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Vampire by Blood

 

 

Necromancy isn’t pretty and Vampires aren’t exactly dead.

 

When a deceased witch informs Tricia McIntyre she’s a fae princess who’s being hunted by an ancient vampire, she turns to her best friend Sergeant Riley Sweetwater. Problem is, he’s buried in the town cemetery, and she hates him for dying on her. Until she uncovers his secret.

 

Tricia and Riley were never meant to cross paths after he went dark. Especially since he’s experiencing some kind of immortal transition of his own. But they do, and she’s hunting the same vamp responsible for killing his squad.

 

Forced together, Tricia’s trying not to kill Riley with her uncontrolled fae powers, while he’s struggling not to drink her dry. As they must battle their love-hate-lust relationship, they search for the one who holds the secrets to saving humankind before a dark supernatural destroys them all.


Chapter 1
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Tricia

 

Everything I believed to be true is about to change. I feel it deep in my bones as I stagger toward the podium, taking my place in front of the funeral attendants who’ve come to pay respects for my adoptive mom, Ella Macintyre. My entire future, the picture I’d created, pours out through my eyes. To heighten my pain, Riley’s headstone rises to my left. No longer pristine, the last five years have erased the glossy façade and faded his colored photo. The decay reminds me that even life as I’d imagined is ever-changing.

Numbness gloves me, concealing the crushing sadness sitting on my chest and the blistering sting that slides down my throat. I miss my best friend so much. No matter how many times I rearrange my cue cards, preparing for Ella’s eulogy, I can’t find my courage to detail another’s lost life. I'm alone now in the family department. That fact weighs me down so completely, I’m not sure where to go from here. The people who helped mold my life no longer walk beside me.

“Tricia…can you hear me?”

Ella’s unexpected voice blasts between my ears and races circles in my mind. I grip the podium, denting the wood with my nails. Heart racing, I twist, and my sandals grind the grass into a spiral pattern as I search for her—or some version of her form. I'm thinking I'm losing it, but then I feel her inside my mind, getting cozy. “What are you doing, and where are you?”

“Over here.”

In the afternoon sun, shadows jet out from the monuments and the scattering of trees in full July bloom. I expect to find some other sign of her, but the air doesn’t breathe, nor do shadows flit about as the hummingbirds, nor does the air quiver with ethereal images.

“I don't see you. What’s happening?” Even in my mind, my words rush out, desperate for answers.

“I-I wasn’t sure if I should tell you I’m a witch. I wasn’t sure if I’d come back. I’m not sure how long I’ll be here before I cross the veil.” The panic in her voice hardens.

I’ve always envied Ella’s strength. She’s dealt with change in ways I’ve never grasped. Adopting me ranks at the top of the list.

Trying my best not to freak, I’m as statuesque as one of the gravestones. I try to wrap my churning thoughts around the biggest surprise of my twenty-five years. Murmurs from the awaiting crowd grow louder, as I come to terms with the facts: Ella is reaching out to me from beyond the grave, and I'm talking to a dead woman.

Stacey Miller, my best friend and boss, must note the panic forcing my eyes wide open. She’s five-five, wears a size eight in both pants and shoes. She’s pretty, with golden skin and a peach blush to her cheeks and lips. Her hair is mocha, slick as a chocolate fountain. She punches upright from her seat, glides toward me, and skirts the casket to join me at the podium. She runs a gentle hand over my back. “It’s okay. I’m here for you. We all are.”

Only how can she truly be here for me when she’s human? Humans can’t hear or speak to the dead. Humans don’t have skin or eyes that change colors, as if I’m a human mood ring for gosh sake. Humans don’t expel bursts of energy from their hands strong enough to topple a two-story veranda, which is a story for another time.

So what does that make me? Of course, I know the answer before I finish the thought. I guess I’ve always known, even though Ella’s never spoken the words, pretending she’s mute to the mystical explanation of my origin. But we both accept the truth now: I’m fae.

“Yes. But not just any Faery. You’re special. One of a kind. Now that I’m gone, the ward I’ve placed on the town is broken. I can no longer protect you.”

Ella rattles off specifics so matter-of-factly, she might as well have added I’m a cosmetologist and have my California driver's license. Labels don’t matter, when there’s nothing but hair gel holding them up. “Whom are you protecting me from?”

Ella’s presence inside my mind feels as if she’s a loose hair, tickling a spot inside my brain that hovers above my right ear.

“I-I don’t know. Someone like the man who tried to break into our house last year…”

I spread my legs, adjusting my balance as the memory flashes in my mind, rattling me. I glance down at my feet, but the ground beneath where I’m standing is shimmering back at me in opalescent hues, matching my painted toenails.

Uh oh. Hope the pastor doesn't see what I’m seeing or this funeral could turn into an exorcism.

I drop my head, studying the mist. I can’t be sure because I’ve never seen the grass morph into a cloud, as if at any moment some kind of eye of the storm will open and swallow me whole, but some new power, new magic shoots static straight up from the ground into my legs. 

Clenching the podium keeps me standing, but I suspect I wouldn't be the only person to collapse at a funeral. I recall the first time my powers woke me, shook me, terrified me, and saved me from a killer. The man who tried to break in led to the disaster I'd caused, his resulting death, and damaged veranda. “You suspect more like him will come for me?”

“I do. I wanted to tell you for so long that you hold the key to the future of Faery. I hope you can forgive me. Without children of my own, I didn’t want you to know you’re being hunted. I wanted you to have a normal life. But I’m a selfish woman. I couldn’t risk you leaving me when I wasn’t ready to let you go.”

I battle angry tears that heap onto my lashes, feeling betrayed and hurt in so many ways because I’m ill-prepared, fearful to the point I think my kneecaps might jellify, while my ever-growing powers remain uncontrolled. I admit it’s not every day a person is handed an epic serving of responsibility. I mean, it’s not like I’m charged with caretaking a goldfish, but more akin to duplicating Mount Rushmore without a chisel and hammer. “How could you keep this from me?”

Stacey nudges my shoulder, prodding me to begin the eulogy I’d insisted on presenting. Sure wish I’d listened to her advice before I’d heard Ella’s ghost. I’d be plunked down in the front seats of the ceremony, instead of using Stacey as a crutch to keep me from going down. I flash her a weak smile.

She links her arm with mine, hauling me up a bit, and blinking her stoic brown eyes at me. “You got this, sweetie.”

She doesn’t know it, but she’s my role model in the toughness department, which makes sense, since her father’s the town sheriff. Good thing she can’t hear all the dead people clamoring for my attention. But at the same time, I wish more than anything to bond with someone who’s different, non-human, like me.

I lean closer to her and roll back the glove of numbness, pressing onward. As soon as I do though, I choke up and my eyes leak. I force my mouth to open, trusting that I have to portray strength, even if I’m feeling boneless. “Momma, you gave me everything. You sacrificed for me. Raising me couldn’t have been easy for you, and now you’re gone. It’s too soon. I need you here beside me.”

“You’re stronger than you know. Believe in yourself. I promise I’ll be here with you, until you find your way…”

I capture a threatening sob, praying for that inner strength that hardened inside me that day my fae powers first appeared so shockingly sudden. Seems like decades ago, when it was only last year. I force myself to continue. “After my grandmother gave me up, Ella succeeded in presenting me to all of you. I was so shy and different. She made me feel like I belonged, like anything I pictured would come true.”

I’m such a fool. I’m the girl who was too quiet, too pale, too hidden behind the fan of scarlet hair and the ears—my pointed ears. Oh, how the opinionated citizens of Diamond Springs struggled to accept me.

Whispers from the town gossiper garnish my attention, which is plain ol’ rude. Yes, Ella even stood up to Doris Walker, the grocery clerk who prided herself in spreading gossip like day-old donuts. She asked too many questions, handed out unwanted diagnoses, and designed her beliefs around suspicion. Doris believed I was a Faery, I’d once overheard.

She’s measuring me up from the third-row aisle seat, as if I’m one of those crossword puzzles she’s always working on. I’m thinking Doris’s accuracy should have clued me in long ago. I look like, sound like, and walk like a mythical creature or, in my case, a fae, so if the shoe fits… I’m feeling desperate to prove her wrong, but I know better. I flutter the notecards, even though I don’t really need them. “Ella was a quiet woman, self-sufficient in every way. She respected differences and kept her opinions to herself.”

Doris slaps her lips closed, and I press on, somewhat satisfied as the corner of my mouth lifts. “Ella put my needs ahead of her own…and I thank you all for being here.”

“Tell them…at the unexpected turnout.” Ella’s request comes out garbled, as if she’s talking underwater.

“What?”

“Tell the audience I’m thrilled at the turnout. Truly touched.”

Oh. “Ella’s thrilled…I mean, Ella would have been thrilled to see the outpouring of your love today.”

Pastor Ripley strides up front, handing me a look that’s filled with a bit of raw relief as I step down. He directs the people to open their hymnals.

I creep around Ella’s grave and peer into the lonely hole, catching sight of the casket as it hovers above the concrete tomb. I battle a shaky breath, telling myself to be strong. Nope, still not feeling it.

“I have faith in you, but stay hidden until I find a protector, if I can….”

Tangled roots emerge from the red clay, stitching the ground as the magic fades from beneath my feet. My knees are unstable as much as my teary eyes, but I refuse to give in to the unknown, the fear, and the pressure from the strange hum of voices that flows beneath Ella’s presence inside my head.

I scan the audience, skipping my gaze from face to face. Attending are the town regulars and a few people I don’t recognize. How am I going to move forward with my life when I’m forced to watch my back day and night? How do I survive who’s hunting me when I have no idea who or what that could be?

Sheriff Miller, Stacey’s father, is in uniform that matches the medium brown of his hair. He’s due for a trim next Friday, and I consider if I should clue him in, but quickly decide against asking for his help. He spears me with a brief glance, his brown eyes as keen as he is smart. He’s chatting in a civilized manner with a dark-haired man who’s taller than the six foot tall sheriff by a half foot. The stocky stranger is sporting a black suit and sunglasses, and beside him is a younger man who seems out of place. I feel the same. When the larger man shakes the sheriff’s hand, I don’t take him as a threat of any sort. Standing in the shade near the ice bucket and the bobbing water bottles, another man I don’t recognize takes a sip from his bottle. He’s Ella’s age.

Ella had a life before me. She lived in Whisper Cove, a Pacific coastal town not far from here. Before that, she originated from the Deep South. She even passed on some of her Southern dialect to me, I’m told. But I don’t think syntax is gonna save my life, so I have to find someone who can teach me how.

My head once again crowds with ghostly voices—tenors, sopranos, and even the faint sound of children. A stabbing pain throbs in my head, as if my mind’s locked inside a ringing liberty bell cast from open mouths. I massage my temples, but doing so doesn’t ease the pain of loss. There must be hundreds buried here, far more than the number of headstones placed since the original dwellers settled the gold rush town in 1848. I sense fear in the dead, too, but of what? Strangely, I can’t hear Stacey’s thoughts, her father’s, Pastor Ripley’s, or Doris’s. Nor can I hear the voice of the soldier buried beside Ella. “Riley…” I whisper. “Where are you?”

I hate him for breaking his promise to return to me, but I miss him so much my heart aches and the ground beneath me blurs. Ella makes her presence known, that tickle finding purchase inside my head once again. “I wish you would have shared more of what you know with me. I’m not fragile. I could have understood, given a chance.”

“I’m a selfish woman,” she reiterates, and her words are heavy with regret.

Does my grandmother Catherine harbor regret? It’s something I’ve wondered about. Why did she give me up after my mother, Diana, died? Why couldn’t she have taught me how to be a Fae? “So now what?”

“I got you, honey.” Stacey darts her worried gaze toward me.

I gulp, realizing I’ve spoken out loud. The look in her downturned eyes reveals pity. Pity I don’t want, but I give her arm a pat, deciding there’s a whole lot more involved in paying your respects—maybe a bit of forgiveness on both sides, since Stacey shared her concerns over Ella’s protectiveness over me, on occasion. Ella and I have always been the town’s outcasts, the people who moved to the hill and kept to ourselves, even though I’ve shampooed and styled half the town—part psychologist, part pastor if you ask me—washing away their sins every four weeks and watching the stained suds swirl down the drain, like one of those baptismal fonts after Sunday service.

But I’m ready to come out—not in a sexual way, but to be seen or to uncover what this threat is outside the town’s boundaries. Ella’s spells bought me time, I realize, but now that time is over. So much has changed, but not my long-buried feelings of abandonment, which bubble to the surface. My father disappeared. My birth mother died. My grandmother gave me away. My first love never got a second chance at life or with me. Nor did Riley’s mother—God rest her soul—who’s buried beside her only son. Now Ella is gone. I slide my foot toward the silver coffin, considering my next move. Could I open the lid, crawl beside the corpse of the woman who raised me, who loved me with all her heart? Could I join her in death? Her and Riley?

“No, baby girl. I don’t want that for you. Neither would Riley. I want you to live. I’m positive he would agree.”

I cover my gasp, and Stacey pulls me into her arms, squeezing me so tight I can barely draw a breath. I want to tell her so badly what’s happening to me, to my body, but I can’t. She’s human and doesn’t know anything about the issues I’m facing. Plus, she’s raising two kids without a husband and running the salon. She’s too busy and too in demand. I can’t put her in danger if evil lurks. It’s my burden now to learn who and what I am to be. “Perhaps my grandmother’s still alive. She was like me in many ways….”

“Stay away from her,” Ella rasps her caution. “She’s isn’t like you. She’s jaded, angry, and full of resentment toward you. When I’d met her, I knew I had to do everything in my power to adopt you. So I promised her I’d hide your identity from you until the day I died.”

