then hovers beside me.

      I turn slowly, arms folded over my chest. “I don’t pee on command.”

      A slow smile crosses his features, reaching up to his eyes and easing the tense set to his shoulders.

      “And you can’t make me,” I add.

      I tilt my head a little to the side, searching for that shadowy-double of Thane that I saw by the Spring, but it’s not there.

      “I won’t watch,” he says, turning his back.

      I press my palms to his shoulder blades and push him out of the bathroom’s alcove. No time like the present to create boundaries.

      “Or you could wait out here,” I say.

      But he follows me back into the room, right behind me, his exhales dancing across my neck. “I can’t be that far away from you,” he says softly.

      I find my insides relaxing a little – because honestly, I don’t want him to be that far away from me. But no amount of being stuck with these guys has made going to the toilet in their presence any easier.

      His fingers trace down my arm, skimming over the rough bandage made from Seth’s shirt. They sting each time I move my arms, and I definitely am not savoring the sensation as much as when I was affected by the Power Blocker.

      “I’m sorry,” he says.

      “Just don’t expect me to have the same reaction next time,” I tell him.

      His lips press to the back of my head, so gentle, so controlled, so faking it. His hands settle on my hips, the weight of them comforting. Our layers of wet clothes stick to each other, but I don’t care.

      “I’m going to fix it, Beautiful – Shade. We’re getting out of here, then we’re going somewhere safe. Whatever it takes.”

      “You can’t make that kind of promise to yourself. There are a million more dangers in this world, and we still have a job to do.”

      “Fine,” he says, sliding his hands a little higher and gripping a little tighter. “If I can fix it, though, I will.”

      Then he moves away, and I really don’t have an argument to that, so I don’t stop him. Which leaves staring at the toilet – which I really need to use.

      “I’ll pack, you do you,” he says, followed by the sounds of bags being picked up and dumped onto the bed.

      Zippers and clothes being stuffed and buckles knocking against each other.

      I pee while he’s busy, not bothering to put my wet pants back on when I’m only going to be taking them off on the other side of the room.

      He reads my mind, tossing dry clothes over his shoulder. He yanks his own shirt over his head, slipping into a dry one.

      “Take only what you need from Eydis’ stuff,” he says, changing his pants and kicking a bag across the floor.

      The guy gives new definition to multi-tasking in a rush. The canvas bag settles by my foot. Eydis’ rack of clothes was in perfectly neat order when we arrived. White robes at the front, a handful of more common clothes in my size at the back. I’ve worn several items already, most of them stuffed in the bag beside my foot. My bag – because Seth went shopping in Lackshir. All of them did.

      Now Eydis’ things are a mess. The drawers half-opened, items spilling out, and all of the clothes rearranged when the guys scented them. I open the zip and empty the woman’s breastbands and braies in on top of the other stuff. The only things left in the drawer are rectangles of monthly cloth – that look brand new. Did the woman never have a period?

      I tumble the math through my mind – because this kind of thing is going to be a pain in the ass on the road.

      Almost two weeks at the White Castle, but we weren’t on the road for a full week, and we haven’t been here for a full week either. Not exactly an accurate guess, but that makes almost four weeks in Silva. I close my eyes, trying to replay my last cycle – well, not replay it, just pin down what moon phase at the time. The moon was dark, so my rough guess is any day now.

      My stomach sours at the idea – though at least there’s no bubble. I would have died of embarrassment if the guys had to share those moments with me.

      I shove all of Eydis’ monthly supplies into the pack. Followed by the last outfit hanging on the rack.

      “Where’s your cloak?” Pax asks.

      “Downstairs.”

      He grabs the bags and heads for the door.

      “Keep close,” he says, but I’m already in his wake with my own bag in my hands.

      Everything is lined neatly beside the door. The feel of magic is heavy across the perimeter of the cottage – something I’d never noticed before.

      Seth and Roarke tie the horses to the veranda railing and hurry inside.

      “How is she doing?” Roarke asks, seeking me out as soon as he’s inside.

      “She is doing fine,” I say.

      ”Fine,” Killian chuffs.

      “Why?” I demand, feeling a little left out of the conversation.

      “Can I try?” Roarke asks, looking directly at Pax and just waiting.

      “Now’s as good a time as any to find out what she can handle,” Seth says, dragging one of the seats around to face the window.

      “Um,” I say, walking backwards and putting the larger couch between me and them all. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “His power is harder on the body than Pax’s,” Seth offers, lining arrows neatly along the wall. He notches one, then puts his feet up on the windowsill and almost lazily scans over the edge of the forest.

      My mind flashes with the sights, sounds, and feelings of the last time Roarke hit me with his power. It involved me falling flat on my back on the floor and moaning in ecstasy. I don’t need an audience for that.

      “Not happening,” I growl. “Don’t we have to leave?”

      “If we have to fight, Kitten, we’d like to know what we can do with our power. The last time I Allured near you, you almost died.”

      Roarke moves to the left, so I move to the right. Him trying to get around the couch to me, and me trying to keep the furniture between us.

      “Then don’t fight near me. You guys fight out there, and I’ll stay in here,” I argue.

      “Do it,” Pax says.

      Thane adding, “Sorry, Beautiful.”

      I stop running and stare at them, my gaze hitting his and stopping my heartbeat. Thane’s outline is there then gone as the world falls out from beneath me, and heat rushes through every part of my existence.

      I drop to my knees, but instead of hitting hard wood, it feels like fresh-cut roses cushion my fall, sweet and delicate and intoxicating as my eyes roll back and desire fills me. I can feel the way Roarke has opened the door, but the heat inside me is all mine. Want and need instantly entangle, then get buried under the urge to have my hands all over him, and his hands all over me. My body responds.

      My muscles move on their own accord, launching me to my feet. I’m across the room and slamming into Roarke with the fire still raging through me. My legs wrap around him in mid air, putting us hip-to-hip as we hit the ground. My hands pull at his wet shirt, tearing it off him. Each button pops in quick succession, and only the leather manages to hold fast. Doesn’t matter, my hands slide down his bare chest as his fingers thread through my hair. I kiss him hard, without fear or worry or even a second thought to the three other brothers also in the room…

      Until someone yanks me back.

      I kick and struggle, pushing at the big arm around my middle. “Let me go.”

      Roarke climbs to his feet, his breath heavy. He staggers across to the empty single seater and falls backwards into it.

      That’s when I realize Seth is laughing, and Pax is smiling far too wide, given his mate just tried to have sex with his brother right in front of him. And if I’m being honest with myself here – I wasn’t going to stop.

      “Sit,” Killian says, dropping me onto the couch.

      Pax runs his fingers over my forehead, snagging into my hair and tilting my head backwards to look up at him.

      “It’s okay, Beautiful,” he says, then lets me go.

      Okay? By whose standard? What if I think it’s not? I actually didn’t want to get my clothes off just then, I said no, and Roarke’s power still took complete advantage of me? Why don’t I get a say in this?

      I stand, straightening my clothes, and march toward the door.

      “Where are you going?” they all demand.

      “For some space – I can do that now. No bubble, remember,” I say, gripping the handle.

      “She can’t get out,” Roarke says, right as I yank it open – and walk out.

      “Get her,” Pax snaps.

      “Shadow, stop,” Killian booms.

      Four men chase after me, catching up as I get to the bottom of the stairs and stop among the tethered horses.

      I turn on them, teeth unclenching. “Go on, I dare you. Just one more of you come near me with your power, and I will tear your chuckin’ balls clean off.”

      They all stop, Killian smirking, and Seth with his hands up and out in surrender, a bow in one and three arrows in the other.

      “Can’t I be happy to be alive – just for a few hours?”

      “You can be happy inside,” Pax orders.

      “Not when you’re throwing your powers at me!”

      I could keep walking right now, and the idea feels so alien. I don’t need their permission, and they can’t stop me. I could turn and just walk off, or get on one of these horses and ride hard and fast in any direction I want. Just go.

      Not forever. Nope – just for a few minutes. A few hours. The time it takes to breathe and teach them a lesson.
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      “Kitten, get inside. I won’t go near you again,” I plead.

      If we’re going to stay here and keep the upper hand, we need to be inside. Whoever is watching needs to think we’re resting and dropping our guard. The ward I chose should muffle even our heartbeats. The idea is we take vantage points, get these Sabers to walk right up to the building, then we pick them off. One by one. Every last prisoner on our tails. The cottage would seem like an easy target, and that’s because it is. And every second we’re out here we’re easy targets.

      Killian gives up on diplomacy, and, with a frustrated grunt, he descends the stairs toward her. Which is a relief, since he’ll throw her over his shoulder and get her inside, and I won’t have to be the bad guy – again.

      The air shifts, and adrenaline pulses through my body. The slip of a powerful Concealer Potion moves like hot water spilling across the land. A warning, one beat before the first arrow is fired.

      “Duck,” I shout, grabbing Seth’s arm and dragging him down with me. “Concealer Potion.”

      Aeons, they could have been in the trees under that potion for days – weeks even. Just waiting. If they stayed in the same spot and didn’t try to move outside the potion’s parameters, we wouldn’t have noticed. But Concealing Potions can’t move. The person in them can’t get in or out, or fire a weapon, without breaking it. If anyone else is hiding – they need to reveal themselves before they can attack.

      But where are they? Up a tree, not on the ground. We searched the ground a million times.

      We didn’t search up the trees.

      The arrow embeds itself into the hindquarters of Kitten’s horse, the gelding crying out.

      “Cover her,” Pax growls, but we’ve already moved into positions.

      He launches himself over the railing, letting Thane have control, and as soon as they’re on all fours, he turns and vanishes underneath the cottage.

      Killian pushes Kitten into his shadow as I slow time, allowing my brothers to destroy the arrows midair. I even get enough of a gap to turn and yank the arrow from the poor gelding’s flesh.

      The arrows stop, and I let go of time, followed by an enemy’s scream of agony. I can’t see Thane in the trees, but I know it’s him who’s snuck around and begun to eliminate our attackers.

      “There’s more,” Killian growls. He grabs Kitten up by one arm and storms towards the stairs.

      I meet her gaze, just long enough to gauge that she’s uninjured, walking fine, no blood, no sign of pain. Killian’s fine. Seth’s fine.

      That sorted, I turn back to our surroundings. Focusing enough to slow and start time every few beats.

      “Fight or retreat?” Seth asks, adding, “I’ll put up a shield.”

      He waves his hand towards the stream, and two trees on the edge of the forest beyond it burst into flames that swirl and coil like a tornado.

      “Oh, that’s pretty,” he comments.

      “Can you control that?” I demand.

      “They weren’t supposed to set on fire!”

      “Then what was your plan?”

      “A wall of water,” he calls, the flames beginning to roar, but the smoke is being sucked high into the sky.

      I’ve seen him draw water up in a sheet before. It doesn’t stop the arrows, but it sure stops them from aiming at us.

      “Put them out then,” I shout.

      “There’s two of them! I mean, I’m good, but that’s pushing it. Let them burn, it could be helpful.”

      “Or it could surround us and burn us to death,” Kitten says, eyes wide and glued on the growing devastation.

      There may just be two flaming tornadoes, but the trees around them are catching and combusting too.

      We both look at Kitten. Her attention flickers to other trees, searching, stopping, searching again. Like she’s locking onto something – or someone.

      “You can see them?” I demand.

      She nods.

      “Like threads?” Killian asks.

      “They’re red – or violet, just colors in the trees.”

      “Bloodlust and desire,” Killian says, turning sharply.

      “She’s still using our powers?” Seth asks, clearly only partly concentrating on the issue with the fire. “I thought that was the bubble.”

      “Can you use Chaos? Can you help put that to use?” I ask, pointing between Seth, Kitten, and the fire racing up tree trunks and into canopies. “Or put the thing out before we asphyxiate?”

      “There’s no smoke,” she says, which gives me a little hit of unrelated excitement. I mean, the word asphyxiate isn’t terribly sophisticated, but the fact that it was so easily absorbed into her normal way of thinking makes her feel, somehow, mine.

      Wrong moment, I order myself. This is life or death, not the time to be falling in love.

      First problem, cover. Second problem, not being surrounded by fire. Third problem, fight or flight.

      Fourth problem, manage to form my feelings for Kitten into words before it’s too late.

      Preferably in that order.

      More screams fill the air. From Sabers in the fire or falling to Thane, I don’t know. Figures begin to emerge, hot with the desire to destroy. Four, nine, twelve, twenty, too many.

      “Fight or retreat?” Seth demands – exactly what I was thinking, just not at the top of my list.

      We’ve already lost our advantage. If we give up on the fire, we’ll be trapped, burned alive in the cottage. We would heal, slowly and painfully, but I can’t listen to Kitten’s screams as her skin melts off her muscles and her body turns to ash. It’s just fire, the kind all forests experience at some point, and not the magical kind that would burn this kingdom to the ground. If we can’t put it out, it will run its course to a natural or magical barrier. But that would be too late for us.

      The wind shifts, and the tornado of smoke that was building descends like a sudden blanket. Just like that, we have cover.

      “You’re welcome,” Seth says.

      “We’re still going to burn,” I point out.

      “We have to run. We have to get Pax and run,” Shade declares, turning towards her injured horse.

      Somewhere in the smoke a wolf yelps, growls, and kills something with a terrifying blood-curdling howl.

      “Thane,” Kitten squeaks, trying to run after the sound.