“Which you have…” No matter good intentions, secrets hurt. But Ella’s concern congeals, mixing into a vat of unanswered questions I’m stirring. What made my grandmother dislike me? Why hasn’t she reached out to me? I’m just a cosmetologist who works at Sparkles Salon, helping others to conceal this or that. The irony isn’t lost on me. We’re all masking something, whether we admit that to ourselves or not. So what is my grandmother hiding? 

Determination finds me, propels me to find my balance. “Tell me how to find Catherine. She had to have known the reason behind making you promise to keep me hidden and why others want to harm me.”

The ceremony patrons shuffle restless feet, flitter dog-eared pages of frayed hymnals, and continue with their singing. They’re oblivious to my ability, as much as the squawking crow overhead belching off-key notes. 

“She abandoned you before. What makes you think she’ll take you back?”

Ella’s words sting with truth, and the quickening heat of my power builds inside me. As if I’m made of latex, my energy tests my skin’s elasticity. Maybe standing on sacred ground wakens my magic, drawing out my sixth sense, but I don’t think that’s it when fear awakens my powers, too. Suddenly, my body’s tingling, scalp to toenails, as panic threatens. “Ella, my skin’s growing hot and taking on that neon green glow. Can you imagine what the Baptists will think, having the daughter of the one their choir singers explode on sacred ground?”

A gust circles me, and Ella’s floral scent fills my lungs.

“Something is coming….”

I roll my palms in front of my face, catching sight of the mottled, iridescent neon green patches that gather at the surface. “Shit. I’m glowing. You know what comes next.”


Chapter 2
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Tricia

 

Ella’s essence breezes around me, and I can’t stop staring at my hands as I’m seeing spots now.

“You wearing your sunglasses? Take some deep breaths, find shade, and count to twenty,” Ella orders.

In desperation, I inhale the scent of white roses topping her casket, which doesn’t help to calm me at all. People come in for skin bleaching sometimes, but I’ve never seen anyone else’s skin look like mine is now. Good thing a big beech tree cloaks me as sunrays break through thirsty leaves, splashing my skin with rainbow prisms. I adjust my sunglasses and slide my gaze toward Stacey. Palming the tree trunk seems to ground me a tidbit. “You have any concealer in your purse?”

She scrunches her brows and pulls me into her, as if pacifying me without actually helping. “You’re beautiful just how you are.”

I wonder about her opinion, decide against asking her more challenging questions, and return an edgy grin, which Stacey seems to accept just fine.

“Ella, I’m changing. You know it. I know it. It must have something to do with your death or this place. Either way, this entire congregation is gonna get an eye-show when I spontaneously combust.”

“Hold tight,” Ella cautions. “The ceremony is almost over. You haven’t blown up anyone yet. Well, except for that burglar last year.”

Ella and I had found a man, although we suspected he was a murderer. I’d struck him with my power—a misfire, if I’m honest. The coroner had blamed his death on a freak lightning strike, so I’d skated. I still feel badly, even though I caught him halfway inside the window he broke, armed with a gun, tape, and rope. Soon after the attempted attack was when Ella had reinforced her ward on the town with magic. “Thanks for reminding me…”

“You’re a master at disguises. Why do you think I approved the cosmetic surgery for your ears or encouraged you to go into cosmetology school? You do whatever it takes to stay camouflaged, safe, and conceal your powers.”

I run my fingers over the round flesh of my ears, soft as newborn’s cheeks and no longer pointed. They’re shaped as any human’s ears—as any of the people who are here unless, like me, they’ve undergone surgery. Here’s the thing, who am I staying hidden from and why? Those are the million dollar questions.

“I don’t know. Your grandmother never explained the details?”

I can’t hide my exasperation and toss my hands, garnishing a careful stare from Doris and one concerned glance from Stacey, who palms my shoulder. Her compassion isn’t lost on me.

“Let’s get you some water before you faint.” She squeezes and raises her free hand, summoning one of the strangers over. As he weaves through the crowd, she adjusts the clip that holds back my hair. It’s one Ella gave me for graduating from cosmetology school. It’s a slightly opened pair of bronze scissors with a pretty emerald in the center that matches my eyes. I wear a pendant, too, one I’ve had since birth. I can’t remember taking off the necklace, as if it’s a biological part of who I am.

The man she’d waved over saunters toward us carrying bottled water. He’s middle-aged with peppered sideburns, a sloped nose, and high cheekbones that support his dark glasses. He’s dressed in a sharp blue suit and tie, even though the temperature nears eighty degrees. “I’m Mr. Vizcaino. I knew your mother, and I’m sorry.”

I don’t recognize him, but he reminds me kindness exists and not everyone is out to harm me. “Where did you meet Ella?”

“She worked in holistic medicine at Full Sail Medical, in Whisper Cove. A lovely woman who’ll be truly missed.”

I smile up at the man with the copper-colored eyes. “Thank you for coming.” I lift the chilled bottle to my lips and sip. “And thank you for the water.”

“My pleasure. Again, I’m very sorry for your loss.” He turns on a dime, heads back to hug the shade, and takes up real estate near the hefty trunk.

“Better?” Stacey peers down at me with lifted brows. 

“It’s hot as balls on black asphalt,” I mumble as the icy chill of the water skis down my throat, cooling me. “I’ll be just fine, as soon as Ella’s laid to rest,” I assure Stacey, but she gives me an incredulous look. We both know I’ll never be the same.

Stacey resumes singing, picking up the words just on time about being lost and found, blind and seeing.

I edge closer to the sturdy tree and out of the July heat, not wanting to be found. Craving to see my future. I catch my shadow crawl across the mound of earth, as petite as a pre-teen rather than a woman of twenty-five, except for my rounded hips and breasts. My mid-back length red hair swirls in the breeze. I tell myself the white highlights are from too many hair treatments, but every day the strands grow whiter, longer. It’s the least of my problems, since I’m a goddess with hair dye.

“Let us pray…” Pastor Ripley lowers his head.

Doesn’t take but another twenty minutes before the pastor folds his leather bound Bible and marches past me, adding a terse smile. Mourners follow him. They sprinkle my cheeks in what I can image are infinite shades of mauve lipstick. I don’t wipe away their kisses or shake off their endearments, though. I clutch each one and tuck it close, trying to make the funeral proceedings feel real when Ella’s still with me. Really, with Ella here, maybe I don’t have to move forward without her guidance.

The casket begins to descend. Suddenly, I’m stuck in a quandary. Could I be like Stacey and Ella, satisfied to stay in Diamond Springs, complacent clipping, cutting, dyeing, and dying?

The man with the shovel grunts as he lifts the heap of soil and spreads it across Ella’s coffin.

A whimper escapes from my throat. She’s the last of my family, except for the one who disowned me. That’s what’s shaking me the most. To find out who I really am, I have to move on with my life. “I’m a grown woman. I have to live my own life. Finding my grandmother is my only hope. It’s what I want. It’s what I’ve wanted.”

“No, Tricia. Please let me find another way,” Ella pleads.

“You can search for other options along the way. I need you. That will never change…”

“One day you won’t need me.”

Ella’s heavy sigh fills my head, and I can’t help but feeling some bit of hope sweep through me at my small win that I'm making choices for me now.

Daylight's wasting, the shadows growing longer. I hustle to the car where I jot down the address Ella recites. I don’t want to cry, but the drive out of the cemetery blurs for a few moments. As I twist my head back toward her fresh grave, I swear I see a familiar shape of a man dressed in black, his hooded jacket pulled tight over his head. He struts across the lawn from the parking lot, but then with my next blink, Riley’s gone.

Now I’m seeing ghosts?

I gun the gas and rubber squeals on the roadway as I’m trying to forget the image of the Riley that fills my vision. He’s the one who broke my heart when he entered the military, promising me he’d return. Only he never will. He died five years ago in the war, in the heat of a foreign desert, and his body has never been recovered.

Doesn’t take me long to reach the highway. I’m finally freed from the cries, the shouts of the cemetery’s deceased, pleading with me to return. Ella’s different, adding her encouragement, telling me she loves me and to be careful. Only no amount of rubbing my eyes or tears washes away Riley’s silhouette that’s embossed into my memory.

The five o’clock traffic jams the highway and tears imprison my sight. The road swims in my vision, making driving between the lanes impossible. I weave within the dashed lines, earning a generous honk from the tomato produce truck, whose haul spills a few tomatoes over the edge. The truth is, I’m fearing my grandmother won’t remember me, won’t want me in her life, and Ella won’t find help to protect me. Then what will happen to me? Will Grandmother toss me out?

I crank the wheel, coming to a dead stop on the shoulder, until I control my tears. “Be strong, Tricia. You can do this. You have to.”

Feeling slightly more empowered, I take a cleansing breath and roll back onto the highway. The Crystal Basin Road turnoff comes into view not two miles later, and I veer left. My pulse thuds right between my ears, and a migraine screws my temples. Every driveway, every tree that hugs the winding curves looks the same. I’m wondering if I’m lost when suddenly, I spot the mailbox with the partial address peeling off the metal carrier box. 

“Here. Take a left.”

At Ella’s direction, I pull onto the gravel road that winds around one bend after the other. Chuckholes send my car lurching, but I keep steady pressure on the gas, until I come to a closed gate and can’t go any farther. There’s a motorcycle parked on the outside of the gate, one of those lowrider types with the handlebars spread wide and the frame held up by fat tires. Its engine crackles, dissipating heat.

“Someone’s here. The motorcycle doesn’t belong.”

Ella’s warning slices through me like a shaving blade, telling me to be careful and respectful of my edginess. Memories of my childhood crawl to the surface. I was seven the last time I went through the gate at the end of our driveway. “Grandmother trekked through the forest at all hours of the day and night, and if I recall, so did my mother, rest in peace. Maybe Grandmother has grown more adventurous than I remember.”

“Turn around, Tricia. Something’s not right.”

I tense and twist my ears in all directions, scoping out the sounds of the forest I’m about to breach. There was a time I skipped out to the mailbox, holding my mother’s hand. The path leading to the cabin isn’t far—a quarter mile or so, if I remember. The path was flanked by berry bushes and, even now, I recall picking them with my mom, plopping the sweet, tart fruit into my mouth and savoring the plump berries. Strange how thoughts of my mother are wrapped in simple pleasure.

I exit the car and lock it. The scent of pine replaces my memories, and somewhere in the distance an owl hoots, adding a thread of fear to my already shaky mood. At least my insides have cooled down. I smooth my dress and wish I would have taken the time to go home and change into pants and my sandals to boots before rushing to the cabin.

No turning back now. I scale the gate, catch my sleeve on the jagged metal, and scratch my upper arm. I squeak out a curse word. I’ve had a messed-up day, but no little scratch is stopping me now.

I hike through the forest as night descends, eating up the light trapped within the trees. Shadows crawl across the dim path that’s more overgrown than I remember. Berry bushes now curl across the path creating snares, tripping me up. Once I’m free of the vines, I spot the cabin. Inside, an orange glow breaks through the window sheers.

My heart practically crawls into my throat when I see movement behind the pulled curtains. I break into a run, and the thorny vines prick at my legs. The steps rising up to the front door rattle under each step I take. For a moment, I hover just outside the door, heart pounding and breath flowing from my dry throat. I have a fleeting thought I’ve made a mistake coming here, but to get answers, I have to go the extra distance.

I slide the door knocker into my hand. It’s smooth on the edges, peaked in the center, and the little family crest fills my palm with longing. “Grandmother? It’s Tricia…”

Something inside crashes, the force slapping the floor so hard the cabin trembles.

Fear razors up my spine, and I scramble backward, screaming. My uncontrolled powers hunt me, find me, and fill me so completely, not even Ella’s presence inside my head can stop what comes next. “No, no, no. I can’t stop it. Grandmother, run!”

Heat swells and electricity shoots down my arms, expanding like a supernova as energy explodes from my hands.


Chapter 3
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Riley

 

The door bursts open, rips from its hinges, and crashes into the adjacent wall, reduced to a million splintered match-sized pieces.

I buckle my knees as I reach for my gun, aiming for the torso of the body wielding a spectrum of blinding colors. Shifting my position to get a better look, I come to terms with what I’m up against. I’ve never seen a Fae in the flesh. Concealed behind the glare, I squint, trying to make out the size and shape, male or female.

That’s when I spot a floral dress and strappy sandals. Female. Sure, I’ve scoped out pictures from textbooks or the internet during these past five years since I’ve returned from my tour in Syria, after joining and training at the Preternatural Defense Unit. Locating the Fae princess rumored to be coming into her powers has been one of the PDU’s top missions—and I’ve learned Fae don’t survive long in our world. “Take it easy. I’m not here to hurt you.”

From my studies, the Marines had me believing Fae are supposed to be extinct. But the PDU is an entirely different game. Neither fae nor vampires are extinct. Vamps attacked and turned my squad when we fought together in the Middle East. Another lie I’ve added to my collection that I’ve garnished from research and missions the Marines had sent me on prior to my enlisting with the PDU.

The child-sized woman widens her feet, bracing herself to strike me down, as I wonder how many lies are truths. Like what happened to my squad after they turned into vampires? Someone has to know where the hell they’ve vanished to, which is the side mission I’ve taken upon myself, since the day I was rescued and forced to leave them behind.

I shake off the distraction and remorse that I survived, refocusing on General Kane’s orders and the fae before me. Only, there’s something about her that feels familiar. Quickly, I push away that insane thought, deciding I’m still kicking myself for arriving late to the funeral—another loved one I left behind. I shouldn’t have gone, disobeying orders, except Tricia is the only woman I’ve ever loved. Protectiveness over her still takes up space inside me. Riley, you’re dead, I remind myself. She’s over you and, most likely, has moved on. “What’s your name? I’m searching for the home owner.”