      Seth snags her waist just in time.

      “Fight,” Killian roars, rushing to our Alpha’s aid. Weapons materialize around him in wisps of Shadows. Spears, one after the other, that he launches in quick succession.

      “I’ll protect you both if you can deal with that fire,” I say, moving between Seth and the majority of the incoming Sabers, my sword drawn and my Allure bracing itself for the attack.

      Seth pulls Kitten in close to him.

      “Vexy, close your eyes. Concentrate and try to pay attention. If you can listen as well, that would be great,” he says.

      I snort – Seth and serious was never going to last long.

      He wraps himself around her, forming a shield at her back, the two of them behind the best cover we have – the horses.

      Desires map themselves over the land, singing a warning as five armed Sabers rush from behind the cottage.

      My sword is already in one hand, and I draw my dagger in my other, smiling. Finally, something I can kill.

      The first man, his rough servant’s cotton hinting that he’s not lived a Saber lifestyle in a long time, slashes, and I slip past his heavy strike. My power slows the movement, allowing me to step in close to his ear. I want to use my sword, but my power wants to see him fall at my feet far quicker than the dance of weapons allows. They’re not allowed near Kitten, no matter how rarely I use magic in straight battle. If I don’t need information, I enjoy swinging my blade – but not today.

      “Cease and fall,” I whisper, and he drops.

      Fear hits me hard – was that too loud. Did Kitten hear?

      But she’s still working with Seth, her eyes pinched shut and her hands raised. She didn’t hear me.

      I didn’t hurt her.

      Cold steel slices through my bicep, arcing with the spray of blood onto the ground. Because I was stupid enough to turn my back, to hesitate, to take my eyes off the attackers around me. Growling, I spin, sidestepping the swing of a short woman, and slash my blade up through her chest. She falls and a tall bald guy steps in her place.

      His broadsword glances off my blade, letting me get in close and avoid the attacker at my back.

      “Kill each other,” I whisper.

      I move out of their way. The three nearest Sabers attack and eliminate each other. The last man, the tall bald guy, staggers as he realizes what he’s done.

      “Cease and fall,” I say, turning and not waiting to see his body drop.

      Getting back to Kitten is more important, and dealing with the Saber who snuck behind me. She doesn’t see me coming though, frozen mid-step so my blade can embed through her back. I relax time, and her body slides smoothly from the steel to fall in a heap on the ground.

      “Fire’s out,” Seth calls, his arm hugging around Kitten, keeping her back to his chest.

      She has a sheen of sweat across her forehead, and she’s rubbing her chest, which is completely at odds with the smile on her face.

      At some point Seth lost his bow, but as he walks Kitten closer to me he hooks the toe of his boot under it and flicks it into the air, catching it with cocky ease.

      Pax and Killian are moving cautiously in our direction, appearing out of the smoke blood splattered and alive with battle aggression. Seth keeps pulling Kitten toward the cottage, while I push my power as far as it will go. I can’t reach the trees in every direction, but where I can reach is empty of the kind of desires attackers would possess.

      With all of those things in place, our current and projected safety, I sheath my short sword and press a hand firmly on my wounded arm.

      But my senses, and Killian’s, will fail to pick up more danger if Sabers are hiding under Concealing Potions.

      “She’s not here,” Pax growls.

      Naked Pax, because minutes ago Thane had control of the form.

      The problem with fighting partly as a wolf and then as a man is that your weapons get left behind. What Pax is holding now is black steel, Shadow-born.

      “Who isn’t here?” Kitten demands, looking at each of us in turn, then at my arm with wide-eyed fear.

      “Your arm,” is all Kitten manages.

      Ximena shimmers, a pulse of power knocking us all to our knees.

      “The Cataclysm isn’t here – but I bet she’s over there,” Seth says, springing to his feet and pointing directly at the border.

      The border booms again. Not being drained, not being siphoned. She’s too vicious for that. Eyv’s leaking Destruction into the powerful magic, forcing the border to fight back. She’s figured out how to use it against us.

      And with each boom, it’s clear she’s teasing us. Stalking.

      Hunting.

      Concealers slip to the north and south.

      “There’s too many. They’re playing us,” I say.

      “Fuck!” Killian barks, Shadows leaking from the whites of his eyes.

      “We can’t defend this position anymore, brother; we have to run.”

      “Commander,” Killian snaps. “Command.”

      “Split them up. Divide their forces, pick them off, retake the advantage – then regroup,” Pax orders.

      No one needs to say anything in response – we all agree.

      He turns sharply, face to face with me, teeth bared and barely any man left in his glowing eyes.

      “Protect her,” he growls. “Run.”

      Timing couldn’t have been better, though. Two hours ago and they’d have caught us with our pants down. But now – now we have a chance.
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      Thane is running, Killian right beside him swathed in Shadows and moving too fast to see details. They’re into the trees and out of sight before I can object.

      Roarke turns to the treeline, blood seeping between his fingers as he scans our surroundings – his sword drawn again.

      “Quick, Vexy,” Seth says, already running into the cottage.

      Get the gear, get it on the horses – I get the picture.

      I can’t tie shit onto horses; I have no chuckin’ idea how! So with my heart pounding and my head spinning, I carry, drag, and drop the bags at Seth’s feet. Roarke holds time, his skin growing pale as each second passes, and Seth ties the gear to the saddles. Within moments, they’re ready to go.

      The scent of burning forest sits heavily in the air, tainted by blood. Blood has a smell, and apparently, I don’t need to be near the body for the scent to be up my nose anymore.

      I dig through Killian’s bag and pull out a rumpled bandage. Used, then washed, then poorly packed away – but still a bandage.

      “Let me,” I tell Roarke, brushing his fingers out of the way.

      He doesn’t even flick his gaze in my direction, concentrating on our surroundings. I fumble with the wrapping, securing it slower than Killian, or any of them, but I’ve had much less practice. I’m always the practice.

      “Is he rideable?” Roarke asks, talking to Seth and not me.

      “Put her on Pax’s boy, it’s not worth the risk,” Seth calls back.

      “Get on Pax’s horse,” Roarke orders.

      “I’d worked that out,” I drone, moving to mount the big stallion.

      I struggle, adding riding lessons to the very top of my list of must-learn skills. Bandaging, controlling fire, and horse riding.

      “Stay between us,” Roarke says, clicking and kicking his horse forward.

      Roarke, with Killian’s horse trailing, rides on my left, and Seth, with my horse trailing, stays close to my right.

      But instantly, I see a problem.

      “We’re going the wrong way,” I shout. Pax and Killian are behind us.

      “They’ll catch up,” Seth shouts.

      “Trust us,” Roarke says, his voice soft, but somehow I still hear it over the thunder of five horses.

      Trusting them isn’t the problem, fear of losing them is, and I have to fight every instinct in me to just hold on and run away. Up the hill. Through the trees. Then parallel with the border.

      Hard and fast, until the Spring and the domain are out of sight behind us, and we can slow to a walk.

      “How will they find us?” I finally demand.

      The heavy smoke drapes us in darkness. Night slips around us, settling in and muffling the world.

      “I Allured our path, so no one else will track us,” Roarke says. “But Pax and Thane will always find their mate.”

      “We haven’t gone very far, Vexy. We need to be ready. They would have divided them into smaller groups, drawing them away from each other to pick them off or cut them down. The rest they’ll lead to us. Regaining the advantage. We used a similar tactic on the Eastern Coast fighting the Bidiyan Pirates.” Seth slips from his horse, still offering me a jumbled explanation, and motions for me to do the same.

      Roarke dismounts too, favoring his injured arm.

      “Is it bad?” I ask him.

      He shakes his head. “No, Kitten. Tie the horses over there, concealed in the trees.”

      In my usual style I offer him a ‘yes, boss’ salute, fumble trying to take his horse’s reins, then wait for him to pull something from his saddlebags before leading the animals away. All five horses end up in a cluster between two of the larger trees. If they can be quiet, between the trees and the darkness, no one will spot them. They’re tied secure, as ordered, with Seth double checking everything before turning his attention to me.

      “Vexy, straight up,” Seth says, pointing into the trees.

      “Why?”

      “So you’re safe when Killian and Pax come rushing in with arrows on their asses,” he says, cupping his hands and motioning for me to put my foot in them.

      “What are you –” I begin, but get cut off by a sudden lift and thrust as my whole body moves straight up.

      “Grab a hold of something,” he calls out.

      My arms wrap around a limb, and I force the rest of me to follow, kind of safe, hugging on for my dear-racing-heart life, and looking down at the horses and the ground. Way, way down on the ground. I’m up about as high as Eydis’ attic, and there’s no hope I’m getting down without help. Seth disappears up a tree to the left, and Roarke crouches low behind the tangle of a tree that fell so long ago that it’s overgrown with vines and bushes on the right. Both of them have arrows notched and ready to draw.

      Then we wait.

      And wait.

      Until pounding feet and a howling wolf break the silence. Thane comes into view first, rushing straight at us, between Seth and Roarke, then past the horses. He leaves them whinnying and protesting the predator.

      I hadn’t picked Killian for the running type, but he can move. He stops and stands his ground directly underneath me with the briefest glance up before his attention is on whatever is coming.

      “Plan?” Seth calls down.

      “Take them together,” Killian growls.

      “If we can’t keep the advantage here, move the fight to the west, and Roarke will get Shade out of here. We’ll regroup and repeat for as long as we have to,” Pax orders.

      Three women step out of the blades of moonlight right beside Killian. Just step out of it, like it’s a chuckin’ open door.

      For a split second, they look like they’ve taken him by surprise, but he spins and cuts the nearest woman down before she can even lift her weapon. Blood stains his blade as he turns to face the other two.

      Movement behind Killian snatches my attention. Darkness is blocking and attacking, attacking and blocking, all with his back to a new Saber approaching. The guy walks, without a hint of magic, directly towards the horses. I can’t see much of him, just the top of his head and his primitive leather armor.

      He’s not rushing, like he has all the time in the world and is rather enjoying the show. Each step brings him closer to my Killian.

      “Boo,” he says to the horses, making them skitter and whinny.

      I slip a dart from my wrist, aim at the guy’s throat and give it a flick. Lightning quick, he doesn’t just catch it but traces its path. His gaze lands squarely on me – chuck.

      Thane jumps over the backs of the animals, tackling the guy and ripping his throat out before moving on to someone else.

      Swallowing hard, I try to regain the ability to breathe. Eyes glued on the body of a Saber with seriously bad vibes, and who is now seriously dead.

      But he’s not alone.

      Five, ten, fifteen more Sabers. All using their powers or simply moving in like this is an orphanage and the dinner bell just rang.

      No, a menagerie. This is a noble’s exotic stable full of crazed carnivores, and we are dinner.

      They move through the light, make the ground tremor, or punch with fists that are on fire – as well as all the normal weapons. Swords, daggers, spears. I didn’t get to see what was happening at the cottage, too busy trying to follow the serious instructions among Seth’s jokes and put the fire out. Maybe that was a good thing because this is scary.

      Seth and Roarke don’t step into the fight until it’s pretty obvious that all the bad guys are here. Then the Elorsins close in, forcing the Sabers to cluster, slowing their movements, cutting them down.

      There’s only five left when a tree vanishes from the edge of my vision.

      Gone.

      Dust.

      Then another.

      A path begins to form. Taking Thane’s attention, and letting his opponent cut a clean slice across the wolf’s shoulder. He howls, rolling to the side, then struggling to his feet. Somewhere in the middle, he swaps places with Pax. And it’s a very naked man who stands, bleeding, to face the danger.

      Roarke’s a blur, suddenly behind Pax’s attacker. He jabs upwards into the Saber’s lower back so ruthlessly that the tip of his sword pokes out through the man's throat. Pax snatches up the dead guy’s sword, his face stone cold.

      Bile rises in my throat – but I refuse to become a problem. To draw attention or distract them in any way, and I doubt a wave of vomit falling out of a tree would be missed.

      Roarke moves around Pax like a dancing bodyguard. Clearing the way in a direct line toward the vanishing trees.

      I’m not sure it gets much worse than this. Me going into the Spring wasn’t even close because they were all safe. Right now, none of them are safe. Sure, they ended up with a smaller number of attackers, and between them they’re using the trees and the more confined space to their advantage. No archers raining down. No unknown ambushes. But seeing Pax stalk toward the trees, toward what must be the Cataclysm, plummets me to a new depth of fear and desperation.

      His left arm looks almost useless, but the sword he’s claimed in his right is held strong. An air of determination, of anger, of violence, floods the space around him. I’ve never seen him like this.

      Never seen him looking so scary.

      It’s wrong. It’s all so wrong.

      The wind whistles, rustling the trees and shifting the filtered rays of moonlight. Moonlight that Pax is suddenly standing in. ShimmerSeeds from the far left, where Killian was seconds away from killing them, suddenly vanish then reappear beside Pax.

      Slicing, without hesitation.

      Each cutting deep gashes open in Pax’s legs and dropping him to the ground. I choke, frozen, tears in my eyes and unable to move as they step back as if they’re not allowed to finish him.

      As if they’re doing this to torture me.

      Pax’s cries are strangled by a whimper from Thane, and slurred curses slip from his mouth as he tries to get back on his feet. But his legs are torn open! Of course, he can’t get up. Roarke throws himself between Pax and the Sabers, outnumbered and struggling.

      What can I do? What can I do?!

      My mind smashes against my skull, needing to do something, but there is nothing!

      And at the same time a bolt sails through the trees and slams into Killian’s shoulder. Not an arrow, not a spear, but something bigger. Into his shoulder and out the other side, tossing him back and embedding itself into the tree behind him. Spikes slice out in all directions, like thorns on a rose, making it impossible to slide it out. He grips the shaft and squeezes, cracking but not breaking it –

      Because it’s made of glass.

      Perfect. Beautiful Silvari glass stained with the blood of my Darkness.

      It’s all happening so quickly.

      The shooter saunters into view, cackling like a wild animal playing with its food, and he’s not alone. More people move out of the darkness, advancing closely behind the lead saunter-er.

      Where are all these people coming from?!

      Saunter into your face, I think, which makes no sense until his shoe laces tie themselves together, and the guy smashes to the ground face first.

      Seth chuckles – and I’m not sure if I caused the Chaos, or he did.

      Roarke is trying to defend Pax, but the two women have the upper hand, one kicking him behind the knees and the other clubbing him over the head. He falls hard.

      Not-getting-up kind of hard.

      I count five new Sabers, plus the four Sabers already underneath me, and the Cataclysm still making the trees turn to dust as they approach – and the only one of my guys still standing.

      Seth.

      Thane takes over in a flash of light made brighter by the heavy night. His limbs are the same kind of damaged as Pax’s were, though, so all he does is struggle and fail. He growls, snapping at the two nearest women, both holding long swords and moving in wide ready-to-strike arcs.

      My gaze darts from place to place, Elorsin to Elorsin and attacker to attacker, unable to take in fine details. Just Sabers, some in common enough clothing, others in sleek, body-contouring armor vests and leg guards and arm guards. It looks like thin black leather polished to an intense shine, but I can feel them, each and every one, and I know they’re made entirely of Silvari glass.

      A giddy rush spirals up inside me, but I have no chuckin’ idea why.

      Seth settles himself between Killian and Pax. The gap is too wide to defend them all, and the attackers begin circling around and between them. Taunting and playing.

      “Eyv, shall we eliminate them?” one of them calls into the trees.

      Seth, still in a fighting crouch, turns toward the disappearing trees, toward Eyv – whoever she is. Another flash and Pax is back in control – but the growling is still heavily Thane.

      The woman doesn’t disappoint. Typical tall and slender Saber, but her teeth are sharpened, maybe even by a metal file. Her nails are long and pointed, and her body is clad completely in glass.

      So much smooth, cool, humming Silvari glass.

      “I knew you’d let your guard down,” she sing-songs.

      I trace the edges of her armor, each bend, each curve, looking for the reason why it’s calling to me. My eyes stay on the glass, and the only way I know what any of them are doing is through what they’re saying – and through the humming.

      Eyv runs her open palms over her armor… my armor.

      Mine?

      “Yes,” she says, but she’s talking to Pax, and I’ve missed most of the conversation. “It took me a long time to find a material that lets me use my power without ending up naked too, and your Crown was more than happy to oblige. Did you know that, Silvari glass is impervious to all known magics? Not most of them, but all of them. I find that fascinating. Nothing else in this world can resist my power, no matter how strong – or how precious.”

      She stretches one arm out, and the instant she touches the nearest tree, it’s turned to dust.

      I have a sharp flash of a woman, heavy with child, in a marketplace, and a Saber brushing a finger over the belly and removing the baby.

      Pax growls, launching himself forward, but he falls to the ground, pulling at his barely healed legs with anger and frustration.

      Eyv ignores him. Ignores Killian spiked to a tree and Roarke on the ground too, as she walks towards Seth. Chaos raises his blade, ready.

      The sheen of her armor dances with the change in angle of the moonlight and the shadows.

      I feel Roarke stir, then suddenly, time stops. Everyone’s frozen, even Eyv.

      Seth rushes forward, sword swinging, ready to end her. I almost cheer, almost – then time slips back and Roarke sags. Seth slashes out, but the blade slips harmlessly over the armor, ringing like a high pitched bell into the forest.

      She brushes her fingertips over his clothes – gone. But he doesn’t back off, and the other Sabers watch the show. It’s their enthusiasm that screams the loudest, eager eyes and battle cries.

      This is wrong. It’s too dangerous. Seth’s too close.

      Pax cries out. Killian growls. Roarke pushes himself to his knees – hugging his head and straining his power.

      Time slows again but doesn’t stop. It doesn’t stop – and Seth’s blade is raised high before I realize she can still move. His whole chest is exposed as he tries to cut downward at her neck, a spot the armor has left vulnerable.

      But Seth’s too close. I can see it in the reflection on the armor: her hand outstretched toward his bare chest and the hair's breadth between them shining in the glass.

      In my glass.

      Mine – the word comes from within me. Like a mountain hearing an earthquake – its own rocks rumbling and crashing. But I’m not the mountain, and that word is not my own.

      Not mine, but truth.

      I accept it, and the knowledge echoes through me. Like my left hand finally realizing my right hand exists.

      Do it – that voice inside me rumbles.

      I don’t need the prompt because I finally see how I can help.

      My desires break free, asking the armor the stupidest question in history… but also the most obvious one.

      Can you break?

      It shatters.

      Can you shrink? Close in? Crush her?

      The glass responds – snapping closed. Razor edges mince skin, muscle, and bone before my eyes. Not a beat, or a blink, or a chance to change my mind.

      In a shower of blood and gore, the woman is gone. Her head and legs fall to the ground, the rest of her sliced into pieces. Very fine, very bloody pieces.
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      Agony claws at us – the man and me. My dark world inside his consciousness, all mist and shadows, is lit by a sole window. A view out of his mind at exactly what he is seeing.

      Exactly who he’s looking at.

      Eyv.

      Dead.

      She can’t be dead… –

      Pax ignores me, screaming and struggling with the same gut-wrenching realization.

      We’ve been waiting. We’ve been planning. We’ve been needing.

      The memories are too clear, too raw. The young, ambitious Cataclysm hanging delicately from Lucif’s arm. The Black Castle’s outer corridor was only partly covered, lavishly adorned in far-too-large embroideries, and ran between all the wings. Lucif’s and our own included.

      She was there. Day after day. Glimpses from a distance of black hair, muddy-brown eyes, and gifted silks. She always got my hackles up, but so did all of Lucif’s hand picked entourage.

      Even when I didn’t know she was stalking Jessamy.

      Even when Jessamy was out of sight, walking the village with Killian, exploring the market, we paced inside trying to convince ourselves that she was safe. She was safe.

      We were far from the castles and their political troubles.

      We were quiet and peaceful and forgettable.

      We were no threat.

      We should have been safe.

      No one is safe! –

      Not the baby, not Jessamy, not Tali – silver furred and gentle, writhing in the pain of loss. Her fawn colored eyes glazed with tears and her body raked in a fever so strong that Jessamy didn’t even have the strength to take form again.

      No one is ever safe – not until we kill them all.

      We need to kill them. Each and every one. Us. That should have been us! –

      It needed to be us. To feel her pulse. Tear the flesh from her neck. I needed to see her pain. I needed to feel that blood.

      We waited too long, hesitated to draw her out. Let her approach. Nevermind the damage that has made our legs almost fucking useless.

      The man and I were in agreement. None of that mattered so long as we could destroy the last Hyll.

      Let her get close, then sever her hands in two sharp blows. That’s how we took out the other Hylls. No hands. Then slow strangle or fast mutilation – depending on which one of us was in control.

      Pax crawls across the leaf-strewn forest floor. Dragging us within arms reach of the body. It was a fast mutilation for sure. Arms, legs, a head, and nothing from in between. The blood already smells ripe with rot, and the head lolls to the side to stare at us with dead eyes.

      “It needed to be us,” he growls low, grasping a fistful of leaves and crushing it hard enough to push blood and bits between his fingers.

      And now she is gone – but the hole in our soul remains.
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      Gone.

      I can barely breathe enough to accept the word – the truth.

      The woman who has hunted us, tortured Pax, ended his family and the lives of his loved ones, is dead.

      Pax cries out, like seeing her dead is the opposite of a relief. Dragging himself forward. Man, then wolf, then man again.

      Moonlight reflects off the stream of dark red blood across the forest floor. Crunched in Pax’s hand, a fist around the nothing that is left of her. It’s grief, I can hear it in his cries, but I can’t understand why, and I don’t linger to try.

      The other Sabers fill my mind in sharp clarity, two beside Roarke, two next to Pax, one in front of Killian.

      I ask the glass, And them?

      And the glass obeys.

      Eliminate – the voice inside me says, but I clamp it down hard.

      I have to concentrate.

      Just the bad guys, I try to hold that notion tight. Nothing else on my mind. One train of thought, one idea, this one desire. Go around my Elorsins – keep them safe.

      Unlike using Allure, this power doesn’t rip at my mind. But the way it calls to me – as it explodes out from the pieces of Eyv’s body, flowing around my guys but smashing into everyone else – takes everything in me to control. I don’t even dare to breathe. It flows like water, and I struggle to hold the current in my hand.

      Very sharp. Very deadly water.

      Around the horses, I whisper.

      I squeeze my eyes shut but still, somehow, feel the world through the movement of the glass. Everything is black and shimmering in my mind. Anything the glass brushes against paints outlines. Each Saber falling. Even the position of the leaves on the ground.

      My fingers slip from the branch, my body falling far too easily. This could be a problem, considering Seth threw me too far up to climb down, but if I let go of the glass, they’re all dead.

      So I let myself fall.

      “Seth,” Killian shouts.

      I feel Seth move. Feel him dive into the current because getting to me is more important than being cut to pieces. The glass bites into his skin.

      Around him! I shout. Always around him.

      The glass responds. Obeying. But it doesn’t want to stop. It’s furious, alive and aggressive and demanding action. To kill. To protect. The world is just black, but the shards cut lines of light in the dark, painting in detail each and every curve of his body in my mind.

      All too quickly, I reach the bottom. Even knowing Seth’s underneath me doesn’t prepare me, and I slam into his arms – hard.

      He buckles, his knees hitting the ground, cradling me down.

      “Vexy,” he whispers.

      I can’t respond. My body is locked up tight, my mind consumed by the connection.

      “Is the glass yours?” he asks.

      I offer a strangled noise that’s close to a confirmation but may also be a whimper.

      “Can you stop it?”

      Stop it? Why?

      They’re safe, I realize. My guys are the only ones left standing. There’s no one left to kill.

      They’re safe.

      Thank you.

      The glass falls to the ground, and I force my eyelids open. Seth’s deep blue gaze waits patiently to lock onto mine.

      “And breathe,” he says.

      Oh, I inhale, gasp, then try to inhale again without an exhale between.

      He lets me stand up, patting my back as I cough like an idiot who’s forgotten a basic life function.

      “Is she choking on air?” Roarke asks from my right.

      I manage to get myself under control and figure out what I’m looking at. Seth, straightening and supporting me despite being dotted with papercut trails of blood. Roarke is on my right with blood in his hair, standing but looking like he’s in pain.

      Killian wedges his foot against the tree and starts to push himself forwards. Forcing himself along the spike-covered bolt, he’s already made some progress. How long has he been doing that?!

      I gasp, which makes him pause, grunt, then keep going. Without thinking, I move toward him, but Seth grabs my shoulders, stopping me.

      “Wait, the glass,” he says, waving at the ground.

      It almost looks like snow, only more iridescent and deadly.

      Staggering and bleeding, Pax moves towards me without even looking, stepping onto the shards and instantly drawing blood but not slowing down.

      “Stop,” I gasp, holding my hands up at all my guys.

      Come to me? I ask the glass. The shards littering the ground hum to life. You too, I ask the spike in Killian’s shoulder, adding, gently.

      The weapon turns to liquid and flows into the air. Killian falls back against the tree, moaning in the most delicious thank-the-gods-for-that kind of way. The shards on the ground pool, flow, and join together, all moving to me. Not quite liquid, because it has sharp spikes rolling and moving, but similar.

      “What’s going on?” Seth asks, trying to pull me closer to him.

      His arm wraps around my shoulders as he steps back

      “I think I’m doing it,” I say.

      “I figured that, but what are you doing?”

      “Just.” I hold my arm out as I talk, and the glass rises, rolling over itself until it reaches me. The collection of armor and weapons condense down to nothing more than a single armband, then firm back to glass.

      After about thirty seconds of awe, Seth kisses my temple.

      “Are you hurt?” he asks.

      I shake my head, and he believes me, running to Killian’s aid.

      “The bleeding’s stopped,” Killian growls. “Help Pax.”

      “It’s not stopped,” Seth argues, putting pressure on the wound.

      “I’m with Pax,” Roarke says, moving towards the saddle bags first.

      Pax doesn’t seem to have gotten that letter since he’s still staggering toward me. He unfurls his fingers, letting the handful of bloody leaves fall to the ground.

      Roarke pulls out clothing from the first available bag and tosses what looks like one of Killian’s shirts to Seth. It’s quickly turned into a bandage as Roarke does the same for Pax, tearing a second shirt as he moves.

      I don’t know who to help.

      They’re all bleeding, even Seth from the slices left by the glass.

      Pax isn’t even slowing down, his gaze golden and the sharp lines of his face set intently on me. Like I’m more important than saving his own damn life.