Truthfully, there’s a war coming between the humans and the Vampires, but all supernatural entities are on the rise, as General Kane, my superior, has shared. Although Kane’s discussed with me his list of suspects who will lead the attack—someone overseas—here in the US I’m wondering if the mastermind has found new grounds. I’ve been on other missions all over the world, but I’ve followed the breadcrumbs and vamp sightings here in hope I’ll find a single clue that will lead to finding and bringing home my men. I roll knots from my shoulders. “Why have you come?”

The fae’s light flickers, as if she’s building up another blast, but through the glare she lowers her green gaze. She spies the hutch on the ground at my feet, its contents vomited out onto the jute rug. Still focused on me, she crosses the threshold, jamming her arms straight into my path. Her sundress rides her thighs and hovers above her knees, as she moves stealthily toward me.

“I could ask you the same question. What have you done with my grandmother?”

She’d appear more threatening if she wasn’t wearing picnic attire. But when she raises her hand, I freeze, quickly deciding she’d be deadly wearing nothing at all. Her beauty—what I’ve glimpsed of it—is as lethal as any weapon. I shouldn’t notice her, but my heart bangs, demanding me to give her a hard glance, as the image of Tricia forms.

I force my legs to stiffen and bite back the shudder of grief-laden desire that races through me. I’m a soldier to the core. I’ve taken an oath to protect my country from otherworldly creatures. But her magic calls to me. Stand your ground, I order myself. Fae are known to mimic their surroundings. This fae is no different. Perhaps, she knows who I am and has disguised herself as Tricia.

“I asked you a question.” Her light blazes and sparks snap around the aura.

So why am I hesitating? I should fire a warning shot. Except, my curiosity worms its way to my index finger, and I ease off the trigger. She could be the last of her immortal kind here on earth, this princess everyone is searching for, and a prize my enemies might trade for information leading me to my missing squad. It’s another way for me to earn General Kane’s respect, so he’ll continue to feed me leads regarding my men.

I scope out the cobwebbed room, sheet-covered furniture, and know without a doubt the owner’s long absent. “The woman who lived here is gone. But how much could your grandmother have mattered to you if you’re learning about her absence from a stranger.”

A second blast explodes from her hand.

Light blisters across my cheek, and suddenly there’s a gaping hole in the wall to my right. The room fills with choking, chalky dust, and I throw my free arm over my mouth and nose in time to see her stagger back and check out her own damn hand. Next, she’s talking to someone at her side, only there’s no one there that I can see. Is she mad or does she have power beyond my understanding? Probably a bit of both, I decide.

“Bullets have no power over me,” she blurts, again checking the space beside her. “Unless you want another, you need to leave now, or start talking fast.”

I pull my brows tight, and every muscle in my hand readies to engage, then I see the red streak leaking down her arm—weakness in her I can use to get myself out of this fix. “It’s your word against mine. How do I know you’re not trespassing?”

Again she pauses, as if listening to the open forest behind her. “This is my family’s property. I’ve alerted the police. They’ll be here any minute.”

“Who’s with you? State your names. Do it now!” I take aim.

“You’re the one who better spill the beans or you’ll end up in worse shape than that wall,” she threatens.

Everything in me is telling me I’m in deep shit. That I should take her out. Except, hiding in the sassy timber of her voice is a thread of something…shaking insecurity…and sweet familiarity. I peer closer, skirting around the crumbled sheetrock that crackles underfoot, as if her very presence is a siren calling the part of me I’ve buried to wake. From what I’ve read, fae cheat, steal, and lie. This creature is no different. “Cell service is dead out here. Lower your hand so we can talk,” I bargain, fearing for my life and the loss the world would have if I’m forced to kill the rare creature.

She cocks her curvy hip. “There’s a bigger liar in this room than me. So tell me how you’re here, alive, when you’re supposed to be dead, Sergeant Riley Sweetwater?”

My readiness to attack deflates in a whoosh of shame when I hear the anger in Tricia’s voice. I’m overtaken by the spiral of memories from the first time the shy redheaded girl had watched me from the other side of her bedroom window when she lived in town, next door. I recall connecting with those deep-green eyes blinking back her curiosity that matched my own, to our first meet after I’d been suspended from school. She’d agreed with the principal’s decision to send me home. Served me right, I guess, for socking Ben.

Ben… A pang of regret that I couldn’t save him the night we were attacked by vampires tarnishes the sweet memories of her and me. But for a moment, I hang on to the good times, luxuriating in the memory of our first kiss under the apple tree located near the American River that runs through her property on the outskirts of town, the same place I’d made love to her our first time, the same place I’d promised myself I’d propose to her given the chance when I returned from my tour. That time is over.

I face her, irritation twisting my expression into a discerning scowl that says I’m not a man to trust. “Did you follow me?”

She palms her pushed out hip, adding a sneer. “I left you behind, just like you did me.”

The shock of truth jolts me, but the quiver in her voice pulls me closer. I try to shake off the dizzying effect she’s having on me as a vision of us inside my head develops as if she’s reanimating the memory of our first time together. For a moment, I swear I can actually feel her silky heat, but then the image twists, so I feel my length sliding into her core, enveloping all I'm giving her, so we’re both reliving the same moment.

“I gave you everything.” She gasps, slicing off the vision.

I can’t help but suck a breath, fucking stumble, and want to blame it on the pile of debris underfoot when it’s shock and my desire to protect her from me.

Nostalgia will get me killed, I remind myself. I shouldn’t trust her, especially when she’s fooled me into believing she’s human all along. Watching her, though, I have to wonder if the vamps I’m hunting have gotten to her, forced her to make a choice as they would—her life for mine. I decide that’s impossible as the vamps and fae can’t honor a truce between them to save their lives, or so I’ve been informed by Kane. “I know you did, but had no choice in going dark. I followed orders. If you knew the risks—”

“You never gave me a chance. We all have choices,” she snaps, steps closer, and lifts her palm that flashes orange, as threatening as a fire shooter warming.

“Stay back. Don’t make me kill you.” I cover the trigger. Could I actually hurt her, kill her, knowing this is Tricia?

“You had your chance to do so at the service.”

“I didn’t see you. I came late. Believe me, I wanted to be there for you.”

“If you wanted that, you’d have been there.” She slithers along the wall, stepping over the wooden shards.

Her luscious curves entice desire to rise again when until now, I’ve focused on my mission, on a single path. I don’t know if it’s her magic, my will to make it up to her, or our history. Once I believed she was the most honest and pure person I’d ever met. “I’m not the person you once knew,” I warn. “Neither are you.”

“The Riley I remember cared too much about too many. He'd never walk away from the ones he cared about, unless he was forced. But I guess you're right. You have changed, so why come here?”

I inch forward, dipping my shoulders, forcing myself to relax, as I make sense out of what’s happening. “I’d been ordered by General Kane to track the appearance of an energy surge detected nearby. Only I’d segued to the cemetery. I had to see you, make sure you were okay.”

Her full lips thin to a short pink line. “I’m, obviously, fine.”

“That’s the lie we all tell ourselves, isn’t it?”

“I don’t know what lies you hold onto. That you once loved me? That you’d promised to come home? That you’re really dead and I’m staring at a ghost? That you’re here, protecting me?” She laughs, but it’s laced with sarcasm’s hard edges.

An angle she’s turned that I blame myself. It was for the best. It still is. There is no place for weakness in this new world. I don’t share, not yet, that a coven of vampires were spotted heading toward Diamond Springs two days ago. Supposedly, they're in search of the same power source that had begun to register on satellite. Intelligence believes it’s fae magic resonating from the princess as she comes into her powers.

It’s the reason I believe the Master Vampire will show, and when he does, I plan to take my revenge, despite not knowing why he uprooted from the Middle East to come here.

Learning of the existence of a fae royal and taking possession of the creature certainly gives the Master Vamp motivation, but my gut is telling me he wants her for another reason.

Now, after witnessing her powers, I'm scrambling with disbelief that Tricia is most likely the one they’re hunting after. I shove back, willing my head to clear. I have to stay focused on bringing my men home where they can be cured. Getting them back is the only way I'll forgive myself for surviving when they're now vampires. “Your next move will determine our future, and neither of us will find what we’ve come searching for if we kill each other. I can help you find your grandmother. We can be a team, like we once were.”

“Things will never be the same without trust… But I agree we could use each other to find what we’re each looking for.”

“It’s a start.” To prove good faith, I holster my weapon. It’s Tricia—my Tricia. She wouldn't hurt me. “Trust is something I’ll have to earn.”

“I don't believe in miracles, so save yourself the effort.”

The catch of pain in her voice hovers like ash after an explosion when I wish it would simply float away. Neither of us has the strength to make sense out of what happened between us. Life happened. “You deserve answers, but it's complicated and we’re out of time.”

“This isn’t a movie; this is my life and yours. Don’t I deserve better than a cliché answer? What happened to you? Where did you go? Why was I told you had died? Riley, I buried you, and the only explanation I received was a folded flag.”

I recall the day, the anguish still a parasite eating at me. Her pain, my betrayal destroyed me as I watched the sadness and disappointment consume her. “I’m sorry I put you through that.”

“Why didn’t you come back for me?” she demands, stomping her foot and lunging forward.

I did… Over and over again. My throat strains from the building emotions. I can’t tell her how many times since I returned to the States that I planted myself on her back porch, caught her silhouette in the window, and how I watched her as she’d cried the night Ella died. Now, the two house fires, or at least evidence of the multiple blazes that mar the earth around her property, make sense. She is the fae princess who’s coming into her powers, but I suspect she’s uncontrolled….

The room swells with heat, and sweat courses my hairline. I quickly recall that fae have the power to control the elements, but in the back of my mind, I have to wonder if the night sweats, the perpetual thirst, isn’t something hinting at changes in my own body awakening since I returned to Diamond Springs. “My reasoning won’t matter, if the vampire coven spotted in this area finds us.”

Her tiny frame’s shadow climbs the wall as she circles me, her soles cracking the glass underfoot. “Vampires.”

The Tricia I know was innocent but not stupid. Awareness finds her in a swift minute, as if she has prior experience with the undead. She spins to face the sweeping door and grips her arm. “Are you hunting them, or them, you?”

I don’t want to tell her about my past, but my mouth has other ideas. I spill out the details as easily as the hutch did its crystal contents. “I suspect both, for different reasons. Since my men were attacked, I’ve been trailing clues leading me to the coven of vampires responsible for kidnapping my squad. We’ve crossed paths a few times. I’ve only recently joined the special sect of the United States government called the Preternatural Defense Unit. The PDU is my only hope as they have the resources and scientists working on a cure for Vampirism.”

She taps her cheek, as if pondering my info dump, and her brows shoot up. “And you suspect my grandmother is involved in some way? She’d be a seventy-year-old woman? She had a limp in her fifties. She’d probably depend on a cane to walk.”

As if my mission is full of holes, I jump the gap and attempt to explain. “General Kane is in charge of my assignments. I’m to find a map echoed to detail fae safe houses, worldwide. I thought, up until now, the map took priority. Now I'm wondering if he suspected you'd show at one of them sooner than later. Plus, each clue has led me closer to locating the Master Vampire, who’s responsible for turning my soldiers and others.”

She leans to her side, pausing for a moment before she flicks her attention back to me. “So you think this Master is in cahoots with the fae? Is interested in me? That’s farfetched. Even I know that much from stories I remember hearing as a child. I'm only one fae. Nobody. Hardly important enough to attract an army of vampires.”

She's not taking me seriously, but I feel the need to enlighten her. She's in danger. I won't have her blood on my conscience when everything I’ve done has been to keep her alive, far from me and what haunts me. “I have a theory. The Master is targeting fae to gain access to faery portals as a way to move his minions undetected throughout the world. That’s why the PDU is working so hard to bring him down. He may be using fae magic to gain entrance and the untapped power of fae magic as well. It’s what I’d do, if I were planning a war against humanity. But something’s holding him up. I'm finding out what so I can take him out.”

My nerves spike at his vow. “Single handedly? That's crazy. These hotspots you’re tracking could be an anomaly within the earth. If General Kane has intelligence on how to stop a war, why hasn’t he deployed men to the known safe houses, arrested this Master Vampire, and moved on? Unless there’s something he’s not sharing?”
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If it wasn’t for the general, I’d be dead. He’d rescued me after my squad turned on me. He brought me home and gave me purpose. I owe him my life, and I have to convince Tricia to trust me as I do the general. “The general is a knowledgeable man and well respected by world leaders. He’s not going to risk human lives unnecessarily. Once he’s gathered intelligence via this map, he’ll make the decisions necessary to protect humans, including you and me.”

“I’m not so sure. I remember a story my mother told me. It was a picture book, really, titled, The Maze of Faery. It’s not as simple as rabbit holes, which can be traced or the inhabitants smoked out. Fae can alter the entrances and exits, and humans can be trapped within the realm never to be seen again.”

Tricia tips her head again, as if she’s listening to something invisible to me. I can’t deny that her hearing isn’t improved over mine. I take a moment to glance around the room, normal as any sparsely decorated cottage. “Rumor is a fae princess is coming into her powers. A normal fae, as I understand, can move between preset dimensions, opening the existing portal as they come and go. But royalty can create portals anywhere and anytime, plus choreograph all the portals to open at the same time. If this is true, the princess would have great value to the master as a pawn in his plot for world domination.”

She crouches, the pose taking on feral characteristics. “I’m no princess. I may be fae, but… Back away, now. I’ve killed before.” She flashes her beam of light and heat straight at me. Her green eyes spin wild yellow.

I reach for the beamed ceiling, proving to her I’m not a threat as I slink toward her. I want a better look, need it, if I’m honest, to make sure she’s on board with my continued reasoning. “Every time your power flares, you’re in danger. Haven’t you wondered why your grandmother gave you up? Why Ella hid you away? I’ve seen the burned earth around your property. Ella didn’t move from town to isolate you but to protect the town from your metamorphosis.”