      So much blood. So much pain. My insides want to rip right out to help the people I love.

      I have to help them all.

      Two things happen at once – first, it feels like my insides really do rip right out as power from within me slams into each of my guys. In an agonizing instant, I feel their muscles knit, their flesh repair, and the pain recede. Not that I do any of that, their bodies take full control. I’d simply pressed the power into them. Power I never knew I had and have no idea how to control.

      And thing number two – in the exact same moment, someone cuts me down from behind.

      The blade moves through me like a knife through butter. Sharp and sudden and earth shatteringly painful. Blood bubbles up and dribbles from my lips, strangling anything that might have sounded like a scream into nothing but a gurgle.

      Thinking becomes impossible as my knees buckle, and the attacker behind me laughs hysterically.

      Killian dives over me, pressing me to the ground with his body as a human shield. I can hear the frenzy, screaming and pain, but everything is black shadows and ice cold, and I can’t see a single thing.

      I ache being underneath him. Not seeing what’s happening. Not knowing if he’s being ripped to shreds right now. Why won’t he defend himself?!

      The Shadows coil and crawl back into Killian, and I can see my attacker was alone, his now headless body on the ground. Killian picks me up, and I sling one arm around his neck, the other failing to move at all. Pax takes what’s left of my shirt in his hands and rips the fabric open. Laying me bare. What’s left of me.

      “It’s mortal,” Killian growls.

      It’s the worst pain I’ve ever felt, that’s what it is. Worse than the almost peaceful death that the Spring offered.

      Searing. Burning. Shredding.

      Pax runs a finger down my spine. His touch is perfectly soft amidst the agony.

      My vision fades. Each breath comes shallower than the last, and the effort to take the next feels too great.

      “ – won’t save her,” Killian is saying.

      “We can heal her.” That’s Roarke.

      “Not this damage. No one can heal this kind of damage. Her shoulder’s almost detached, and her spine…”

      I try to dig my nails into his back. My death isn’t something they should be discussing without my input – but parts of me have stopped working, and muscle movement is high up on that list.

      Pax growls, and the land seems to vibrate, echoing him and bowing in submission. His hand presses against my skin, and power charges through me.

      Power and pain. My back arches like I’m being shredded from the inside out, which matches the feeling radiating from the outside in. I lie – it doesn’t match it at all. This is so much stronger. Like a current of magic is being pushed from his hand into my soul and firing out in all directions. Bones that I didn’t even realize were broken snap back into place. Heat runs along the long edges of the wound, burning with such intensity that I can’t even breathe, let alone scream.

      Just gasp and whimper. And cry.

      I feel Killian brace against the force, trying not to be pushed back as Pax presses so hard into my spine that I’m sure he’s about to break me in two. But I give in to the power, consciousness slipping away. My body goes limp, and Killian’s grip on me tightens.

      “Enough,” I hear him growl, but not an angry growl. A scared and desperate growl.

      “No,” Seth says, as he laces his fingers through mine.

      Roarke takes a hold of my other hand. “We have to fight.”

      Their touch ignites the little bit of struggle left in me – filling my gaps with their power. Each thread has its own feel, but they twine together to make a whole. I shouldn’t be able to see the threads, but they’re inside me, struggling to repair the damage. To keep me alive. Killian’s threads are ice-cold and blood red in color. Roarke’s fibers almost calmly search out my weaknesses, deep purple and thin as silk. Seth’s power stretches and snaps in every direction, demanding with a burnt orange intensity. And Pax, Pax is commanding my body into obedience, with deep forest green veins of power. I should be worried about their frantic screams, the way my body is jerking as their power rushes through me, all of that should worry me.

      But the pain is gone. And when that happens, death isn’t far away.

      Their heads bow to meet mine, forming a circle with me in the middle. For a split second, I’m sure this is the end – this is what accepting fate looks like. We’ve all been here once before, and things should be easier the second time around – shouldn’t they?

      But before defeat can latch on, the power pulsing through us doubles.

      The earth hums, and the trees, the air, the whole world vibrates.

      And I pass out.
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      I watch her fall. The ShimmerSeed is beside himself with joy, and before Beautiful’s torn body has even hit the ground, I control the form. Snapping and slashing, I tear toward the Saber. Time stops.

      That hole I thought I needed to fill with the death of every Hyll is torn right open – paling against this new pain. Holding her in the Spring hurt – but I took it all for granted when we pulled her out.

      I don’t need death – I need life.

      I need her life. Safe and whole and mine. I knew that. I lost sight of it, but I knew it, and now I want it back.

      The beat of my heart hammers harder than it ever has, forcing me to move faster. Faster. The short distance that was between us feels like eternity unfolding. Darkness uses the Shadows – appearing over Beautiful and throwing himself down as her shield, leaving his back exposed, but that won’t be a problem because I’m already leaping over the two of them. The ShimmerSeed is under my paws with satisfying, bone crushing impact.

      I sink my teeth into his throat, taste the thrum of a pulse, and savor that second when life ceases – exactly as it should be. I shake my head sharply, severing it from his body.

      Then turn sharply, in the same second as Pax pushes forward, and for a brief moment, we share time and space.

      She’s on the ground. The Darkness brother has her held in his Shadows, and his pure black gaze meets mine.

      Don’t take her – I beg

      “Don’t take her,” Pax echoes.

      She’s so broken. Blood stains the shirt, and her shoulder is at an angle that tells me the thing’s no longer connected by bone, possibly not even muscle.

      Killian picks her up, growling, “It’s mortal!”

      We ignore him, tearing her shirt to inspect the damage. Pax looks at the wound, gaping and losing blood at a rate even the strongest Saber can’t sustain. I see all of that too – but what I’m looking at is her back.

      Marred by lashings, the sight of which makes my skin prick with remembered pain. My gut twists, and my instincts pull with the desire to take retribution.

      That can’t be right.

      This can’t be her skin, her back – her past.

      There has to be a mistake.

      She’s ours. We would never have let this happen.

      Ours to hold, to protect, to keep – to save.

      Save her! –

      We stare Killian in the eye, saying, “Take her.”

      “It’s too late. The Veil queen can’t bring back the dead – taking her now won’t save her.”

      With one finger Pax traces her spine, drawing a line in the blood. Too much blood.

      “We can heal her,” Roarke declares.

      “Not this damage,” Killian argues. “No one can heal this kind of damage. Her shoulder’s almost detached, and her spine…”

      We’ve stopped listening, stopped caring. Seth and I both frozen in white-hot terror. Pax presses his palm to her spine, and without a single thought, I throw my soul into his.

      Hard.

      Power meeting power.

      And all of it is directed at the one thing in this world we want more than air itself.

      The hurting of just moments ago – watching the woman who murdered our family die before we could take our revenge – it feels so small, so distant, insignificant.

      Nothing else matters.

      She whimpers, but we push harder, feeling her body respond despite all odds. Respond and struggle. This has to work!

      But it’s just not enough.

      We’re not enough, and the fear unfolds that all we are doing is dragging out her pain. We’re making her last moments unbearable, but we can’t stop. The earth would shake itself apart, all life falling into the abyss, and it would be insignificant compared to this moment. To right now.

      “Enough,” Killian gasps – pleads.

      Seth grabs her hand – declaring, “No!”

      Life is meaningless unless we can fix this.

      Roarke grabs her other hand. “We have to fight.”

      Our heads bow to hers. One instant, we’re all fighting alone, struggling, desperate – and the next, the core of Silva ignites between us. Sabers. Pentad. Bonded. Mates. Whole.

      Alive.

      Gasping, we hold each other, our power pulling what it needs to repair the damage, knowing what it needs to do, and we simply try to stay on our feet.

      And it works.

      We can feel it, feel her gasping and whimpering settle into steady breaths while her heartbeat strengthens.

      But we don’t dare move until the magic releases us – then even a few more minutes after that.

      “It worked,” Roarke gasps, his forehead resting against her temple. “She’s alive.”

      “Vexy,” Seth stutters, gulping, maybe even crying somewhere under his exhausted panting.

      Killian rumbles, still holding her in the air, hard against his chest, and not looking like he’s ready to let her go – none of us are.

      The Spring chose her, then Silva chose her, but fuck them all because I chose her first.

      When I’m free from the most intense connection with Pax I have ever had, I shake myself up from the dark mist-covered floor of the inside of his mind and tilt my neck back to howl.

      If he had more energy, he’d be pissed at me – he has never liked me doing that.

      Instead, he offers Killian a nod that says, ‘Don’t let her go,’ then turns to inspect the body on the ground and the various parts of bodies strewn around.

      Beautiful is alive – just. Barely. It was too close. They’re all dead, and he’s itching to fight, to kill, to demand the world pay for his pain.

      He rolls his sword over in his hand again and again, pacing.

      Hurting.

      I flash an image of our Beautiful’s back into his mind, and instantly, he grabs at the distraction.

      There’s no one else to kill except Lucif or Lithael or whoever the hell is on the throne, but the Black Castle is too far away – and the man who left scars on Beautiful’s back is just beyond the border. Now that I know he’s there, know what he did, know what kind of monster he is, I can smell him, and the scent is begging me to hunt.
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      No one talks as Killian passes Kitten up and into Seth’s arms. Seth’s horse doesn’t even move, as if sensing how precious its new cargo is.

      She’s alive.

      My body aches, struggling against exhaustion that pulls all words from my mind before they can form on my lips.

      Doesn’t remove the relief.

      She has a steady heartbeat that doesn’t require my power to keep it pumping in her chest, and her lungs are drawing in easy breaths. But Aeons, if this woman dies one more time, it will be the end of me.

      Maybe this is my punishment for ending so many lives? Watching the one I love die again and again. Sounds about right.

      I tie Kitten’s horse behind mine. There could be more enemies in these trees, but we can’t be sure, so we can’t stay here.

      We also can’t stop looking at each other in disbelief.

      Just another impossible thing. Healers can fuel a Saber’s existing magic, but the Saber’s body does all the work, directing the power through its normal subconscious effort. Kitten managed to concentrate hard enough to direct my power into one single broken arm. It took every bit of mental strength she had, but she had to be the one to do it. We couldn’t have pulled it off if she was unconscious.

      Only, this time we did. Our powers knew her. They knew what to do.

      Pax and Thane are battling for control. The fact that he gets on a horse just marginally shows who’s winning. But where they’re going… that has everything to do with his Alpha need to protect. The Cataclysm is dead. Shade’s attacker is dead. That leaves only one more person he needs to remove. Killian throws himself onto his big black gelding, the animal turning in sharp, agitated circles, waiting for the rest of us to mount up and get moving.

      Seth’s already on his horse, with Kitten in his arms. It would be Pax, if Pax didn’t have something else on his mind. We circle round and head north. None of us able to, or daring to, speak.

      Not a single word.

      Disbelief is a powerful emotion.

      Pax stops his mount and doubles back past each of us, looking us in the eye for an argument, though none of us challenge him. He stops beside Kitten, runs a hand down her cheek, then clicks loudly and spurs his horse, Killian a whole beat behind him, straight for the border.

      Straight for the Manor.

      We always knew this would be his reaction after seeing Kitten’s scars. But on top of everything, not a single one of us wants to talk him out of it. Seth and I continue into the night.

      “About here?” Seth asks.

      I look around and nod.

      “Are you sure they’ll listen?”

      I nod again and move into the lead, walking straight into the Tangled Forest.

      Straight into vine territory.

      It doesn’t take long for the forest to grow too thick for the horses.

      “You want to let us through. The heart of your vines welcomes us as we mean you no harm and seek only protection,” I say, using the last of my Allure.

      I don’t think I’ve ever been this drained. This empty. Being healed used my power too. Then healing her – I would happily use everything for that.

      Everything.

      The vines resist but ultimately move aside, creating a path then settling back into place. We ride in until we can feel Ximena, then stop. The Silvari trees are just as tall here, except they’re covered in sentient vines – curious creatures that unfurl to investigate our intrusion.

      “A place to rest, please,” I try, and mostly fail to share our needs, fail to pull the magic.

      But the vines creep back, letting early morning light in and uncovering a small pond in the center of what must have once been a really big boulder. It’s worn almost flat now, just enough of a groove in the middle to hold water. The ground is mostly moss, and the vines hover nearby like a crowd of eager children and suspicious elders.

      I dismount and take Kitten from Seth, the guy giving a little grunt and slowly extending his arms. He’s ridden for hours with her, on top of the pain of being healed instantly, but that doesn’t slow him down. Before I’ve even settled Kitten on some moss, the guy has the horses secured and is pulling fresh clothes out of his bag.

      I crouch beside her, my hands trembling with hesitation. Her shirt is torn, and no doubt she’d appreciate having a new one on, but I’m not ready to look at the remnants of that damage.

      “Let me,” Seth says, squeezing my shoulder.

      Yep, even that muscle hurts. I back away, pace, then decide to rummage uselessly through the bags while Seth slips her out of the ruined shirt and into a fresh one. I’m not even sure what I’m looking for when my fingers brush glass. Wine.

      Two bottles, and in Seth’s bag – of course.

      I pull them out and rejoin him. The fresh shirt sits a little awkwardly and twisted on her, but it’s still a big improvement, except for the blood. Seth’s propped against the rough edge of the pool with Kitten in his arms.

      He points to the discarded rag and says, “I’m stuck.”