Her veneer slips as her ivory skin turns neon green and heat billows from around her body. From the heat waves, her dress swirls about her thighs, and the petals flutter.

The hairs on my arms lift and curl from the heat, forcing me to take a step back. “It’s okay. I can help you learn to control your powers.”

“You know nothing about me,” she bites out as she covers her arm, and blood seeps through her fingers.

My mouth begins to water at the sight—a condition I chalk up to PTSD after what went down with my men subsequent to when they were bitten. I witnessed their blood thirst as they transitioned—a vision I can’t seem to escape. “Doesn’t matter. Give me a chance. I can help you learn how to hide, first by letting me take care of that wound.”

She peeks under her palm. “It’s only a scratch I received when I climbed over the gate. I’m a quick healer.”

I take another cautious step toward her, and irritation grinds through me that she doesn’t put herself first. “I’m trained in first-aid.”

She throws up her hand in warning, but her palm is as pink as mine. “I-I don’t know how to control what’s happening to me,” she confesses. The power comes and goes. I can’t stop the reaction. I can’t do spells or conjure any type of magic, like Ella could. I’m practically useless.”

“You’re not useless. You’re untrained.” Tingles fan across my skin, as soon as I brush my fingers against her arm, calming me. Could be why my PTSD hasn’t acted up since I’ve been watching her.

She peers up at me, extending her arm a few inches, still guarded. “So you’re looking for a map? I remember an alcove my grandmother used as a sort of pantry, but I think it was a safe room because only she could open the door.”

I pull a sheet off the nearest chair, tear a strip free. It’s dusty, but then so is her skin. This close, I inhale, letting her delicious scent fill me as I consider the reason I haven’t located anything in the home is because it’s well hidden by fae magic. Near as I am, I realize what I’m craving isn’t Tricia’s scent; it’s her magic. She brims with it. I thirst for it. “Somewhere inside this house is the answer to finding my men. So, I’d like to present a truce. I’ll help you find your grandmother, if you help me find the book I’m looking for. After, we should stick together until I make sure you’re safe.”

She checks out my hip, motioning to my weapon. “I have to learn how to protect myself. Teach me how to shoot, and we have a deal.” She flips over her palm, the color as normal as my own, offering to shake on the arrangement.

Do I dare pretend that I can protect her when I couldn’t protect my men? Soldiers who all had heat strapped to every location on their bodies they could carry a weapon? Do I explain that I’m the only survivor the vampires skirted around, as if I was the damn plague, calling me “Ancient” and “Rajah” when I have no explanation to why? I shake on it, knowing I’m headed deeper into danger than I’ve ever been. “Deal. But don’t make me regret it.”

“I’ll try not to.”

An unfamiliar smile lands on my face, mimicking hers. Strangely, having her here, knowing I’m alive settles my mind. I don’t tell her, though. “First lesson of survival: blood attracts vamps—the sight, the scent, the taste. You bleed, you cover that shit up fast.”

She extends her arm, almost fully. As I fold over the cloth, I brush her forearm that’s once again blistering my fingertips without the color change. “You always this warm?”

“Sometimes. Stress brings it on, and fear, and other things.” Her lashes swoop over flushing cheeks.

Is she remembering us again? Does it matter? Should I tell her to bury her memories, knowing I'll never be the man she once knew? I drop my hands, satisfied her wound is covered temporarily, and my confliction surges. Could I pursue my men and teach her to fight. Really fight. She’s fae. I’m ordered by the PDU to bring her in, turn her over to the general for a purpose that once seemed so clear but now I question. I consider keeping her for myself, until we find her grandmother. Admittedly, Tricia’s pull to deviate from the plan is too strong for me to care about consequences. Yes, something about helping her and keeping her close to me feels right, warming the chill inside me. I owe her that much, I decide. “Come on—”

A crunch of leaves outside cuts my sentence midway and draws my attention through to the moonless night and the forest beyond, but before I can react a great shadow fills the void.

“Stop where you are, the princess isn’t going anywhere with you. I’m Sterling and I’ve been summoned by Ella to keep her safe.”

The fae male pounds boots on the landing, entering the house. He deliberately heads my way, raises his arm, palm forward and pointing at my chest. Sterling wears blue jeans and a simple white tee covered by a shimmering green long-sleeved shirt, as if one of those 1970s disco dancers. To each his own… He’s under five foot—his enormous shadow an illusion—and a couple of decades older than me, although I find it hard to judge age through my weary gaze. Creases fan out from the corner of his eyes and disappear into his hairline attached to a thick beard. The red tone of his hair is fading, turning white at his sideburns, except for his facial hair, which is still pure auburn. He’s stocky and his arms are as thick as mine.

I’m impressed, and I think Tricia is too. She darts her stare to mine, as if she's having an issue labeling who's the greater threat, who she can really trust, or who’s worthy to teach her the skills she’ll need to survive.

Of course, she’s comparing us. Like I said, she’s not stupid. Sterling is a worthy adversary if he’s being truthful. I’m doing the same damn thing as Tricia, sizing up the male. I want to say Sterling is dwarfed, but that’s not exactly right. Popeyed? Popeye the Disco Dancer. Trepidation stomps out my chuckle because this isn’t time to joke, not when I could lose her to the realm of Faery, if her maze story is true. I slide my weapon into my palm and raise the gun to his eye level. “Stop or die.”

“Sergeant Sweetwater, put away your weapon. The princess is in grave danger. Unbeknownst to either of you, she’s engaging her powers even as we’re here wasting time. Her draw is deadlier than either of us, and doing so is summoning a vampire coven to our location. What we need to do is protect her while we still have time. Hide her. She’s the only one who can save our future, but she has to come with me before it’s too late.”

Protectiveness over her cages me, as does my jealousy that there exists a fae—a bulked-up adult male who knows firsthand what it means to be fae when all I’ve done is research the PDU’s catalogue of reference materials. The male could show her what I can only tell her, and frustration percolates up my throat in a protective growl.

Tricia shoots me a disapproving frown. Of course, she would. She’s no doubt debating whether she should trust me after I’d lied to her, making her believe I’d died when that’s far from the case. Plus, Sterling is a safer bet for her, knowing exactly what Tricia is going through. Only my gut, my ego, isn’t having any of it. “She’s not going anywhere with you.”

“I can speak for myself. I’m searching for my grandmother. She owned this house, and I need to find out what happened to her. Do you know her?”

“I did, but the woman who lived here is long gone. Come with me. I’ll hide you.” He pins me with his condescending gaze, as if I’m the enemy incarnate. “This one will only get you killed.”

Confliction stark in her big green eyes, I watch her mental wheels spinning, deciding what she should do next. I don’t blame her. I’ve changed, inside and out. I’m colder, harder, guarded. That gentle boy who helped her save bunny rabbits when we were kids is nothing but a shadow. Neither of us have seen this stranger before. We’re both putting our lives on hold to find answers, but I’m just as foreign to her now as the next guy. Desperation to keep her close darts through me. “Stay with me.”

Sterling offers her his hand. “I’m family. I am fae. I’ll help you search for your grandmother. I’ll teach you who you’re meant to be.” “I’m the only one who can hide you, for your safety.”

On instinct, I reach out and grip her arm, but where I anticipated resistance, I find her docile. My pinched brows shadow my eyes as I try and understand why she’s on the fence about trusting this man.

“I’m tired of hiding,” she blurts, her bottom lip bunching up, and she curls her fingertips over my hand. “I’m not in danger right now, and there are a few things inside this house I need to find.”

That calming force of hers infuses me as she studies the strain I’m holding along my clenched jaw until it simply fades. Sterling is threatening for sure. But I realize Tricia and her powers over me could destroy my direction.

She squeezes before dropping her hand. “We may need Sterling on our team, however. If he’s as helpful as he claims. He may know how we can find portals that will lead us to this Master Vampire you’re looking for, while teaching me how to control my powers and locating my grandmother. It could be a win-win for all of us.”

A dark blur races across the front clearing, but I know it’s too late. “Vampires.”

Sterling spins, throws his hand up to eye level, and a stream of white light bursts from his palm. The explosion of power lights up the night and the vampires emerging from the shadowed forest. He tosses me a glare as he storms outside. “Protect the princess.”

I slip my hand over Tricia’s mouth as a vamp encroaches on the porch, knowing what I’m planning is the last thing she’d want or expect from me.
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Riley tackles me, we both sail toward the three-foot space behind the sofa and ornate bookcase, and I strike him in the shin with my heel.

“What the hell?” Riley hisses between clenched teeth, rubbing the spot.

Served him right for denying me the option to defend myself so I didn’t die. Not that I’m jumping at the second option anytime soon. “That’s for pouncing on me without my permission. So, get off, or I’ll give you another right in the other shin.”

Of course, he only presses tighter, but that’s when I realize I have teeth.

“Biting me will only make me mad,” he seethes. “Do that again, and I’ll tie you up, haul you to the PDU, and you can forget about looking for your grandmother.”

Even with danger not twenty feet from us, I find a bit of power dash through me—the ego stimulating kind. “I don’t care. Let me go.”

My words come out all garbled when he cups his hand over my mouth and doesn’t release me. At first.

“Keep quiet and I’ll let you up. Nod if you understand.”

Of course, I do. He’s trained and sharpened, as if he’s prepared to kill, which he is. Sure glad he’s no longer focused on killing me. At least not at the moment. I’m screwed right down to the gravelly floor, his body a hard, quivering mass of muscled weight, pinning me. This Riley is one hundred percent different than the boy who left to go into the military five years ago. Clearly, he’s alive as all get out, and I’m noticing his power over me way too much.

But I have powers, too. They may be uncontrolled. Believe me, that second shot of energy I sent sailing into the wall was as unplanned as a fart in the middle of a Quick Trim. We both had been shocked at the misfire, but neither one of us was ready to talk about it. Ella included.

She’d discovered Sterling wandering in the forest and somehow guided him to the cabin. I don’t trust him as far as I can throw my fireballs, which isn’t far. He could be lying to gain my trust for his own devious agenda.

I grip Riley’s arm that tenses under my hold, and he rolls me to a stooped position, as easily as if I’m a cloth doll. I gulp back fear burning sour in my stomach. His warm breath flows across my cheek, and he roams his blue-eyed gaze over me, checking me out as if he’s actually worried he’s hurt me…or in love. “I’m fine. Get off.”

He lowers his arm, releasing me and breathing hard. “Keep quiet.”

For the first time we connect, and a dash of pleasure that he sees me ripples deep inside. “You’re the one that’s panting and talking.”

He raises his lips into a grin, little crescents appearing at the corner of his mouth.

I squirm under his hold because I don’t want to be connected to him like I once was. Okay, my body does, but I’m mentally sliding into the driver’s seat. I still feel betrayed by his lie. All right, I confess. I’ve hidden stuff from him, too, as peekaboos of power had started appearing more than twenty years ago. But it’s not as if I knew what I was—am. I’ve never faked being dead.

Suddenly, I’m hearing voices, or more than just Ella’s, who’s, frankly, as shocked by the whole ordeal as I am.

“Tell Riley you can hear the dead, the vampires.”

He’s gonna think I’m cray-cray, but I risk speaking. “Ella thought you should know, and I’m sensing five of the vamps heading our way. One’s clearly sneaking around from the back, on the wraparound porch. The others are either scattered or waiting at the edge of the forest.”

His eyes flash disbelief, but then he must accept the new facts because he scopes out the open doorway and holds his pose as if listening. “They know you’re here. And Sterling. I won’t let anything hurt you. I promise.”

Pondering his vow, I curl my chin to my knees. Should I trust Riley? Does he think I’m that gullible? No siree. I peer through the split in the cushions of the couch, catching the glint of lingering magic from Sterling’s earlier blast of power, and think about defending myself. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” I warn.

“I’ll be right back. Stay here,” Riley mouths as he points to his eyes and then to the open space where Sterling is lighting up the darkness, as if he’s triggering July fireworks. Riley pops up, risking his life as he exposes himself to get a better looksee.

He’s switched to soldier mode with the signs, but I’m tired of other people bossing me around, hiding me away, and whatnot. How am I supposed to defend myself if I don’t get a chance to interact and glimpse what’s coming at me, or what I may one day have to confront alone?

I cock my head and try to narrow down more than a single word from the outsiders—a thought or an image, letting me know why they’re here and what they’re searching for, so I can relay the information to Riley. Surely, working for the PDU, he’ll make sense out of the segments of information I’m nabbing with my mind.

“What do you hear?”

“Voices. The coven casts a unique signature that’s sharper than that of the dead, like Ella’s voice. Each word is stamped out with purpose, more like sharpie-inscribed letters instead of chalk, if that makes sense. Only, something doesn’t feel right. I think the vampires are being deliberately controlled in some way against their will. Their brain patterns are nearly indistinguishable from one another.”

Riley must see the blood drain from my face when I’m suddenly hit by a bout of dizziness because he cups my cheek for a brief moment before checking his weapon and the additional clip at his side. He doesn’t question me, which feels good—and bad—having someone besides Ella accept that I’m different.

“You’re a necromancer.”

“A what?”

“You can communicate with the dead,” he deadpans.

I toss my hands. “It’s all new to me. But I guess maybe I am. I don’t understand these new abilities at all. Neither does Ella.” The blind leading the blind, in more ways than one.

“When humans are turned, their master gains control over their minds.”

“Not all of it. I’m sensing a great contention warring inside each vampire.” Before I can ask Riley about this Master Vampire, I catch nearly soundless movement gliding along the porch. I grip Riley’s leather jacket, and I promise him with a look that I’m ready to fight alongside him.