      Which is a solution to my issue with the blood. I grab the garment and realize he’s already dipped a clean corner into the pool. He must have washed her back, then sat with her and couldn’t reach to finish the job. Kneeling beside them, I wipe Kitten’s face and neck clean. Her breathing is steady under my touch, in too deep a sleep to stir. I wipe her hair back from her face, then drop the rag on the stone and offer him a drink.

      He gives me a lopsided smile, pops the cork with his teeth and sips loudly before asking,  “Is she in pain?”

      I sit by his side, close enough for her head to rest against my arm.

      “No,” I whisper, popping my own cork and lifting the bottle to my lips.

      I’m intending a sip, but the liquid is too smooth and refreshing. The bottle is almost gone before I know it.

      Seth chuckles at me and leans back.

      “This rock is the perfect height,” he says.

      I mumble in agreement and mirror his relaxed recline, my eyes drifting closed.

      “Was that your 50-50-90 rule?” he asks all of a sudden. I stare at him, completely taken by surprise until he goes on. “In the Spring. There was 50-50 chance we’d either sink or swim, and a 90 percent chance that life isn’t that simple and something was going to fuck up.”

      I snort and nod. That’s all I can manage.

      The silence doesn’t last long before he asks a new question. “Was it us going into the Spring that brought down the barrier?”

      “I’m going to pin it on that since I see no other logical force that could have brought it down without those Sabers slipping their Concealers first. It makes no sense.”

      Silence settles again, each of us just trying to breathe and sip. Breathe and sip.

      “We have to go back,” he says.

      “Where?”

      “To the White Castle. I can feel the pull.”

      “You don’t want to?” I ask.

      “Nope. I don’t want to move.”

      “Me either.” I search my mind for anything else of importance before reaching into my pocket and pulling out Kitten’s egg. I’m almost grateful that everything we needed was easily grabbed, then realization hits me, and I groan hard. “We have to go back for Eydis’ potions though.”

      “What potions?”

      “The ones we need to destroy Lithael’s souls. The ones Eydis had in the cellar. And the Spring itself. We can’t leave it unguarded.” I groan at the mammoth-sized problem I just dragged into the forefront of my mind.

      “It’ll be safe to go back tomorrow, nothing but bodies,” he says.

      I open my mouth to speak, and we end up saying the exact same thing, “Just not her.”

      “She’ll need to be at the White Castle eventually,” I state, a fact that leaves a bitter taste on my tongue. “The Castle’s calling to her too. It might have been the last piece to the puzzle that saved us.”

      “I felt it, that connecting bond. Does that make us the first genuine Pentad? I mean, how is it even possible that the magic could bind us this far from a Castle?”

      He’s right. Most Sabers are called to the gates of the castles. They’re technically stuck within a tight radius until their full team arrives – almost always triunes – then the Dignitaries preside over the moment they form a circle and try to bond. The complete triune is awarded a leader, recently termed a Commander, whoever is the only one left standing when the magic hits. And the magic did hit us, tripling our own power. A genuine pentad despite the loophole Pax formed in the lore.

      “I have no idea,” I admit. “But I hope Pax has a plan because I don’t want her there until she can stand on her own Saber feet.”

      “You and me both, brother.”

      Morning fades into noon, but the giant vines like the shadows and keep most of the forest in shade. The perfect temperature to nap, and Aeons, does my power need it. It would be better if Seth didn’t fidget so often, and if every breath and stir from Kitten didn’t jolt me awake.

      “Is she in pain?” Seth asks for the millionth time.

      “No,” I answer for the millionth time.

      I rub my head, brushing now dry blood from my hair. She healed us – it makes no sense.

      The mortal has had less than a day with her Saber soul, and she healed us.

      We’re alive because of her.
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      The world awakens in feelings first. The feel of Seth underneath me, a mallow that smells of citrus and cherries and is the only one of them broad enough to almost be a bed. Man-bed – maed. No, that can’t be right. Bed-man – Bam?

      I like bam, and I snuggle a little into him, noticing the smooth-as-silk sensation of glass on my wrist. I run my thumb across my fingers, just a little movement, feeling the way my muscles flex in the band.

      Someone makes a worried hum sound from my left – Roarke. “They’re back, Kitten, if you can open your eyes.”

      Do I have to?

      Two men and two horses approach. I’ve got no idea how deciphering rustles and thumps into four independent creatures moving over the soft earth became something I can do. Not four – five. Even though Pax and Thane only have one heartbeat, I can feel both of them.

      They stop nearby, dismounting with belt jingles and soft boot thumps, as one of the horses snorts and paws at the ground. I’m not sure where we are, but I feel like I’m down low, possibly even on the ground. The air’s cool and calm. Nothing but the gentle sounds of nature.

      Seth snorts, startling awake underneath me, and I open my eyes to Killian – not even a handspan from my face.

      He bares his teeth and growls. “Stop trying to die, or I’m going to kill you.”

      Then he marches off.

      Pax shoots me a fleeting glance from beside his mount but doesn’t approach. He stays by the horses, unbuckling some things and rearranging others with determination on his face. If he’s not going to come to me, then I have to go to him.

      So I try to sit up, only to have Roarke push me back into Seth’s arms saying, “Shhh.”

      “Shhh, yourself, Roarke. Why is Pax taking the bags off my horse and putting them on yours?”

      “Because yours is injured,” Seth says, his voice heavy and still sleepy underneath me. “Are you in pain?”

      He wraps his arm around me and settles me into my original position. He has one leg stretched long on the moss-covered ground, the other bent and tucked underneath my ass. With a sigh, he shifts to free his trapped leg and stretch it out.

      How long have we been here? Here, which appears to be some kind of cave made from vines.

      My hair lifts off my neck, and I realize Seth’s hooked it to the side to expose my neck, specifically the back of my neck. The gentle touch of his fingers sends a shiver down my spine.

      “Vexy, answer me, are you in pain?”

      ”No,” I say, shaking my head.

      I ache, but I wouldn’t call that pain, and I have a variety of experience to compare it to.

      Pax and Killian look not quite healthy, but certainly uninjured, as they work together to sort the horses out, and Roarke looks confused but otherwise fine. They’re talking in hushed tones between themselves and occasionally shooting glances across at me.

      They’re okay. Every single one of them is okay.

      “Why are we camping?” I ask, rolling onto my side and closing my eyes. Before I realize what I'm doing, I’ve begun to doze back off to sleep.

      Seth tucks my hair behind my ear and leans in to whisper, “Because we need to ride for the White Castle, and you need to ride somewhere safe to recover.”

      I sit up so sharply that my ass slips out of Seth’s lap and the rest of me follows. I land flat on my back beside him, sending a sharp bolt of pain from the base of my spine up to my left shoulder.

      I groan, my back arching, trying to roll onto my right side, struggling, and failing.

      Seth leans over me, lacing his hand along my spine and gently cradling me up and into his arms.

      I gasp as the pressure releases, and the ache subsides.

      “She’s fine,” Killian grunts.

      “She’s gone white,” Seth says, his hand cupping my cheek and his eyes searching mine.

      I swallow, forcing myself to concentrate on the pain. On the way it laces down from my shoulder through my back. Each rib echoing the remnants of damage. Concentrating helps me stay conscious, and I move my mind away from the parts of me that hurt to focus on things that don’t.

      I’m wearing Pax’s shirt – that’s nothing new, but I wasn’t wearing this particular light blue Silvari cotton garment when I passed out. I’m still in the same pants, though, with blood splatters stained permanently here and there. I run my fingers over my lips, looking for blood. Seth traces them with his thumb, soft, concerned.

      “We washed your face,” he says.

      Crap, he looks scared.

      The back of my shirt starts to lift, and I try to swivel. Cool air brushes against my skin followed quickly by Pax’s warm fingers.

      “Pax,” I gasp, squirming.

      He can’t see my back. I can’t deal with him losing his shit right now. His brothers need him – I need him.

      “Shhh, Kitten. He’s seen them,” Roarke says, kneeling on my other side.

      Killian doesn’t move, fixing a bow and arrows and a spare sword over the top of the packs.

      Pax’s fingers run down my spine, sparking tingles that fill my concentration.

      “Killian,” Pax rumbles, and finally, the big guy walks back over.

      The others make space, and before I know it, Killian starts pressing firmly into muscles that were barely ready for gentle – and may never be ready for firm. He kneads my shoulder joint, making the arm move, lifting it into the air. I hiss, but I don’t struggle.

      “Can someone please tell me what happened?” I ask when there’s a gap in the pain.

      “ShimmerSeed cut you down,” Killian provides. “You should be dead.”

      “Fuck being dead.”

      Seth chuckles, and Roarke runs a hand through his messy hair, with half a smile on his lips, but all four of my guys stare at me.

      “I mean it,” I say, adding a wince as Killian presses on my spine.

      “Do you need me?” Roarke asks.

      Killian fans both hands over my ribs, stopping me from being able to breathe.

      I snatch Roarke’s hand. For a long moment, no one says anything. Helped by the fact that I can’t breathe, and breathing is required for talking. Then the pain recedes, with the telltale white spots and sparkles of Allure.

      “Someone give me more details,” I demand the second I can breathe again.

      “Broadsword shattered your clavicle and scapula,” Killian says, pressing his fingers along my neck and over my shoulder. “Sliced through your left lung. Deflected off your lower ribs and just barely grazed your spine.”

      I shrug, made possible by Roarke’s pain relief. “That’s not too bad.”

      Killian leans forward, whispering in my ear. “You died in that Spring. That’s what had to happen. You don’t need to do it again. Ever!”

      I take a deep breath. “Chuck death,” I repeat. “Death and I are engaged in an ongoing dialogue about boundaries. We’re working it out, and I’m sure we’ll come to an agreement.”

      I reach under the collar of my shirt, feeling the edges of a scar that starts at the front before moving down my back.

      “Are you sure any of this is a good idea? She looks really weak,” Seth says, looking past me at Pax.

      “Her muscles are barely holding together. Ride too hard, and you’ll rip them apart again,” Killian says.

      “We’re safe here for a night. There isn’t a Seed alive that can get in here in one night.”

      “You can’t stay this close to the border,” Pax argues. “And the only thing that’s going to get her to safety so she can heal properly is distance. We’ll ride to Drayden, then on to Hirana. Jada knows what to do – she’ll get to you, and you will all meet me there or somewhere between.”

      I am so utterly confused that, at this point, I give up trying to understand.

      “What do you mean Jada knows what to do?” Killian asks.

      Pax runs a hand down his face, looking like he needs sleep. I don’t like it when Sabers need sleep; it’s never a good sign.

      “I already asked her to gather orders. She knows where Muinthel is hiding and can manipulate a few of the others. She didn’t like the idea but agreed that as soon as we arrive at the White Castle, she will be there to release us again. I need more time before Lithael confronts Beautiful – I need more time before they seal her to the Castle.”

      Killian grunts and nods – approving.

      Which is beginning to piss me off, but I keep my mouth shut because returning to the White Castle isn’t on the top of my list either.

      “And if she’s not?” Roarke pushes.

      “Then tell them we’re injured and require a rescue assignment. The Dignitaries will honor that, and it’s not a lie.”

      “It will take days – maybe weeks. Lithael has no duty of care toward his Sabers –” Roarke begins.

      Then Killian cuts in – “He’s going to use this to destroy us.”

      “It’s worth the risk,” Thane snaps, surging forward with glowing eyes.

      “Agreed,” Killian says.

      I don’t agree, but my head is spinning just from the arguing, especially seeing as though Killian seems to be on both sides.

      “Brother, you could be dead before we get to you.”

      “No one is allowed to be dead,” I declare. They all look sharply at me, so I add, “Death is my thing – it’s not allowed to be your thing, too.”

      Killian growls, getting up and pacing towards the horses before pacing back. He points at me, saying, “No,” but nothing else.

      Pax stands and walks away too, declaring, “Steal one last moment because we’re leaving now.”

      “Leaving?” I demand, if something so soft and weak can be called a demand.

      “Shhh,” Seth says, pressing his lips to my neck and distracting me.

      Completely distracting me – suddenly the other three are way over by the horses, and I’m alone in the gentle hands of Chaos.
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      He makes it sound easy.

      Double back. Secret the potions to a secure location. Find a disbanded triune that could almost be anywhere, except I’m ninety percent sure the man will be on the Falcon estates – that’s assuming Pax and the others are willing to stake their kingdom on Tan. Then ride for the Castle and hope Jada is there. If she’s not, explain the ambush somehow. Tell them that Pax and Kitten were separated from us, which isn’t really a lie, so the TruthSeeds won’t know the difference. I can Allure anything into place when it comes to a basic truth or lie test, Darkness scares the crap out of them, and no one bothers with Seth because all of his truths are lies and his lies are often truths.

      And we have to do all of that right now.

      It’s too soon.

      “We haven’t had a chance to talk about any of what happened,” I say.

      “Talk quickly because we’re leaving.”

      We’re clustered beside the horses. Seth’s lips are on Kitten’s far enough away for her not to hear us. Not that we’re keeping secrets, just keeping things simple.

      The amazing thing is, even as he gently tangles his fingers into her hair and shifts to deepen their kiss, I’m not jealous. I want her next, but not now, which makes me feel uncomfortably proud of myself.

      “She definitely died in the Spring?” Pax asks, his voice cracking on the key word. “I felt my heart shredding to pieces.”

      “She felt completely gone from my magic. A person can’t have no desires. If I look, and I did, I should have at least felt a desire to breathe.”

      “Her threads dissolved,” Killian adds. “That light brought her back.”

      “I’m pretty sure – no, I’m certain – it was a soul, or part of a soul.”

      They just look at me for several long breaths as the pieces line themselves up and make themselves known. Mother ordered Kitten into the Spring; she stayed there for two hundred and seventy years and came out like a mortal. Aged like a mortal. Healed like a mortal. Had no sign of a Seed. Only the slightest hint showed any Saber ancestry, enough to confuse the crap out of me. Just a little something more. Like the fact that she wasn’t afraid of us, resisted my power from day one, and managed to walk right through our wards on more than one occasion. I thought it was the bubble; all of our powers were behaving weirdly. But maybe there was more to it. Maybe the majority of what made her Saber never came out of the well – until recently.

      “It was her soul,” I say, the words forming slowly as if partway through the sentence, I might find a flaw in my logic and have to take the idea back. But I don’t. “The Saber part of her soul was always in the Spring.”

      “Why would a Spring separate part of her soul?” Pax asks. “And is it back for good?”

      I run my hands through my hair, fixing it into a tight knot with the band on my wrist.

      “I don’t know. Why does any Spring do anything? Maybe the parameters were right. The writing on the glass said, Return the soul to the place of its origin. Also, now that I think about it, the writing warned us that the domain would come down: A shard from the barrier that protects us all. Or maybe that was talking about the border. I’m really beginning to loathe prophecies.”

      “Doesn’t explain how we missed being ambushed,” Killian growls.

      Pax runs his hand over his face, pulling at tension that instantly returns. His stallion tries to nuzzle him, then gives up. “It does if one of our allies was in fact our enemy.”

      And he’s right, that was always a threat.

      “That complicates things,” I say.

      Killian makes a noise that translates to murder.

      “Be careful when you return to the White Castle. Some of our plans may already be undone.”

      “I know our plan. What’s yours, Commander?”

      “She might not be conscious by the time I arrive in Hirana, but that doesn’t matter. Keeping her safe does. I’ll book a room, let her recover, make some arrangements to let her stay there, purchase a safe house, then send for you.”

      “Let her stay and send for us – I thought you’d let her recover, then ride with her back to the White Castle,” I interrupt.

      “Not if I can help it. She’s still supposed to fight the grimm, and she can’t fight at all. We stick to our plan: remove the Sealers working for Lithael. Take the White Castle into our discreet possession. Get the masters to the Springs to hold the border in place and keep the mortal mages at bay for –”

      “How far’s Hirana?” Killian interrupts, which is possibly the least important question right now.

      One minute, one hour, one day – it’s all too far away.

      “Drayden’s a day from here. Hirana’s closer to two days unless we ride hard,” Pax says, “I never can remember one mortal city from another.”

      “You will be dead,” Killian grumbles.

      He’s clearly not planning to finish his sentence – so I do it for him. “You’ll be dead before you can ride from Hirana back to the White Castle. You can’t put yourself that far away with the Return Seal already pulling. You don’t come back to life.”

      “I’m strong enough.”

      “Stay in Drayden. Let her heal. Bring her to the castle. She wielded Silvari glass without even touching it – let me train her,” I plead, which turns into something close to babbling.

      Or begging.

      Whatever it takes.

      “No,” Pax growls, Thane rearing his head. “Don’t disobey me on this, brother. Jada will get you a new assignment, then come find me. She can bring the new seal – I will survive long enough for that.”

      I dig through my pack and pull out the vial of Eydis’ experimental potion. With his arms wrapped around Kitten, Seth moves into our conversation. She has her back to him, her eyes searching over us. Watching as I hold the vial out to Pax, even though I’m torn on whether it will be an advantage or disadvantage.

      “Eydis was calling it a Null Elixir. It could give us the edge we need, but she hadn’t perfected it. It could null the Return Seal’s pull for three hours, or three days, or do nothing. But it will definitely leave you unable to access a skill. It’s a trade off – but if it’s life or death, then use it.”

      “What are we talking about?” she asks.

      “You,” Killian says with a sharp point.

      “We,” I jump in quickly, trying to cover his rough edges, “need to make sure you’re safe.”

      “By using a potion that could make you lose the ability to breathe?”

      Her logic makes me smile. “No, I’m pretty sure it would be more of a learned skill than an innate one. Like writing or horse riding. It’s worth it as a last resort, and in the meantime I can work on perfecting the recipe at the White Castle.”

      Seth rolls back and forth from his heel to his toes, looking a little concerned. “In the meantime, we need to deal with the Origin Spring. The Origin Spring.”

      “Door’s locked,” Killian says.

      I chew the inside of my lip. Running over my options a few more times.

      “Roarke?” Pax pushes.

      “I was going to propose we send Tanilya; they were disbanded when they lost their third.”

      “They won’t have the power to put the barrier back up,” Pax points out.

      “I know, but they’re not sealed to any castle, and we can be sure of their allegiance.”

      “When were you thinking this?” Seth asks, completely off topic.

      “While you were snoring.”

      “Oh,” he says, drawing the sound out.

      “What about Leon?” Kitten interrupts.

      I ignore Thane’s warning growl, which is possibly a dangerous move. It’s not that I don’t agree with him – I’d rather be at the forefront of one of Seth’s jokes than leave anything of importance in a mortal’s grip – but… “She’s right. Hear me out, if the mortals are gathering somewhere, and they are planning something, and they do have the power between them to be of some significance, then we should put them where we can watch them.”

      “Not what I meant,” Kitten mutters.

      “Enough – the Spring is too important to lose,” Pax says, clearly to Thane. “And Tanilya can handle them. The man is a FurySeed.”

      “Pretty sure that’s why his triune was targeted,” Seth says.

      “Let me guess – another last of?”

      We nod, and I try to focus the conversation back on the immediate problem. “We trust Leon, we have to, to put the barrier back up and keep the domain locked down. But we trust Tanilya to keep the Spring. If they try to get into it – Tanilya eliminates them.”

      “How are we going to find the mortal?” Seth asks. “I’m happy to go looking, but where?”

      “I like the idea of knowing where the mortal mages are. Their support is useless if we can’t call on them. I’ll find the mages – and send them to Eydis’ – Leon knows the way once I get a message to him,” Pax says, distaste dripping from the words.

      “And I’ll find Tan and send him to the Spring,” I volunteer. “But for now I wouldn’t mind checking that bubble again. Just to be sure it’s gone, and that we have more room here.”

      “It’s gone. I can feel the difference,” Kitten argues, and gets nothing but dominant looks from each of us.

      Seth leans forwards, pressing a kiss just in front of her ear. “Can you stand here for a moment, Vexy?”

      “Yes, Sethy, I’m hurting, not broken.”

      Killian grunts in agreement.

      Thane growls with a deep tone that clearly disagrees.

      I cut in. “You were very broken, Kitten.”

      She moves out of Seth’s arms. “See, fine. Now go.”

      We move out in all directions. The vines unfurl from my path as I push towards the original circumference of her bubble. The space we tested way back when we were in the forest behind the White Castle’s stables. Seth climbs up and over the vines. Killian starts hacking them to pieces, and Pax makes his way with a combination of climbing through, over, under, and around. When I can barely see her in the distance, I stop and pull time to get back to her side.

      “No bubble,” she says, her smile reaching every part of her expression. The twinkle in her gray eyes, the lift of her cheeks, the little creases, all of it.

      “No bubble,” I repeat, cupping her cheeks and stepping in close so I can pull her face to mine and taste the sweet honey of her lips. They heat under mine, warming like a mirror to my power. Like they were made for me.

      And for some indefinable reason her soul feels like pure Allure.

      Not always Allure, but turning Allure just for me. Each and every sensation that floods into me screams of our connection, of our perfectness.

      I nudge my nose against hers, trying to draw back, trying not to fall into this.

      This.

      Us.

      Our lips part, and her soul brushes against mine.

      Alive and full and pure. I don’t even know who is breathing for who anymore. Everything in me is moving in time with her, in the same rhythm. To the same beat.

      Harmony.

      We linger, our lips resting together, until, in the background, Pax clears his throat.

      Before I can obey, she pushes up onto her tippy toes.

      “Not yet,” she whispers, pressing her lips to mine.

      I meet her kiss, delicate and passionate and just brushing the surface of my desires. My fingers hook in her shirt, slip under to skim her skin, then hesitate on the edge of her braies.

      “Kitten,” I moan, breaking the contact – if I don’t walk away now, I’m going to have a very uncomfortable ride.

      “Mmmm.”

      I wait for her bright eyes to open and meet mine before continuing, “No matter where Pax takes you, don’t do anything stupid.”

      “Okay,” she says, leaning in to rest her weight against me with her head on my shoulder.

      “And vow you’ll come back to me,” I whisper, the words both desperate to come out and fearful of not being echoed. She nods a little, comfortable against me. Maybe that’s for the best; looking at her expression would make this harder. “Because I vow to you I’m yours, and no matter what happens, I’ll find you.”

      She looks up, a depth of sincerity in her eyes as she says, “Always, Roarke. If you need a vow, blood oath, attestation, or alsatian, or anything, always.”

      I snort at her. “Alsatian is a dog.”

      “I know.”

      Of course, she knows. She’s playing with me, using words and knowledge and threading them right through my already doomed soul. Oh, Kitten, you’d better come back to me – I need you.

      Pax nudges Killian in our direction, and I get the hint. My time’s up.

      One last moment with her honey scent. One last slip of silk as my power prods her body like a sad puppy wishing it could erase the past. An alsation, which I now have the urge to source and acquire.

      She meets my gaze, a swirl of gray that for just one second tricks me into thinking it’s silver. She blinks – the glimpse of silver gone – reaches up on her tip-toes and presses a soft kiss to my cheek.

      Please don’t let this be our last.
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      I step into Roarke’s place, standing before Shadow.

      Darkness – that’s all I’ve ever known. I’m good at being the dark, being the shadows, being the depths of other people’s emotions.

      I’m not good at this small light in front of me. My light, I know.

      My love.

      My woman.

      Cool air rises from her, teasing at my Shadows as it dances along my skin and leaves tiny droplets of moisture in its wake. My insides shudder, but I lock that down. My needs and wants come after hers. Her body is struggling to heal in a tangle of power with a Saber soul that wasn’t there before.

      And… something more. Another thread that wasn’t there before struggles to rise into existence. I fix on it and almost miss another sinking into my chest. My own heart thread shimmers in response. Both of us willing to exist in the Darkness for the other.

      So close. So perfect.

      But she’s not strong enough. Not yet.

      Not for this.

      I pull my threads in sharply – making pain stab, then radiate, then throb.

      Not for me.

      She almost bonded with Roarke when they sang around the campfire. Both threads tried to meet in the middle, tried to fuse, tried to bind. Searching for harmony. I only just managed to stop them, but that was when she was nothing more than a vulnerable mortal.

      Roarke’s guard is up, and he’s still holding back – I was watching. Fear, layered in ash like the hearth after winter, still sits heavily inside him.

      Her thread connected with Pax’s when he saved her life from the lizards, him needing to protect – her feeling desperate to do the same in return. Out of my control. Too late.

      Not Seth yet. He’s as clamped down as I am for his very own reasons – but that heart thread is there. Hurting her is not an option. Pax, for all his dangers, is actually the safest one of us to mate with. The most controlled.

      Her mortal soul was being bled dry, but her Silvari soul is growing before my eyes. Her body is ever so slowly filling with the colors that mortals miss out on.

      Damn, it’s powerful. But she is not. Gentle and playful – suited to Seth. Wise and attentive – suited to Roarke. Commanding and stubborn – suited to Pax.

      And just a hint of what she has that begs to me.

      One hint. One kiss. One moment of falling into the Darkness.

      I want to let her in, but only when I know she understands what connecting with someone like me means. Only after I know she’ll survive. That she can meet me as an equal. That she is willing to break me in return.

      Which may be never.

      “It’s going to hurt,” I rumble, filling the silence between us. “Don’t run from the pain. That doesn’t make it any easier.”

      “No, fighting it does,” she says, sassiness lacing her voice but hiding none of the fear she’s feeling.

      Just fear – because that other thread didn’t connect. Because I stopped it.

      I struggle to keep my hands off of her. Locking one around my sword hilt – the other in a fist.

      She needs a warrior right now – and a warrior is what I’m good at.

      “Fighting against it is instinct. Pain loses its power when we stop fighting against it or with it or because of it. Fight despite of it.”

      I want to say the words again and again.

      Don’t fight the pain. Don’t fight for it. Don’t fight because of it.

      Only fight despite it. No matter what.

      “Pain loses its power when we do what we have to, even though it is there,” she says, her eyes glazed as she translates my words into her own.

      I offer her a sharp nod, savoring the last sweet tease of honey on the back of my throat.

      “You know what the true power of my Seed is?” I ask, and wait just a moment for her silence before answering. “If a person turns their face to the sun, the shadows will fall behind them.”

      “That’s what Cook used to say about forgetting about my worries,” she says.

      “My gift is that I thrive with my face to the Shadows, so those behind me can see the sun. The Darkness, the Shadows, they aren’t my enemy. My love, remember when you promised you would keep your promises?”

      After a beat she nods. “Around the campfire – was I naked?”

      Shadow. Focus.