He morphs into combatant stance, and he doesn’t need a cape.

I team up beside him and punch out my hands as that trickle of heat starts pouring down my arms. God help us I don’t accidently kill one of the two good guys or I’ll be up Shit Creek without a paddle, I used to hear Ella mutter.

He balances his arm on the back of the sofa and sights his weapon, trusting me, at least for the time being, as he turns his full attention to the incoming.

Wish my body would listen to me when I tell it to settle down with the magic, though. Heat roars behind my ribcage. I imagine this is what Ella described as a menopausal hot flash. I glance at my hands, that brilliant red sheen glistening back at me. Well, color me aubergine. “Riley, I’m in trouble.” I flash him my palms.

In a blur, he grabs my wrists, both in one hand because he’s a beast in the muscle department. He takes aim at the incoming, using me in a way I’d never imagined when he hauls me up alongside him, using his abs as a brace for the kickback.

The first blast slams into the intruder’s ribcage, and chunks of flesh go flying all the way to the vaulted ceiling. The male vamp drops into a crouching position.

“Holy guacamole!” I blurt.

While I’m blinking back what’s just happened, the vamp’s bone and bits of tissue begin to wiggle and reform. Riley steadies me like a champ. Dang, he knows a lot about vampires, while I'm as new as a babe, making me feel small—well, smaller. Ugh. “Is there a vamp manuscript?”

“Yes and no.” He shuffles a few bullets into a revolver, as if putting quarters in the washer at the Sit and Spin Laundromat.

I wonder how many weapons he’s hiding in all the nooks and crannies of his leather jacket, pants, waistband, boots, which gives me the shuddering jimmies. I don't have time to compare comfort levels and weapons. “Uhmm...That’s not an answer, and the vampire is moving again.”

The man…er, the pale vampire with black half-moons pasted beneath his eyes is tall when he rolls upward, as if he's immune to the gaping wound. He has wide shoulders and a trim waist—what’s left of it—reminding me of the younger version of the soldier Riley used to resemble—the muscled parts.

A scuffle outside steals my attention. A vamp grips Sterling by the throat, lifts him two feet from the ground, and heaves the fae, tossing him back into the house again.

Sterling lands against the wall, which dents with the force. He falls into an unmoving heap on the floor.

“Oh, hell no! That’s one of my people.” The anger builds inside me, sputtering and sparking out my fingertips.

The pale man swivels his head toward me, the movement inhumanly fast.

Paralyzed by the pending attack, I shake my hands. “I’m all out of juice!”

Riley doesn’t waste a moment. He fires his gun, hitting the vamp square in the chest. The bullets must have a special component because the hole in the vampire bursts into flames, and the wound grows tenfold in diameter.

Foam pours from the man’s mouth, and his fatigues are soiled in dark patches, as if he’s been shot before—repeatedly. He draws back his blue-tinged lips to reveal extended fangs and hisses, mimicking the sound of a punctured tire.

Sterling springs to his feet, torpedoes forward, and plows into the vamp, knocking him against the far wall.

My celebration ends prematurely as another vamp trudges onto the porch, breaches the doorway, leaps over the brawling duo—Sterling and vamp number one—and comes to rest on all fours in front of the fallen hutch. In front of Riley and me. I scream and the windows shiver.

The vamp bores his reddened glare into me a moment before he springs from the ground, as if he can actually fly.

The roar of Riley’s gun discharging stabs my eardrums as vamp number two sails to the ground, thrashing across the broken glass, growling and chomping his dagger teeth, as if he wants to eat me alive.

“Another!” I jab my finger to the incoming.

Riley unloads his weapon into a third vamp that zips into the room, ruffling the sheets that cover the furniture.

My heart’s banging on my ribcage. I’m gasping as Riley’s one hundred percent focused on stopping the attack.

He hones his blue stare on his weapon, retrieves another clip from the back of his waistband, surprising the heck out of me with his fluidity and skill as he reloads.

He’s armed and in charge. I feel a spark inside me that has nothing to do with my powers but the appeal of this man. My desire spins into fear. He could die or leave me at any moment, then I’d be on my own once again. Plus, he’s bound to run out of ammunition at some point, unless he’s spitting out bullets from his ass.

I swallow my snicker at the visual, scolding myself because we could die. Fear works her magic, however, and heat sizzles down my arm as I lift it. A bolt of fiery light shoots from my palm and blasts vamp number three in the thigh, knocking him into the first vampire that’s riding Sterling. “Take that!”

I think Sterling’s eyes might pop out of his head and join the two vamps I’ve just blown out the doorway. I raise my brows, trying to assure Sterling my aim is improving. “Lucky shot?”

“Very,” Sterling agrees, adding a tight grin. Magic shimmers around him. With a flash, he disappears and reappears near the corner of the room, repositioning himself adjacent to the doorway, near the chair in the corner.

My head spins in awe of Sterling, in the magic department. Of course, he’s older, wiser, probably has experience with vampires similar to Riley. I wish I had more time for questions, but that thought’s short-lived.

The vamps who’d spun outside begin to unfold from their pretzel shapes. Their reanimation gives me a moment to recharge. I don’t want to admit I’m adapting and starting to find my place in the world as a fae, but I let that thought sprout inside. How strange that the one beside me on this new journey is Riley.

“You’re doing great,” Riley praises, his voice for my ears only.

For the briefest moment, my tilted view of my purpose rights itself. Inside my head, even Ella smiles along with me. Of course, the giddiness fades when I realize I keep watching the same fanged faces enter the house over and over again. I drop my jaw open, thinking the worst. “These monsters can’t be stopped; they can’t be killed.”

Sterling takes aim. He fires another bolt of power at the next frenzied vampire that enters, hitting him in the arm, which bursts into flames.

I pocket Sterling’s abilities—to fight, to wield his power as I can only hope to simulate someday. I should go with him, as even Ella has put some faith in him. I shouldn’t put my trust in Riley, who’s already lied to me. Plus, he has no experience teaching me how to use my powers. But hope in him exists.

“Stay down. Don’t shoot me.” Riley leaps over the sofa, takes out the vampire crawling toward us by stomping his skull and splitting it in two, as if it’s a ripened watermelon in the July heat.

I add that to my mental training lesson on How to Kill a Vampire by Boot. I should feel overwhelmed by the danger, frozen by fear, shocked at the power filling me, but instead I rise up to chest level over the back of the couch. I stare down at the vampire before me, testing myself at the expense of taunting the very corpse that wants me dead.

Riley barrels toward the front door with stealthy grace. Gunfire explodes in a flash of yellow. Again and again, shots outside echo into the house, until all that remains is the eerie click of the dry-firing weapon.

Awakening my surprise, the vampire that’s supposed to be dead begins to squirm. He lifts his cracked skull off the ground, and his eyes flutter open, almost seeming at once human. That is, minus the crack down the middle of the forehead. One-handed, he pulls his sluggish body across the jagged shards, as if the pieces slicing at his flesh are feathers.

“Riley!” I scream.

Not even crickets answer. But inside my mind I feel a tickle, a connection to something. No, someone, reaching out to me. It’s neither Ella nor one of the four vamps I’ve seen. I feel bold or brave enough to push my mind outward. Funny how it’s easier for me to question a bad guy when there’s a barrier between us. “What do you want?” Even in my mind, the words shake out of me.

“I’m coming for you...”

I lurch backward as if I’ve been gut punched, gathering my breath. But that doesn’t stop me from testing my reach on the one threatening me again, if it means stopping the attack by discovering who’s behind the order to capture me.

I close my eyes, concentrating on spotting an image, some telltale sign that could lead me to this controller’s identity, but all I see is a number that flickers through his mind—74. I’m not sure what the number represents or even if the mind I’m sifting through is male or female. The low tones float like the sun hiding behind clouds. It’s bright, blinding, but the shape is a mystery.

“Tell me what you want!” I shout again, punching out my hip and drawing Sterling’s narrowed stare.

“To win.”

Sterling’s gaze syncs with mine. As if he understands what’s happening or can hear the voice, he leaps up. “What does he want?” he croaks out.

He? I think on it a few seconds, juggling the feel of Ella’s mind as compared to the one who desperately wants to claim me, even though he’s not admitting by way of his thoughts or words. I risk sharing my opinion with Sterling. “Ella’s mind is a spring day when every living thing seems to celebrate being alive, whereas this mind is smothered under tundra that’s been frozen for centuries and craves the darkness and death.”

Sterling curls his thick arms around his body, as if ready for more punishment. “Definitely The Master.”

I tremble, even though heat’s perspiration dapples my cheeks. There’s no embarrassment in sweating when you’re fighting for your life. “The question is: What does he want to win? And who will be the loser?”

“Come with me. Now!” Sterling shoots out his arm, offering me his hand that’s as strong and sure as his angled cheekbones and the dimple centered in his square chin.

I should go with him. I can’t deny he’s my best option. I’ve come for answers I suspect Sterling can lead me to, but my feet are nailed to the floor. I fix my stare out the front door where night filters inside. Riley’s coming back to me. I can feel his existence in the core of my soul. I couldn’t survive resurrecting the pain and suffering of losing him all over again when I’ve just found him. “Riley could be hurt. We have to find him. We need him.”

I need him. In the pit of my belly, I always have.

A shadow breeches the threshold, and boots thunder onto the porch.

I shove my palms toward the door, sensing another vampire threat, but the heat I expect lies dormant. I pump my elbow, trying to cock my arms like I’d seen Ella cock the shotgun when coyotes tried to snag one of our chickens.

The footsteps draw closer, but my powers remain as dried as a split end on a platinum blonde. This is Murphy’s Law and another lesson. “Always have a backup plan,” I whisper to myself, tucking away the tidbit, and Ella agrees.

Riley dives through the door, and I’d be lying if my heart doesn’t celebrate by doing a little flip. He makes his way to me in a hot minute, although he’s silent as an after-hours Sunday at Sparkles. But then he lifts the corner of his mouth into a little grin when he catches the twinkle of my joy in my eyes. He’s putting his trust in me again when he gives me his back—the least of evils, I think—and maybe I’m trusting him, too. He’s a killing machine—a wounding machine, at the least—knowledgeable about those who want me. Plus, his military skills are polished to perfection. I realize I need him, if I’m to survive.

The vampire on the floor lifts his torso and head several inches.

His thoughts breach my mind, a mishmash of madness and pain, of his past life as a husband, father, and soldier, his anguish and longing to die, his futile battle against a powerful, unnamed force. “Kill me…” he rasps.

Power revs inside me and heat races down my arm. Before I can stop to think what he’s asking or what I’m doing, or what’s happening to my body, light as bright as the sun bursts forth from my palm.


Chapter 6
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Tricia is still checking out her hand and less concerned that she’s dripping vampire particles from head to toe, while the growing ache in my groin reminds me how very attracted to her I am. She’s strong and capable. More so than either one of us gave her credit, until now. While I’m juggling my awe at how calm she is and worried she’s about to implode, she flicks her satisfied gaze at me from killing the vamp. I release the breath I’m holding and consider the facts: She’s a novice fae—something I know little about—and I have no business teaching her how to use powers that I’m trying to understand.

Still, I’m blown away by the pack of dynamite rolled into the little powerhouse. Cautiously vigilant about her safety, I check out the surroundings, admitting additional vampires could show up at any moment. “We need to get out of here.”

She swipes the goop off her arms. “They’re gone. I can’t hear or feel any of them, so I think we’re safe for a few moments. We should check out the house for leads to my grandmother and the items you’re searching for, Riley.”

I give Tricia a second look, making sure the blood she’s covered in doesn’t belong to her as I run a hand across her freckled face. She doesn’t lean into my touch as she once did, but then I’d hurt her. The only one I can blame for her rejecting me is myself. Getting back what we once had is long gone, so get over it, I tell myself.

I drop my hand, reminding myself the only reason I’m drawn to touching her, protecting her is most likely, because she’s fae and filled with fae magic. I’m focused on saving my men and finding redemption as well. Tricia is merely a taste of forgiveness I’ve been craving for the past five years.

I slump my shoulders at my unconvincing lie. She’s strong, beautiful, smart, and a force to reckon with—the perfect woman...and no longer mine, I reiterate, cursing under my breath that I didn’t give her credit for having the strength to accept the shit I’ve had to deal with since my nightmarish tour.

Sterling flicks bits of flesh from his body. “It’s best we return in the morning. Fae are never safe. That’s especially true at night when the vampires are most active. However, if you don’t learn to control your powers, they’ll find you again. You’ll put anyone around you in danger.”

She sizes up Sterling and palms her hips, as if working through the elder’s warning. When she drops her arms, the hole she blasted into the wall shutters, as if an automatic door has slipped its track. She runs a hand along the opening, her surprise clear in her attentive gaze. “Check this out. It looks like a secret passage of some kind that I have power over.”

Sterling locks his focus on the malfunctioning door and marches forward, looking somewhat perplexed by his furrowed brows. “I agree. You’re magic moves the panel. There could be something of great value inside. Sergeant, help pry the opening, so I can slip inside. It's not safe for the princess. It could be a trap of some kind.”

I agree as the wall crackles and embers spark from the raw electrical wires. Black smoke swirls from the splits that razor up the sheetrock.

Again she lifts her hand. “I’m able to roll back the entrance, but not all the way. It is my home, so I suspect my fae magic is why. Vaguely, I remember this space, as I mentioned. But if anyone is entering this hidden space, it’s me. Both of you hold it open.”

Sterling stands down while I’m plotting my argument, which he quickly eclipses.

“Of course, you have power over the ward previously placed. You’re the granddaughter of the owner of the house. Fae magic recognizes the blood relationship but would fully open if the wall wasn’t damaged. We can try to pry open the door, but there are no guarantees that once you bypass the ward the door won’t shut you in permanently.” Sterling edges forward, eying me with derision. “It’s best I go in your place, princess.”

The distrust that passes through the back of Tricia’s eyes matches my own. Sterling obviously knows more than he’s saying. He lied to Tricia earlier that he couldn’t help her when it came to her grandmother.

She holds my distrustful stare, and I give her a nod, letting her know I’m as suspicious of Sterling as she’s beginning to be. Or, perhaps, she’s acknowledging that I’ve owned my lie as well as let her into my world. Up to now, Sterling has had no reason to be dishonest. Except he is.

She faces the opening, no wider than a skinny foot. She glances at her palm, as if still trying to understand how she has power over the elements. “My magic is part of being fae as is being a necromancer, I guess, and Ella seconds that belief. It’s going to take time though, for me to understand my capabilities when I’m not sure I have time.”

“Princess, communicating with the dead is a rare trait for fae.” Sterling motions to the newly exposed room. “Let’s make sense of this situation by investigating the contents for clues to where your grandmother could be holding up, then we can devise a plan to protect you. How does that sound?”

Sterling’s agenda rubs me like desert sands. “Vamps will return. They always do. I can keep her safe, myself and the PDU. But we need to go, now.”

Tricia holds up a forceful hand. “First, I’m not going anywhere with anyone until I check out this room. It’ll only take a few minutes.” She kicks out her hip in defiance.

Scoping the surroundings a second time, I decide if there’s a chance to find the book, I have to risk it. I retrieve my cell and use the flashlight feature to light up the space that’s more like an L-shaped pantry than a safe room, as Tricia suggested. Spice cabinet and hanging pots validate my suspicions. But I'm not comfortable with her going where I can't see her. I slide my knee between the crack, peeling the entrance open a few more inches. “Don’t go out of my sight. Vampire’s have been known to break through floors to get inside a home.”

She throws an incredulous look over her shoulder, and I follow her gaze that leads to what’s left of the vampire. “I know what they’re capable of, you haven’t spent a lick of time with me for five years, and I got this.” She slips between the panels and disappears.

I’d be lying if I didn’t admit her flicker of self-confidence sends my pulse into a tailspin the moment she’s gone from my sight, slipping around the corner, as if testing me. She doesn’t know shit about the vamps. Not really. Except for tonight's sneak peek. One could have slithered into the crawl space and at any moment could punch though the floor, grab her, and she’d be lost, similar to my men.

A cold shiver stakes me and I grip the cell, steadying the light. I listen to her micro movements, the swish of her dress, the rustle of papers, and the slap of her sandals on the tiled floor as I slide a sideways glance at Sterling, who’s facing the open doorway. “Hurry up now.”

“I’m fine. This is a safe room, now that I’m inside. The walls are made of some type of corrugated metal. Oh, there’s a baggie filled with cash. Not much, though. Maybe a couple hundred dollars.” She wrinkles the plastic.

I spot one of those buckets of dried food from the big warehouse stores that’s supposed to last twenty years or something. Tableware and all the things you’d find inside a pantry as well—boiling pots, cheesecloth. “Times up.”

“I’ll let you know when my time’s up, sergeant.” She wrestles a square cardboard box lid that’s about a foot in length and width. “I found a book.”

My heart thrums with anticipation. One hard lead is all I need to bring me closer to finding my men. “Grab it and let’s go.”

She pokes her head around the corner, giving me a warning look. “It’s a cookbook. Oh, hold up…”

The fae shoves past me and jams his hand inside the space. “The book belongs to the fae people. Hand it to me for safe keeping.”

I land my free hand across my weapon. “Move away from the door,” I warn.

Sterling tosses me a foreboding look as he bulks up his shoulders, as if he’s capable of growing in size. “I’m not the enemy. You are. You’ve destroyed this house. Brought the vampires here. Soon the place will be engulfed in flames.”

He gestures to the gray smoke filing out of the crack in the wall, and I warn Tricia. “Hurry. Leave the cookbook. Your life is more important.”

“Princess. There could be something valuable inside. I can’t risk it being lost forever.”

“I’m not leaving it,” Tricia snaps at Sterling. “These things are part of my history, my family…”

“Give her some room.” I cup Sterling’s shoulder, both of us understanding the tightrope of nerves we’re both walking.

“Of course,” Sterling obliges.

Though I can’t know what Tricia is thinking, I put my faith in her intelligence that she sees through Sterling. He’s up to something, but I’m not sure what. I also caution myself not to be so fixated on finding my men that I get careless, blind to who’s good, who’s bad. Even in myself, the lines between black and white have been grayed. Or perhaps, Sterling, like myself, is desperate to claim her. He could be on a mission, hunting her, like the vamps.

She pokes her head out of the space, her hair falling about her shoulders. “I don’t think the fae people or the government are interested in a copy of a 1950s Betty Crocker cookbook, nor do I think it has anything to do with helping me control my powers, but it might have the recipe from that famous lemon meringue pie I used to love, and the chicken and dumpling dish my mother used to cook.” She flashes a weak smile.

Is she joking with me, trying to hide something from me? I remind myself, like Sterling, Tricia is fae. She could be keeping something from both of us.

“There’s another… I can’t reach it.”

The sound of metal scooting across the floor heightens my attention. I peer inside, past the beam of light fanning from my cell into the space. She’s standing on a metal stool and reaching upward. I press my lips to keep my concerns from spilling. She doesn’t need coddling or parental warnings when she’s proven she’s stronger than she looks.

“Oh, this looks old…”

The wall sparks and black smoke flashes into flames, quickly climbing the walls.

“Tricia. Time’s up. Get out of there!”

She doesn’t answer.

I jam my body through the space, but I can’t make it past my shoulders. “Tricia. The house is on fire. Let’s go.”

“I need more time….”

“Come on.” I reach into the darkness of the space, feel the brush of her dress against my fingertips, and I tug.

“Got it!”

She shoves something small and soft-bound into my hand. But for a split second, my will to save her from the flames overwhelms my urge for answers to find my men. I jam my body inside, clutch her hand, and drag her fighting back through the slot.

“Grandmother’s house… Oh, my God. We have to keep looking.” She coughs against her arm, and black smoke swallows the room as the electricity flickers and then goes out.

I slide the book into my jacket pocket as she hugs the cookbook. Dark as it is, and with the fire flaring above our heads, I lift her into my arms and bolt for the door, taking shelter at the rim of the forest.

Tricia stands tall when I set her down, seeming to ignore her pain. Tears trickle in clear streams and shimmer from the fire that reaches past the treetops. “Neither of us found what we were looking for, unless Betty Crocker is holding onto some secrets. I’m the last of my family, if I don’t find my grandmother.”

“All of Faery can be your family. My offer to protect you, Princess, stands. I’d be happy to serve you. I am the smartest choice, as you’ve seen my performance and worth here tonight.” Sterling bows and wisps of his hair falls forward.

Tricia blows a breath, clutching all that’s left of her memories.

I have to wonder what she’s thinking. What will I do if she chooses to follow Sterling? Kidnap her? Am I the enemy, as the fae charged? I twitch from the thought. I’m not a vampire. I’m human. A soldier. A protector of humanity. Although I know nothing about being fae, I still have value. Plus, Tricia has the ability to open doorways for me. Maybe she can lead me to finding out who the Master is via her necromancy. She’d benefit, especially now that she’s learned he’s hunting her. “The Master is bound to show sooner or later. When he does, I’ll be there with the fleet of PDU soldiers to capture and haul him to justice. In the meantime, I’ll help you gain control of your powers. I’ll keep you safe.”

Sterling tips back his head, adding a chuckle that rumbles across my skin.

“You? You’re a weak human. Even with your UV bullets and weapons against the vampires, you fail to stop them, to kill them. One bite and you become the very monster you’re trying to kill. Whereas fae can be bitten, and fight off the change. In fact, history details we’ve been harvested for our life-saving blood, which is another reason someone could be hunting the princess. One drop of Ancient vampire blood gives a vampire superior strength, which is what I suspect we’ve witnessed here tonight. One drop of fae blood has healing properties.”

She covers her mouth. “My grandmother could be in danger… What if they’re using her powers, hurting her, as a way to use her magic, so they can travel between portals unsuspected and her blood to keep them thriving?”

The fear in her voice grabs me. Before I make sense of my reaction, I kneel before her, meeting her at eye level. “Nothing here tonight suggests that your grandmother is being used for her blood or magic. The place has been vacant for some time. Plus, all the vamps I’ve come in contact with, even firstborn, are nearly unstoppable. That has nothing to do with the fae and everything to do with The Master’s plans.”

Sterling mumbles something indecipherable about who’s paying the electric bill.

I shoot him a warning glare, and for once, he takes a step back. What no one knows, except for General Kane, is that I’ve been bitten. I’m not announcing it here, now, maybe never. Especially not when I need to convince Tricia to stay with me. I won’t risk flashing my doubts while I’m earning her trust. “I saved both of your lives tonight, so don’t negate my skill or those working for the PDU.”

“Did you? Or did the girl? Princess, this is your last chance. Come with me. I can protect you in Faery.” Sterling tightens their proximity, engulfing her hand in his. “I’m your last hope.”

Tricia gazes up at me, maybe needing me in the same way I need her—helping each other find answers so we can move on with our lives... Or weighing her options.

“I’ve come into my powers, but I’m not convinced I’m a princess. At least, not the one you’re looking for.” Solid as stone, head high and jutting out a convincing chin, her voice doesn’t waiver, as if her decision is made.

Or she could be blatantly lying to Sterling for my sake. I can’t tell the difference. For the briefest moment, I clutch my promise, though. I won’t fail her. I can’t.

The elder fae nods, his expression flat, hiding his wounded pride, I suppose. Without another word, he disappears in a flash of light, leaving nothing but a breeze in his wake, the clean scent of ozone, as if he was never there at all.

Tricia remains quiet, except for the sound of the pages brushing against her fingertips. “The vampires found me twice now; they’ll find me again. I don’t know if I’m a princess or what, but none of that will matter if I’m dead.”

I slide my palm into hers, as I guide us in the opposite direction toward my motorcycle, weaving through the thicket of branches. A foreign feeling builds inside me that runs deeper than desire and hedges on claiming her when I have no rights to her or her life. No matter how I try to stifle the urge to promise her safety and influence her control, I realize the truth.

She doesn’t need me. She’s changed as much or more than I have. She has the ability to sense things I’m unable to feel. She knew the vampires were coming before they arrived, perhaps miles away. She can read their minds. I pray she can’t read mine. Then she’d see the shame, the pain, the regret I carry for all those I’ve failed, including her.

After a brisk five-minute walk, we bust through the forest onto the dirt road. As soon as we scale the gate, she dives into her car and speeds away without a word.

I pull out the book she handed me from my pocket, running my thumb across the embossed lettering. Under the dim overhead streetlight, I catch the words scrawled on the cover: Deamhan Fola.

Demon Blood. Between the pages lies a photo of the Queen of Faery. Draped in an emerald gown, the queen faces her army. Infinite rows of soldiers eat up the space between where she commands and the orange glow riding the horizon. My world spins… It’s Tricia—maybe a few years from now. Her red hair spirals down her emerald gown, eyes no longer green but reflecting fire as she commands her army. Only the soldiers are not fae, as I expect. They are vampires.

I try to convince myself it’s not real, that it can’t be my Tricia, that what I’m seeing isn’t a glimpse of the future. Our future.

Abandoning my men isn’t an option. Not now when I’m so close. I’d lose a part of myself, my promise to them, my honor if I turned my back on them a second time. I tuck the photo and booklet back into my jacket pocket, deciding to explore my options later.

But even through the rumble of my bike’s engine as I head toward Diamond Springs, my tires eating up the miles, my mission multiplies, growing larger than I could have ever have imagined.


Chapter 7
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Tricia

 

Twelve hours ago, I believed I was a fae in transition. Now I’m talking with my dead guardian and suspect I’m Princess of Faery. I pull into my driveway, thankful to be alone, and wonder if I’m on the same planet I woke up on this morning.

My dress is caked in guts, chunks of I-don’t-know-what and I-don’t-want-to-know-what are tacked to my hair. I stare at my hands, the pink flesh gleaming back at me all innocent. I smell like iron. Soot smears my arms, and my skin’s taken on a pale tone from the dust. It’d take me all day at Sparkles to fix this nightmare, and that’s only my hair. Then there’s the smell of all those things adhering to the inside of my nostrils. Getting clean is my top priority while I figure out what I’m supposed to do next.

I pop open the door, grab the cookbook, and the bindings give way.

A good four hundred pages scatter into my lap, which I shuffle back into a neat little pile. Whew. At least the wind didn’t pick them up and scatter them all over the yard. I place the pages between the askew hardcover and freeze when I spot a page that’s not a recipe at all.

Written in my mother’s hand, the page reminds me that I’ve concealed information from both Riley and the fae male. They both faced death to protect me. I should have shared with them what I suspect are prime notes scrawled onto the unmarked area of each page, answers we’re all looking for. 

I flip several sheets, landing on another wedge of my mother’s written words. I can barely make out her Gaelic handwriting, but the stories unfold. My birth mom, Diana, had taught me her native language, so I guess I can say Gaelic is my first language instead of English. I was seven when she’d died. I doubt I can speak the words, but I lock my gaze onto the letters and words I can read. Many words appear more like scribbles and some jump from the page. Other’s I have to squint as I stare down, catching a word or two. “The Queen of Faery holds answers…”

I slam the book closed when I hear the thunder of Riley’s motorcycle pulling up beside me, wondering who this queen could be. He hops off his bike, stalks to my passenger-side window, but I don’t automatically roll down the pane as I once would have.