      “Promise you’ll return,” I growl. “If we don’t find you, and he’s out cold, drag his ass back to the White Castle. Promise me.”

      “Why? Why don’t we just go now?”

      “He won’t risk you there. Not after this. He won’t risk you stepping foot back in Silva – even if it kills him – until he knows he can keep you safe.”

      “Soot-servant,” she says, tapping herself on the chest. “Make promise – keep promise.”

      Those words feel like she first spoke them a million years ago.

      And like it might be a million more before I hear her speak again.

      I hook my finger under her chin.

      “Saber,” I correct her, losing my battle not to press my lips into hers.

      Just a kiss.

      One touch of my cold skin to hers, then away again.

      I want to wrap my arms around her, to feel her strong against me, to have her locked in my grasp, but I keep my hands to myself.

      Break, that is what she would do.

      That first kiss was all the result of the Power Blocker because she doesn’t like pain. So we’d both regret it later. I can’t hurt her.

      I just want to protect her.

      Try telling everything other than my mind that. My lips scream more, and my pants have all kinds of problems.

      Thank fuck she’s badly injured. I can respect badly injured. A little injured and I might be thinking differently.

      I straighten, my finger still hooked under her chin, and watch the little shadow slide down my arm, brush against her cheek, then retreat.

      She spots him instantly. The bubble’s gone, and she’s still attuned to my power, which unfurls misguided blue hope in my chest. Ocean colors, swirls of turquoise and sapphire. Both beautiful and dangerous.

      “Have you named him yet?” she asks.

      “Fleck,” I say, surprising the fuck out of myself.

      “Why Fleck?” she asks.

      “Because reflection was too long, and it reminds me of you.”

      “Why?” she almost demands.

      “Annoying as bralls,” I say, barely smothering a smile by pursing my lips.

      I reach into my pocket and pluck out the small glass bracelet kept safe since the moment she called me her husband in the markets. It has five fine bands of color through it. Pax in green, Roarke in purple, Seth in burnt orange, Thane in golden yellow, and me in red. I may have claimed it then, but it seemed pointless at the time. The darts and the blades had a purpose, and it was none of my business to be giving her a trinket.

      She spots it and makes a little awed noise, kind of like a sigh. “It’s beautiful.”

      I take her hand and press the piece into her palm, saying, “Glass is your weapon.”

      She chuckles and slips the bracelet on the opposite arm to her other glass. I lift the armor to inspect it. The surface is smooth and solid and looks impossible to remove.

      “It hums,” she says. “Almost like a sound too real, too alive, to be considered a sound.”

      Like an extra sense that no one else has, so there’s been no word invented to describe it.

      I nod, because the feeling is familiar. Then I wrap an arm around her, pulling her in softly, desiring so much more. And ignoring every one of those desires.

      “It’s time,” Pax says, guiding her onto the front of his saddle, then mounting up behind her.

      We watch her leave, Pax’s expression set in stone, fear and regret warring for dominance. His AlphaSeed pushes it all aside for what he knows is right. What he thinks is right.

      And what is bound to go wrong.

      Because the Darkness that sat in the pit of my stomach since the moment Thane returned has stopped its hunt and slipped from existence, but the master moving all of his puppets into place is still wearing the crown – and killing him is not going to come without a cost.
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      By nightfall the next day I have relocated the potions to a safe, hidden, almost-impossible-to-find location, and we’ve made good time towards the Falcon estates. None of us have spoken a word or stopped for more than the toilet. They would have hidden the potions, but by the moon mother herself Chaos has a way of making sure the hidden things stay hidden – if that is what will keep me alive. Even a person looking right into that tree trunk won’t see the boxes of vials unless it is in some way going to do us a favor.

      My arms still ache from holding her – not that the muscles are damaged or weak nor could ever be when it comes to her. But want, need, those are two things my Seed is not immune to. And Vexy, gray eyes, dirty blonde hair, smile like Sirius the dog star himself, all mischief, she is something else altogether. A constellation I’ve never encountered before.

      So I need her.

      And now I’m riding away from her.

      I sigh, long since giving in to the fact that this is what we must do, and ride on with my brothers. Darkness on the right and Allure on the left.

      With the sun setting and the blessed stars beginning to watch over us, Roarke finally snaps his SeedLore book closed. The guy has been reading almost all day.

      “What?” Killian grunts.

      “GlassSeeds just don’t exist. Never have. But until very recently I had no idea that Silvari glass has a natural state.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know, brother.”

      Comforting fingers of mist are stretching from the damp earth by the time the first Falcon fence comes into view.

      Tanilya Defnasenda and his family breed things. All kinds of things. Falcons being only one of them, horses another, and if you know the family well enough to be privy to some of their secrets, dragons and worse are also on that list.

      A farmhand spots us, rushing ahead to raise the alarm, and moments later the blue man himself, along with several servants suspiciously armed, rides straight for us. Roarke moves ahead, meeting Tan first, and the two of them stop with their horses side by side and their knees almost touching.

      The other men circle us with hands on hilts and gazes making measured calculations of their chances and our weaknesses. Perceived weaknesses.

      Killian smiles, which makes them add more space to their safe distance radius. They have no idea how well we understand distances, every single pace. If just one of them moves to draw their weapon, Killian will go left, me right, and in less than ten paces, we would eliminate them all.

      My horse tap dances underneath me, turning in two sharp circles as I smile, which probably makes me look evil because I’m quite proud of my new math skills. But, before I can decide if I’ll kick the man with the beard or the clean shaven one first, Tan raises an arm, and Roarke meets it – hands clasp, shoulders are patted, and the two of them chuckle at their defensiveness.

      I sag in my saddle, part relieved, part disappointed, as the blue man starts talking. “Welcome, guests. Food, I imagine? A bed for the night?”

      “We’re not staying,” Killian barks.

      We can’t afford to. While we’ve covered half a night toward the White Castle, there isn’t enough Allure in the world to speed us the rest of the way. We need a rest – yes. We need an ally at the Spring – completely agree. But sleep is for the dead… in a coffin. Which gets me thinking how comfortable a coffin is, to tell you the truth. I’ve ridden half the kingdom in a coffin before. They’re lined and padded, dark and quiet.

      I catch myself looking around just to see if one is available; you never know what Chaos might deliver.

      Ah, no. No coffin.

      Fences. Trees. Pasture, horses. One great big barn, an even bigger stable, and the estate building itself in all its two story stone glory. Plus a timber building that looks like a half buried round grain silo but is actually a dragon arena built under the ground, given light and air through that one giveaway structure.

      “We’re here to ask for your assistance, old friend,” Roarke explains, dragging my wandering attention back to our company and our mission.

      “Whatever it is, you have it,” Tan responds. He’s good to his word – a Babisqu is always good to their word, but he has no idea what he’s getting himself into. “Inside, I have a place where we won’t be overheard, and an EquineSeed who can tend your injured mount.”

      “And that food?” I call.

      There are a few chuckles around us before Tan says, “Order the kitchens to have three meals delivered to the den.”

      The guy with the beard nods, urges his mount into a canter, and rides off, but Tan hesitated on the word three and spins in his saddle to do a head count.

      “I’d heard rumors there would be five,” he says, leaving the sentence hanging there. He doesn’t add to it, and not one of us has the lack of sense to elaborate. Instead, he waves in a sharp ‘follow me’ signal.

      With quick efficiency our horses are stabled, then we are led directly through the estate’s vast halls to the den. Three plates have already been set at a table clearly well used for negotiations, by the telltale chips from a few hundred knives being stabbed in and the deep red color of the timber. Babisqus have interesting customs when it comes to deals and blood. And, when dealing in dragons, it pays to be thorough in the negotiations.

      Tan plucks the gloves from his hands as he walks, moving calmly to the head of the table. Roarke and Killian take a second longer, Roarke examining the floor to ceiling shelves of books, and Killian assessing the limited exits. I scan the plates of food, spot the one with the biggest portion of gravy-soaked beef, and settle into that chair before the other two can steal it.

      Tan waits, not just until everyone is seated, but until we all have our mouths full. He waits, and amidst our chewing, I hear the softest click.

      My jaw slows, and I stare at the books.

      “Seth,” Roarke warns.

      Too late, the books explode from the shelf into a flurry of covers and spines and pages. Roarke shouts, probably my name again, throwing his hand into the air to stop the books mid-flight, and glares at me.

      I shrug, swallow my mouthful, and shove another chunk of beef in, then clear the table in an easy jump and land on the same side as the knocking – and the flying books.

      “Seconds,” Roarke says.

      I don’t care. I’m now against the wall and the only person in the room who won’t be smacked in the head by a book. Killian leans back in his chair and crosses his arms over his chest, daring the books to hit him.

      One of the shelves, the one at head height, is missing a back. The books were cleverly hiding the places where crossbows rest and the three men are frozen in place.

      “They’re not aiming at us,” Killian says.

      “I can see that.”

      “Their  threads are placid, so I ignored them,” he adds.

      “They’re here for a reason,” I say.

      “They don’t desire blood,” Roarke argues.

      “Or Tan understands the way your power works. Am I the only one who sees an ambush in the walls as an issue?”

      “Yes,” Killian grunts.

      I ignore that, running my finger over each of the crossbows and disintegrating them one by one. The dust blows back into the men’s eyes at the same time as Roarke’s Allure releases the room in a clash of books against every item of furniture, the floor, and the walls.

      The men scream, clawing at their faces, blinded by the wood and metal dust.

      Tan barely responds – just clears his throat, then chuckles.

      “You’re a suspicious man, Seth. At least this time your curiosity hasn’t burned down half my arena.”

      “If you know me so well, why have men try to sneak up on us?” I ask.

      “Because you are short the one Elorsin destined for the crown.”

      I offer an approving nod, fair call.

      “Tan, what is it you truly believe about us?” Roarke asks, cutting our brewing argument to an early end.

      Now he has to tell the truth – which is not nearly as fun. I vault the table again and have to brush several pieces of paper from my meal before I can settle back down to finish it, while Tan lets his secrets spill.

      “I worry what trouble is on your tails. A man needs to be careful. Either the commander is in the trees, and you have something planned, or he has been eliminated – in which case by who? I’m suspicious of both scenarios.”

      “You think we killed our brother?” I ask. I would sound shocked, but my mouth is full.

      He leans an elbow on the table, resting his chin in his hand and rubbing along his jawline. The man has a narrow face, sharp and serious looking, but if you’re not too off-put by the blue skin, you can see worry lines and laugh lines.

      “Tell me where he is then?”

      “We can tell you he is safe – and that all of this is part of a much bigger plan, if you can trust us?”

      “I don’t just distrust you – I distrust every visitor that enters my estate. Since I arrived home, my standing order has been guests straight to the den and crossbows in the wall.”

      I glance down at the floor, considering for the first time that some of the blood stains might not be from a simple cut to secure a binding agreement. Appetite gone, I set my fork back on the plate.

      “The warden of Tanakan sat in that chair right there when I arrived home,” he says, pointing to where Roarke is sitting. “My estate might have money, which is in my brother’s hands, but he wasn’t here for an audience with my brother.”

      The room holds its breath and waits. This man likes to make us wait.

      “Well, what did he want?” I demand.

      “They have an army, but they lack leaders. He tried to buy my leadership. Then beg. Then bribe. When he turned to threatening, I took his head off.”

      Out of all that information Roarke decides to ask, “And you don’t want to be a leader anymore?”

      “I’ll never align myself with Lithael,” Tan spits, pushing back from the table and standing.

      I mean, I blew the man’s books to pieces, and he laughed at me. We mention Lithael, and he’s murderous.

      Killian laughs, meaning he likes the guy’s declaration and the threads that would confirm its sincerity. Tan, who’s spent little time with Killian, glares at him with hot murder in his blue eyes.

      “He’s agreeing with you,” I explain, waving off Tan’s reaction.

      “We all agree with you. But what we’ve come to ask will involve leadership.” Roarke steeples his fingers and sighs while Killian glares at the hole in the wall where three men were ready to shoot to kill.

      “And working against Lithael?” Tan demands, his tone still hot as though he’s going to end this conversation right here if we answer wrong.

      I’ve always liked Tan, mostly because he is cool and calm and unflappable until he snaps and explodes. There’s no mildly displeased version of Tan. Ice cold or explosion hot. That’s it.

      Roarke shoves one last potato in his mouth and stands. Without hesitation, he draws his knife and cuts clean across his palm. Blood runs to pool in the grooves left by others sealing bargains. His advanced healing seals the wound before he’s finished turning and begun to leave.

      “Seth?” Roarke asks.

      “What? Me? Why me? Can’t you just tell him or write him a list or something?”

      He is suggesting a combination of caution and Chaos might be our best chance of success right now.

      Chaos and caution – is that even a thing?

      But no one listens to me, I mean Roarke is literally heading for the exit. Discussion time is over.

      “You gave us your word,” he calls over his shoulder.

      “And I vow to keep it. If I wanted out of my honor, I would have ensured you were dead. But you need to tell me what it is you want,” Tan says, his voice raising louder and louder as Roarke nears the door.

      Killian draws his boot knife, runs a slice down his palm, then slaps his hand flat onto the timber and forces himself to his feet. A bloody print remains on the surface, as he flips his knife end over end and follows in Roarke’s wake.

      “We’re relying on you. Seth, give the man his orders.”

      “Give the man his orders,” I mutter.

      To babysit mages and monitor the border and protect the Spring. Why can’t we just have this conversation? Aside from the caution part?

      I purse my lips together, holding back an exasperated sigh. I’m going to need to sleep on my horse at this rate – these guys have no idea how much energy this is going to expand.

      But, despite my reservations, I knock on the top of the timber table and let the Chaos lose. A scroll curls out of the wood, the paper peeling up from the grain. Tan just looks at it with wide eyes.

      “Is it that important?” he asks.

      “Yes,” all three of us echo.

      I stand with weak knees, my grip on my blade nowhere near as strong as I’d like it to be. But I draw my own blood and let the drops fall before following my brothers.

      “Three,” I say, hearing Tan grab the scroll and open it up. The paper sounds ancient, and even I have no idea what translation of our needs Chaos has put on the thing. This is the best and worst game of trust ever played, and the whole thing has butterflies – no firedragons – bashing around in my chest. “Two… One…”

      Tan yelps as the scroll bursts into flames and all evidence of his mission is turned to ash. Now we’ve not spoken of it, and unless he says something out loud, there is no way anyone can know of this.

      None of us turn to confirm, but the sound of his blade drawing blood is unmistakable.

      “Leave and return,” Roarke says at the door, stepping into the hall and out of sight.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to know what that said?” Tan calls.

      And the answer is yes! Of course, I do. It could have told him to ride to the coast and have all night sex with every woman in sight for all I know.

      But Chaos doesn’t work like that. It wants to mess with the current flow of order in the world around me – but not to make my life or my desires crazy and out of control. No, Chaos is like an avalanche falling to smother everything in its way, leaving the world flat and white and unobstructed for me to pass. Or a flood, washing through the land to clear everything in its path, letting me walk leisurely in its wake.

      If putting Tan at that Spring, and him working with the mages, will help destroy Lithael – then that is exactly what Chaos will do.

      Even if it has left me feeling weak. Making a scroll with written instructions is a very specific request of a magic that likes to be let free to deal with things however it pleases.

      “Leave and return,” Killian says at the door.

      Two steps later, I’m about to do the same when Tan shouts, “Seth.” I turn to meet his gaze. “Are you sure?”

      I nod. “Deadly sure. Leave and return, Tanilya.”

      I have no idea how we manage to leave the estate without being stopped or questioned, only that maybe whatever was written shocked the man so much that he had no time to react, to stop us for questions, or even send men to escort us off his land.

      We make it about fifteen minutes down the road before I slouch forward over my horse’s neck and hang in place.

      “Well, I think that went worse than I anticipated,” Roarke says.

      “Better,” Killian grunts.

      “Definitely better,” I add, half-slurred because I’m half-asleep and also muffled by my cheek being squished against my horse’s neck.

      Then I close my eyes and let my mind fall heavily toward sleep.

      “You two have very low standards,” Roarke says. I can’t see him, but I can hear him pulling his book from his saddle bag.

      “Just realistic ones,” I argue.

      “Is it worth me asking what was in the note?”

      “Nope, Allure, it is not. Have some confidence.”

      “Hope,” Roarke say.

      “And trust,” Killian adds.

      Chaos is a power that makes me trust only four people in my life – five now actually – and the power itself. I trust Roarke, Killian, Pax, Thane, and Vexy, undeniably Vexy. No matter how impossible I thought that would be.

      “Trust,” we all echo once more.

      Silence settles amongst us, and I may even have dozed off for a second before I hear Roarke sigh heavily. I open one eye in time to see his book flop open to a page read so many times the spine is broken.

      “OriginSeed. Born with every choice in the land and the ability to Seed another. But the soul must choose only one – and that one must accept being chosen. That is the power and the curse they shall bear. The power to create those who can destroy. What does that even mean? If the whole kingdom was made of OriginSeeds and mortals were locked out, why would one Origin need to gift the Seed of something to someone else?”

      “Because mortals weren’t locked out,” I announce like it’s a revelation, but my tone is more exasperation than fact – and sleepy.

      Come on, Roarke! Sometimes your own overthinking brain gets in the way of the most simple of logic. Logic – I need sleep. Logic – stop muttering in a book so I can sleep. Logic – the egg came first then the chicken, or in this case, the Seed came first then Silva was born.

      “Bloody Aeons, why didn’t I think of that before?”

      I roll my eyes and shift, so I’m partly hanging over the other side of my horse’s neck with a view of Killian, rather than Roarke. Killian looks like he’s asleep sitting up.

      “When Silvari OriginSeeds lived among mortals, before the Mortal Wars and the great fire, they would have fallen in love with mortals and gifted them a Seed to co-exist since a mortal-Saber relationship would always end in death. Always,” Roarke begins, not hearing me groan through his babbling. “Enough to become intimate and bear children? Children born with the Seed of their mother or their father? Or both?”

      “Why does this matter?” I ask.

      “Because I can’t solve Kitten’s mystery, and I feel the need to solve something. With threads that bind, branches can reach. Trust can connect in a way none can teach and will a Seed to settle, ignite, and grow.

      Entanglements bound and dared to make whole, what others lack, lovers can bestow.

      And in these hands Silvari depends. To weed, plant, and nurture. What was one Seed will become a forest.

      What evil has done, good can undo –”

      Blah, blah, blah. “Don’t you already know this?” I cut in.

      “It makes no sense.”

      “Doesn’t sound like you’re making sense now,” Killian grunts – so the guy is awake.

      “The last Origin was a bird person,” I offer. Silence, which I take to mean they’re both looking at me with confusion. I’m not a hundred percent certain though because they can both eat worms if they think I’m sitting up for this conversation. “I don’t know, their name was pigeon or eagle or –”

      “Hawk?” Roarke cuts in.

      “Yeah, maybe.”

      “Could it be Haryk?”

      “I don’t know. Is there a ‘y’ or a ‘g’ in hawk? I feel like it has a ‘y’ or a ‘g’ in it.”

      “No, Seth. No there is not. There is a ‘y’ in Haryk. How do you know the last Origin’s name anyway?”

      “Used to draw on the walls in Mother’s study.”

      “Oh,” Roarke says, like I both make complete and absolutely no sense both at the same time.

      “Haryk is her father, undeniably so,” Roarke says.

      Now I sit up and stare at him with droopy eyes but a pounding heart. All three of us pull our horses to a stop.

      “She’s…” Killian begins but doesn’t finish.

      I take it by our silence that none of us have a single argument to deny the fact that Vexy, our little mortal, is in fact the daughter of an OriginSeed.

      Roarke rubs at his chest, hard, the same as he did after almost connecting his Harmony with hers. Killian has gone stiff in the shoulders, barely even moving to breathe. Me… all I can feel is the kind of buzzing excitement that doesn’t know well enough to be frightened.

      She’s an Origin.

      She’s ours.

      Undeniably, completely compatible with all of us.

      “Even if there is only one Origin left, that one has the power to save our entire race,” Roarke mutters.

      Oh, come on. We just learned that, once healed, once at full strength, we can hold her and love her and won’t kill her, and Roarke is already volunteering her for a job. Nope, we’re bundling her up and locking ourselves away on the furthest mountain for at least a hundred years. By then we should have caught up on some of the intimacy we’ve all been craving.

      Maybe two hundred years.

      Then we can do all that other stuff like saving the world.

      No one says a thing though. All of us spur our mounts into as fast a gait as the animals can survive and race into the night with one thought on our minds.

      Sex.

      Or maybe that’s just me.

      Okay, so maybe there are two thoughts on my mind. Sex, and that somewhere in her shattered soul, Vexy has the power to save us all.
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      The sealer bitch saunters into Uncle’s private dining room between entree and mains. Her hair’s braided back, and her lithe figure looks relaxed and at home in our lavish Black Castle, but she’s in leather riding breeches and currently pulling her cloak from her shoulders – so she just arrived.

      “I have news,” she announces.

      Uncle stands, so by protocol I stand, but I continue to tear chunks off my bread roll and devour them.

      “Jada,” Uncle greets.

      Jada pauses, dipping low into a curtsy with an amused smile painted across her bright lips.

      Focusing on those lips begins to get me hard, just like that. One look, one thought, and all the blood in my body is redirecting. I pop the last of my roll in my mouth and adjust myself. The servants cleared our entree dishes but haven’t returned with mains yet, so there’s nothing left on the table for me to occupy myself. Instead, I follow in my uncle’s shadow, moving around the table to the woman.

      She walks straight into Lithael’s arms, embracing him warmly. His lips press to her cheek, and she blushes – too bright on her pale cheeks.

      “You’ve been gone long enough for your mission to have been successful,” Lithael states.

      “More than. Everyone is in position. The ambush couldn’t be more perfectly set. What will be now lies in the hands of your army and the gods themselves.”

      “Then what’s your news?”

      “I heard rumors on the road of your weapons. Apparently, the thieves are led by a woman.”

      I snort. “That’s old news.”

      “A woman who can cast spells like a mage.”

      Like my sister. Kyra is stealing our weapons!

      I growl and thump my fist down on the table.

      “All in good time, my nephew,” Lithael says, his tone soothing but his words a threat. I rein in my temper, cross my arms over my chest, and smother my growl.

      Servants filter in, carrying trays and jugs. They spot Jada and soon have a third setting laid at the long ornate table. The conversation pauses while they’re in the room, and the whole time Jada bats her eyelashes at my uncle. Oh, she’s discreet, but I’ve watched her do it for years now. Every angle of her is seductive, her body language designed to incite lust. From the way her gaze trails down his chest and sits just a little too long on his crotch, to the way she bites her lip, then with fake coyness tucks a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

      The servants exit and Lithael finally asks, “Anything else?”

      Jada shrugs, like the rest of it is of no consequence. “Only that, as a contingency, the Elorsins are expecting me at the White Castle on their arrival with a Release Seal so their whore doesn’t have to begin the trials, or training, or be sealed, or something like that.”

      “Perfect, we’ll have a secondary ambush drawn up. You can help us choose somewhere the Elorsins would trust, or at least not suspect, then we will lure the survivors there and finish the job.”

      Jada looks impressed with herself, like a puppy certain it’s earned a reward. My heart picks up speed, knowing what’s coming next. She should know, but she never learns.

      She steps in close to my uncle, her arms about to snake around his waist, but he grabs her by the hair and forces her swiftly onto her knees at my feet.

      “Relieve my heir. I want to finish my dinner,” he declares, letting her go and settling himself at the head of the table.

      I sneer, my lips curled up in an excited smile. Perfect.

      For half a second, she looks at me with disgust, but in the space of a blink that turns to fear. Even better.

      I sit on the edge of the dining table and pick up the serrated steak knife from what is supposed to be her setting. My knees widen, and with my other hand I crook one finger to summon her forward. Uncle laughs, leaning back in his chair to enjoy the show. Jada sighs, rolling her shoulders like this is no big deal, but I can see the tremble in the way she moves. She’s too pretty for me, far too sophisticated for a man who can’t even be bothered to brush his hair and enjoys once a week showers when not ordered to clean up in my uncle’s presence. I like who I am, and I’m not about to change that for anyone short of the Crown.

      She settles between my knees, popping each button open and curling her delicate fingers around my dick.

      I tap the table with the tip of the knife. “You know what I want.”

      She cringes, tries to hide it, then fails as she stretches her arm toward the table. Pressing her palm on the surface and splaying her fingers wide.

      I jam the knife straight through the middle of her hand. Feeling the slip of flesh, the momentary resistance of a small bone, then the solid timber underneath. She screams, the sound at once delicious and dark. It's impossible not to stroke my dick while she struggles to control herself. Deep laughter fills the room from my watching uncle.

      But the air hisses through Jada’s teeth, and she manages to get herself under control quicker than last time – releasing a pang of disappointment that makes me grab her hair and force her face into my lap.

      She obeys. She will always obey.

      She wants the throne beside Lithael, and he’s promised it to her once the Elorsins are removed. So there is nothing that can’t be demanded, nothing that won’t be done.

      Her lips slide over my dick, quivering with fear that shoots pleasure down the inside of my legs and all the way to the tips of my toes. I moan, forcing her head deeper, deeper, until she gargles and heaves. But there’s no fight, no resistance. She’d fuck a grimm if Lithael ordered it. Probably has.

      I add that to a note somewhere in the back of my mind, Watch Jada fuck a monster from the Veil.

      Then let go of her head and enjoy the way she gasps. Obediently, her tongue runs over my tip and starts sucking. Her hand working at the base and a whimper humming over her vocals. My grip on the knife handle relaxes, and I dip one finger into the blood flowing from the back of her hand.

      Yes, this is how life should be.

      This is how the whole world will bow to me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You For Reading!

          

          Want More?

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Bonus material linked to book 3

        FORBIDDEN CHAPTER : The Forbidden Larder Scene

        (Which never happened and never will)

        (Warning :18+ content)

        Can be found on Wattpad here

      

        

      
        Complementary material,

        including fan art and maps

        can be found on Pinterest, Instagram, and in the Facebook group Amanda Cashure’s Keepers

      

        

      
        Join the Facebook group to read Logan’s bonus story – “While Shade Was Sleeping”.

        As well as the bonus prequel.

        Depending on when you’re reading this, it’s either free in the Facebook files or bundled into a compilation on Amazon.

        Click here to join

      

        

      
        And while you wait for her next book, explore

        Amanda Cashure’s Website

        And

        Cassandra Webb’s Website
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