He’s too straight-faced, not even a twitch or a crinkle at the corner of his eyes, letting me know he’s affected from what we both went through. His icy demeanor rips away any pleasure I’d been feeling, replacing it with a thread of fear. I’m surprised he doesn’t make his way to my open door. Truth is, if I get out of this car and into the shower, once I see the suds mix with the blood from my body and spin a pink-hued trail down the drain, I still won’t feel clean.

But then I have a thought about all Riley’s seen, too. He’s endured, suffered, and still hides behind his guarded posture. Maybe he has survivor’s guilt, as I certainly do. Maybe he wishes like I did at the funeral that he could crawl inside his empty coffin and shake hands with peace.

A tear escapes the confines of my lashes and rolls onto my cheek. Riley doesn’t waste a second before he’s darting around the car and is at my side. Unexpectedly, he takes a knee like he did in the forest. Only I refuse him because there’s something about staring into his blue, blue eyes that comforts me, that gives me belief that I’m safe, however rickety that truth is.

He wrinkles his forehead briefly, as if trying to grasp where we stand, I assume because I sped away without a rearview glance.

“Tricia, we’ll get through this. I will keep you safe, I promise.” He searches the knoll, glancing around the perimeter of the property that’s fenced with chicken wire. “But we can’t stay here. Although it’s on the only hill in Diamond Springs with a good vantage point, it’s still not secure.”

Softness coats his words, coaxing me out of the car. But I’m still unsure of what to do, as if I’m walking a tightrope beside him over a roaring river, while lions wait on both sides of the gorge. “Sterling was right. Everyone around me is in danger, even you. As long as I’m uncontrolled, as long as I’m being hunted, no one can protect me because I’m the danger. Plus, this is my home. I don’t have anywhere else to go that the vamps won’t find me. The ward is broken, and I’m no witch, so you should leave. Your men are counting on you.”

Riley stares off, and I wish I could read his mind, so I can know what the right thing to say is, but then he stands, taking me with him. “Let’s get you cleaned up. Then we’ll figure something out.”

I clutch the cookbook, pausing at the front fender, my knees about to give way. It’s the first time in my life that I’m truly on my own, I realize. Sure, Riley’s here right now, but neither of us is oblivious to what we’ve just experienced. He brushes his finger across mine, and the feel of him isn’t so innocent. “Ella, give me some space, please…”

That tickle letting me know she’s with me disappears, and I hope I haven’t hurt her feelings. No one wants their mom crowding in on them when an ex—the one and only first love in all ways—shows up and there’s a good chance he’ll be staying the night. “Ella’s gone.”

He nods, weaving his fingers with mine. “Gone, gone?”

“No. She’ll be back if I need her. I don’t need her now.” Only you.

I’m swarmed by warmth that soars to lust-filled heat as he pulls me to him. For a moment, I consider running into the house and locking the door. I want him, even for the briefest moment, to hold me, kiss me, and then we’ll see where this new day will lead. 

He tips my chin and brushes my cheek, sliding his caress down the scoop of my neck, caution and tension warring in the muscles working his jaw. “So just you and me.”

“Yeah.” The house is nothing but an empty shell, but I’m still alive and hungry for the comradery we held together at the cabin. The protectiveness in both of us over each other still exists, even though I’m unsure how long it’ll last. Riley’s still a soldier. He’s still on a mission.

But it’s been a screwed-up day, like being double booked at Sparkles on my birthday and the special of the day is Brazilian waxing. So I roll with a moment of bliss, even if it’s attached to an agenda on both our fronts.

I’m happy Riley’s here, but I’m not a fool. I’m clinging to the false idea that I’ll be safe, as long as he’s with me, when nothing is for sure. “I don’t want any part of what you’re involved in, but you’ve promised me you’d help me control my powers. You still will, right?”

He backs me up until my butt jams against the car’s front gender, where he slides his leg between mine, holding me as my head sways and my belly flutters with desire for him, ignoring my warnings and the desperation of his heated gaze boring down at me.

“We need each other.” He flips his gaze to my book before he gently eases it out of my hand, setting it on the hood. “Can you read Gaelic?”

I glance down at the cover, noting the bit of scribble I hadn’t noticed before. “A little. A word or two. I was seven when my mother died, but she used to read me stories, and sometimes I would read to her—the simple ones.”

“What does this say?” 

I twist in his arms, brush my hand against his, and suddenly, each word floats to the surface of a page, as if bubbles rising from the depth of a big blue ocean. I jerk my hand way, as if I’ve touched the hot end of the curling wand. “Did you see that?”

“Magic,” he murmurs, his breath fanning across my neck as we watch the words flit about us as if they’re crystal butterflies. “Don’t be scared to explore your magic. I’m right here.”

“It happened when we touched…” Truthfully, between me and Riley, we’ve always had something magical, something out of this world, which is why his loss affected me so deeply.

He slides his hand over mine and traces the words, each of our fingers stacked. Words shimmer and lift off the paper surface, dance in the air as we grip the same page. “This is crazy.”

“The book is always better than the movie…” My pulse quickens to the point it pounds between my ears. “The Queen of Faery holds the answers.” I run my gaze across the lines, making out my mother’s writing the best I can. “The Vampire King…truce between the fae.”

“It’s not much to go on, since I haven’t the faintest idea who the Vampire King is, unless he’s also the master.” I lift my gaze, meeting Riley’s.

He gives me an agreeable shake of his head, his bangs joggling about his forehead. 

I take a leap. “If Sterling was right, the king is looking for me. If we let him come, you’ll finally know his identity.” He pulls back, leaving me chilled.

“I’m not using you as bait. So forget that idea.” He rakes his finger through his hair, paces the driveway, as if heavy in thought. 

I can’t deny the facts, though, and chide myself for getting off track. He’s desperate to find his men, and he’s abandoned me before. I’m anxious to find my grandmother and learn how to protect myself by honing my abilities. The thought that he could leave me again turns my stomach, but I have to consider the facts: he’s a soldier tasked with following orders. Those orders will never come from me. I regain my footing, stroll toward him, and pull him to a halt in front of me. “It seems this Vampire King is the one to bridge a truce between the vampires and the fae.”

“A truce between the vamps and fae? There’s been truces set in place before. They’ve been broken and have failed.” He swipes at bits of debris stuck to his shirt that no doubt came from touching me.

It should be a reminder that getting close to me is dangerous, but he doesn’t even wince. I pull enough power from him to answer Ella, who’s settled once again into my head, peppering me with too many questions neither of us have the answers to. “Ella, go. Please.”

She disappears once again, leaving me space to concentrate and focus on what Riley knows. “Who put the truces in place? Who broke them? Tell me exactly what you know.”

He waves a hand, not brushing me off, but as if he truly doesn’t have much to go on. But there’s a darkness in his stare. I have to wonder if it’s regret for leaving his men, me? 

“All I’ve gleaned has come through the PDU. The fae want a truce, but vamps have always been the aggressors. After witnessing the powers you have to disarm the vampire, killing it, the power of your blood, as Sterling suggested, and what you and I together conjured from the book, even I have questions for my superiors. Plus, if the vampires succeed in eradicating their top predator—humans—nothing on this earth can stop the vamps from taking over, including the fae.”

His smooth tone cracks at the end, leaving me wondering if we’re thinking the same thing. “World War III could happen. Human extinction. Maybe you and I, although I don’t understand the reasoning, hold the power with our bond to stop this war.” 

I run a finger down his chest, resting even with his heart. “Killing the vampire was a matter of survival, but now I’m picturing what else we’ll have to do to prove or disprove what we’ve discovered today.”

He shelters my hand with his, pressing it against his chest. “I’m sorry you were forced to kill, sorry about all you’ve had to go through with Ella and what I’ve put you through since I’ve been away. That couldn’t have been easy for you.”

In truth, my body aches clear through to my marrow with need for him. But a thread of anger exists too. I draw in my elbows, stiffening within his hold, wondering why he didn’t think I could be trusted to know he was alive, to help him, to comfort him, to continue to love him. 

I inhale and his musky scent flows into me. He’s all male and tinged with something even more luxurious: his hunger for me. I can feel the heat rolling off his skin, infusing me with even more questions that begin to pile up. Who are we now? Could we ever rekindle what we had? I explore his collarbone with my fingertip, testing my limits. Is what we’re both feeling real or magic?

He hisses, exposing a bit of his neck. “I survived. You survived. There has to be a reason.” 

I should hold back what I’m thinking, but I can no longer chaperone my thoughts. “I’m glad you’re here.”

Riley rights his pose, flicks the piece of cloth he tied around my arm, as if he’s unsure where I’m headed, even though he’s read me so easily in the past. “We need to have this checked out by a doctor.”

“Do we? You witnessed how Sterling healed. I’m like him…” I unravel the cloth, and blood crusts the strip of cotton sheet that I let fall to the ground. “Not even scarred.”

“You were never sick in high school. That one semester you attended your freshman year when I was a senior, everyone else caught that awful flu, but you sailed. You fell that one time from the tree. I swear I heard bones snap in your wrist, but a day later you seemed fine.” He glances over his shoulder, as if hiding his feelings for me, and I give him a moment. “You have healing properties. It’s not the first time I thought about it.”

He slides a warm hand along my hip, infusing me with the heat of his body the closer he gets, examining me as if he’s witnessing a miracle when we’ve both seen many marvels happen today. I twist in his arms, shying away from his scrutiny. It’s like speed puberty, and I’m feeling just as uncomfortable as when I turned thirteen and woke with boobies. Triple As to Cs overnight made me kiss Ella’s cheek and cook her breakfast, grateful she homeschooled me. “While the vampires are quiet and morning is upon us, we should probably go inside, shower, eat, sleep….”

He pushes back my hair and fingers my chin to angle my head upward as he rounds his back, letting me glimpse the man I once knew. I shouldn’t invest in him any more than at a surface level, knowing we have individual missions of our own now, but my body has other ideas. I brush his knuckles with my finger, challenging myself. “This isn’t a good idea.”

“I believe you’re in serious danger and that you’re the one holding the answers to saving the world, like Sterling mentioned. When we held the book, words appeared. When we touch, I absorb the power of your magic.” 

A moan escapes my lips as he places his palm against mine, little sparks going off between our hands—a lightshow celebration in a single touch.

“I need more. More of everything about you…” Pain infuses his words, thick as hair gel and just as messy. 

I don’t want to read too much into his words—that he craves my power, my heat, and my magic—but then I see the lust in his stare. I take a shuddering breath. He needs me. I both need and want him, too. “I don’t want to be alone. At least not tonight.”

“Quickly, you have to learn as much as you can about vampires. I don’t believe what’s inside PDU textbooks, intranet, internet, or in all the hands-on experience I’ve gathered can hold a candle to what I’ve learned here today, by holding your hand.” He leans in, brushes his lips against mine.

Like a whisper begging my sole attention, I lose my mind and mumble my pleasure. “Uh huh…”

“My men are important to me. They’re American soldiers who deserve to be brought home to their families. They deserve to be cured of vampirism. They need to see that their sergeant didn’t forget them. That their government didn’t betray them. But they come second to you, Tricia. That fact is eating me alive.”

His pain transcends the closing space between us as I empathize with the families left believing their men are dead when they’re only transformed. I need to figure out who I am, but we have time for that now. “Let’s bring them home together?”

I’m breathless, lip quivering with hope that Riley’s home, alive, here with me now, wanting me with his eyes in a way I remember and we can hold on to forever. I can’t expect him to walk away from his mission, something that’d driven him for years. So close, with him a solid force against me, I’m caught up in our moment. “Imagine what we could learn if we shared more…”

“Starting with a kiss, one that could bind us again…”

I close my eyes, accepting neither of us will ever be truly pure again, although it’s the last thing I should do. I rise up on tiptoes, even though I don’t trust him all the way with my heart. But time is precious, and so I take a leap of faith—in myself, in him, in us. “For research…for your men...for our lives.”

His breath is the sweetest honey, and his lips are delicate petals that he brushes against mine when I’m expecting harsh and rugged. He’d been the only man I loved, the only man I’d given my body to, and although he hasn’t confirmed his love for me, my heart tosses away caution. I find his rhythm in the kiss, in the pleasure of his swaying body right here on the driveway as he pushes me against the steady fender of my car…a moment before the world as we know it falls away and we’re consumed by magic.


Chapter 8

[image: ]

 

 

Riley

 

The desert sands grind into my shoulder blades. The sun’s at high noon, blocking my view of the person who’s dragging me like I’m a sack of shit, which is exactly how I’m feeling. Lips as dry as year-old jerky pull tight across my teeth. I can’t draw enough moisture from my inner cheeks to form proper words or demand answers to the mounting questions in my mind: Where am I? What’s happened? Am I dying?

I heave stale air from my lungs as the landscape paints a picture of exactly where I am: a peacekeeping mission in North-East Syria that turned ugly.

Grit makes its way past the belt secured around my waist, grinding against my ass. Screw it, maybe I’m already dead. I crane my head and try to find my bearings, noting the shadow of the one who has me. He’s stroking his beard in long, even pulls.

Urban skeletons in the form of concrete, windowless buildings flank the street. My ears are ringing, and I’m trying not to puke when I spot a car bomb’s remnants, or what’s left of it. Windows blown to bits, tan paint replaced by charcoal, the metal heap smolders. A column of black smoke rises, engulfing the building’s wall that’s now a permanent cavern.

It’s all coming back to me… Moments ago, I’d rounded the very same building with my best friend since grade school, who’d haphazardly followed me into the Marines. Ben served alongside me, until I became his platoon sergeant. “Ben… Where’s Ben?” I choke out the question, but the one dragging me leaves me disappointed, or maybe he doesn’t realize I’ve regained consciousness.

A bump in my path jars me and my head swims, drawing me inside the cocoon of my throbbing head until my short-lived waking period is swept away by darkness and time skips.

I peel my lids open, a flash of deep orange seeping through to the back of my skull. It’s dusk now, and the desert temperature is dropping fast. I’m on my ass, sitting upright, icy sands beneath me sending a chill up my spine and yanking from me a generous shiver. My skin stings, but I don’t look. I know already I’ll find it scorched, bubbled, and leaking with day-old blood. “Burned… Broken…” Ribs, legs, hands, face.

The explosion comes back to me slowly, scraping away layers of my cloudy memory. I pick up my head from its resting place on my chest, still thumping but not enough to make me hurl. I scan my surroundings, but what I find isn’t a moonless night. Fires consume the landscape. The small alcove I’m propped against is drenched in a sticky goop that carries an acrid scent. Against the far wall, sheets cover bodies but not the boots of those soldiers.

Tremors find me, but I’m too numb, too weak to push them away. My hands are weighted and I glance down…

Swaddled in gauze around the head and face, hands, arms, and legs, I find I’m clutching a lifeless body lying across my lap. Mist clouds the air, turning the warzone into a nightmarish haze as another bomb explodes in the distance.

The body groans, low and deep, the kind of moan that’s swollen with pain and confusion. Then I spot a slice of auburn hair peeking out from the wrap.

Panic adds fuel to the tremors, snapping a response from me so powerful I start to pant. “Ben. God, Ben! No, Ben!”

I lift my hand, grip a piece of the cloth, and hesitate. I don’t want to be responsible for Ben’s death. I can’t bear to add to my guilt that I’m alive, while everyone around me is dead and/or dying. But I have to see him. As his friend, his sergeant, I owe him a glimpse of me instead of the shitty darkness of war or a stranger’s face. “I’ve got you, Ben. It’s Riley.”

“Rajah,” he breathes.

Delirium takes hold of him, and I understand. How I understand. I grip the end of the gauze, uncoiling the strands as fast as I can. There’s a second knot, which I pick at. Shit. I jam my hand into my pocket, retrieving my knife, making quick work of the mesh. I weave my hand around the back of the head, repeating the motion until a slice of crusted skin, more ivory than the freckled complexion of Ben, peeks through the material.

I blink, and my heart sinks to the pits of my belly when I picture Tricia hidden behind the mask. Only, it can’t be her. She’s across the seas believing I’m coming home soon, when that’s far from the truth. “How can this be…? I don’t understand…”

Explosions resound, rattle the ground, shake debris from the sky, and a woman’s distant scream pierces my ears.

I twist toward the sound, my ass grating against the blackened earth. That’s when I spot Tricia in the distance. She stands on a grassy knoll, the blades stripped of their color. Her emerald-colored gown contrasts against the red glow of the horizon that disappears into twilight.

Am I alive? Dreaming? Dead? Is she a mirage? What the fuck is happening? I grip my dog tag through my shirt, feeling both sides of the metal, which grounds me to reality, to hope that I’ll have a future with her.

A growling hiss from deep inside the adjacent building makes its way to my ears, reminding me it’ll be dark soon—

“Vampires.”

I jolt at the memory of the orders I’d received. My mission of why we’re here rushes forward in a wave so dominant I almost black out. I clench my eyes and slap my own damn face, the pounding in my head exploding once again.

Vampires exist. I’ve been sent along with my men to take them out. I pull the body to my chest, try to stand, but we both go down when my legs buckle, the bones snapping along my calves. “Fuck!” I roll onto the ground, writhing, clutching the body to me, moaning in pain...and lights out.

It’s black, the middle of the night, now. Whoever I’m holding is still clinging to life in shuddering breaths. But I’m broken and burned… My lungs wheeze even as I demand them to report to their duty. I order myself to sit more upright. I’m leader, sergeant. My men are counting on me to bring them home, in any and all conditions. I’m not going to be the man to let them down. “Medic! Medic!”

Shouting doesn’t matter now, not when the vamps already know I’m here, helpless, damaged, a blood bag waiting to be served.

Shadows zip past me in a blur, and the body in my arms convulses, twisting and shuddering for a brief minute, as if he knows what awaits.

I’m faced with the dilemma of leaving him behind, crawling into some godforsaken hole, and waiting until daylight.

“Rajah….” The soldier rasps.

I pull him to me and concoct a wild-ass plan, deciding I can save us both if we can reach the far recesses of the alcove, which must be a garage because for the first time I spot a black sedan. Faster and faster, I tear away the cloth, revealing the arch of a dark eyebrow and dirt-filled creases that span the wide forehead.

I don’t plan on lying, so I spell out the details, praying like hell he can hear me. “I have a concussion and my legs are broken. There’s no one coming for us tonight… If we can get inside the sedan, we have a chance.”

But then I remember someone dragged me here, so maybe they’ll return. Yes, with backup.

I grip another strip of cloth, unwrapping endless layers as the body begins to gasp and tear at what remains of his clothes. Urgency propels me to save us both.

I up my pace, hoping I’m not too late, when the body begins to seize again, and an auburn strand breaks free...Tricia.... Shit, maybe the hair is simply crusted with blood.

“Stay with me. Help’s on its way.” My lie mingles with prayer, shaking past my lips, reminding me of my lingering uncertainty that if I fail to save my men, I’ll never forgive myself.

“Riley!” Tricia waves me toward her, her sudden appearance drawing my attention toward her, as if she’s a mirage on a melting highway when the distant waves look like water.

Water… I crave her touch, her taste, our reunion…her blood.

No. I push my tongue to my incisors, tapping the points, human teeth, and find relief. But still I wonder why she’s appearing here, now. It’s been too long, there’s too much death, I’m changed, and she’s in danger as long as she’s with me. I wave her off. “Get away! Run! Tricia, run!”

“Wake up,” her urgent demand reaches my ears, and her vaporous image reappears. Her gown flows behind her, as if the train of a wedding gown, the emerald green now white and streaked crimson, as if some vampire queen.

Queen… It’s all so real, but it must be a nightmare.

I stiffen at the realization. Could she become more than the woman I love? Could she become the one to sever the vampire invasions? I know what’s coming. I’ve seen the bodies lined up, wrapped in gauze, waiting to be reborn. Hundreds upon thousands.

Shadows roll across the open alcove, snapping me back to the pain, trapping us inside.

My squad circles, eight pairs of red eyes lock onto mine, circling me for the kill, with their lips raised over fangs. 

I lift the blade to my throat, and the soldier lying in my lap kicks his restless legs and pulls at his gauze to uncover his face.

I give him a shove, but he grips my thighs. “Go. Get inside the car. Save yourself,” I command.

Frenzied, my throat burns. I make a promise I shouldn’t make when I face my men, knowing to save them I must sacrifice myself. Once bitten, the only way to complete the transformation is to feed. Dawn crawls forward, and I make my decision. It’s the only way… “I know without doubt you’ll all die if you don’t feed and find the master before sunrise, so I offer myself up to you. I know I’m not worthy. I know it’s not a choice you’d make, but you all deserve a second chance at life.”

“Rajah,” my squad chants, and the one I’m holding rolls his face toward me.

In his stare, Ben’s eyes, I capture my hungered reflection. My form, a chrysalis suddenly transformed and deformed. My lips pull taught across dagger-like incisors. My mouth twitches with thirst that can’t be quenched. Weak as he is, the body I’m holding rises, drawing heady gasps from my men. A dog tag swings from my neck as the vampire I’ve become stares back at me through the reflection in Ben’s eyes. “I’m no master. I’m just a man… Barely a man….”

“Take your place as our king,” Ben commands. “You’re an Ancient. You must accept your place if we’re to survive.”

Ancient. I cover a gasp and reality locks onto me. I can’t deny the truth of what I’m seeing, that I could save them. That I’m in some kind of transition of my own. I suck in pungent air laced with fear of the approaching vampires and my part in keeping them alive. I widen my legs as I brace myself for the ritual that will seal my fate, a fate I’ll hide from the world—that I will be vampire, that I already am.

My men hail me, bow to me, hunger turning their stares a bright crimson. Pressure from their hands lock onto my torso, nailing me to the sands. I have the power to let them die, but I can’t. I won’t. Turned, they have a chance at life. As immortals, they have a chance at a distant cure. “I’ll find a cure. I’ll save you all, somehow…”

As if starving ants locked onto the last grain of sugar, my men drop to their knees. They sink their fangs into my flesh, and their bliss-filled slurping pulls a satisfied smile from my lips as they begin to feed. But where I expect pain and my rejection of them, I find our bond turns to steel… The vision of Tricia returns…and then my world spins black.


Chapter 9
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Riley

 

I don’t know how long I’ve been out, but I wake in a foggy state. I run my tongue across my dry lips, across my teeth in need of a good brushing, but I’m relieved when I don’t find fangs. Shame from my secret crowds in, and emotions I can’t explain aggravate the headache screwing my temples to my skull.

Tepid fingers stroke my shoulder. The sweet scent of cinnamon and vanilla floats in the dimness, along with the heavy scent of coffee. I think it’s early morning. The softest tap of a cool rag on my forehead wakes me further, and I open my eyes, fail at the first attempt, but try again.

“Riley, it’s Tricia. Take it slow. You hit your head when you fell and you’ve had a fever, but you’ll be okay. You’re safe. You’re home.”

Home… Her voice slices through the vision that eternally sits at the edges of my memory. I lift my eyelids, taking in her pink cheeks and a splash of color on her lips. She’s wearing makeup when I’ve rarely seen her with anything more than a touch of gloss on her lips.

Lips… I remember kissing her, if only to quench my hunger to taste her, to show her without words that she still means something to me, even when getting close to her is the last thing I should be thinking about.

“You had me worried.”

Panic spikes her words, and the cushion under me jostles. She’s sitting beside me. Her warmth seeps into my thigh, infusing me with life and relief that we’re both still alive. I roam my gaze over the spill of her clean hair around her shoulders. She’s showered and colored her hair, giving me a glimpse into her foresight.

“I’m sorry you’re not in bed. I’m afraid getting you to the bedroom was impossible.”

She’s being Tricia, apologizing when there’s no need. I do a self-check. I’m lying on her couch, stretched out. My feet are raised, a pillow tucked under my knees. The room is cozy, chairs fanning out from a round coffee table that’s littered with pages from the cookbook we collected. I spot the front door, and through the window, the car beyond, but not my bike. “We were outside. How did I get here?”

“What do you remember?”

I think back, but not too far. “I remember being at the cabin, pillaging the space for clues that could lead me to rescuing my men, our confrontation, our partnership, Sterling, the coven of vamps we fought and won. Now I’m here.”

“Is that all?” She runs her tongue across her plump lower lip, drawing the bit of flesh into her mouth.

The craving I had for her stirs, as if I carry around the blood-lust urges of my dream, my nightmare, when after that night, after my rescue, my body refused to turn. I’m an anomaly, I’m told. Up until right now. Bloodlust shouldn’t exist, but it claws at my gut, begging to be set free. “We kissed, and then—” I stop myself when my mouth waters.

I don’t want to tell her I saw myself transformed into a vampire, that I’ve witnessed the hell that is war, and that my squad of vampires worshipped me as if I was their master. I shift to sit, and the skin running the edge of my shoulder crimps with a bit of pain. “Did you drag me into the house?”

A flash of darkness turns her pale-green eyes almost black. She slides up her sleeve, the lean muscles defined in a way they weren’t before. “The kiss wasn’t without its effect on my own body. I woke in the driveway alongside you, thankful it was still daylight. I dragged you inside. It wasn’t easy, but the ramp Ella had built to accommodate her wheelchair helped get you into the house.”

“Shit,” I murmur, knowing how hard it is to move dead weight.

“I thought of calling my boss, Stacey, for help, but you’ve hidden your identity for a reason. I parked your motorcycle in the shed. But none of that matters now when I’m concerned about the nightmare you were having.”

I grip the top of the couch, pulling myself upright and finding I have a spine. I don’t deserve to be coddled when my men are still out there, maybe starving, maybe under the control of another. “War stuff. I have PTSD. But you wouldn’t understand.”

Her chest deflates and she recoils. “Try me. War’s a time of violence, destruction, and death. It leaves scars. You passed out in the driveway, smacking your head hard on the concrete. I can’t be sure the dream you had wasn’t a glimpse of your tour or a mixture of something you’re hiding from me, from General Kane, and even yourself, rather than a result of your injury. Whatever it was, though, I need to know if it’s going to be a problem.”

I’m an ass, and she’s glaring at me like she agrees. “I didn’t mean you couldn’t understand. We’re both going through a transition, I’m afraid.”

“Have you any suspicions about a key player? Did the man who dragged you from the sun ever return?”

I rip my head toward her. “You were there?”

“A vision. I saw what you saw.”

I should hold back the details, protect her from all I’ve gone through, but then how will we move forward together when I suspect she’s caught details of my death and rebirth? Then there’s General Kane, the one who found me. How did he know where I was? What was he doing in Syria at the time? It’s not the first time I’ve tossed around these questions. Overthinking exacerbates the pain drumming between my ears, so I ease back. “The one who helped me at first never returned. My time there isn’t something I talk about. General Kane found me a day or so later. He risked his life for me, and he almost died in the process, I’m told.”

“Okay, so he’s aware of your history. But I’m not convinced, after walking around in your headspace, that he’s innocent. He could be holding information from you, playing you in some way.” She stands and strolls toward the window, near the end of the couch where my feet drape off the cushioned armrest. “I’m worried. I didn’t like what I saw in your mind.”

“Nasty place to be.”

“It’s not your fault. This shared dream thing is crazy. I don’t think it was pure imagination. I saw you and you waved me away. There was fear in your eyes and I felt helpless unable to help you. There’s something going on that you don’t want me to see. I think that’s because you’re still wrestling with some truth and finding it hard to accept.” She faces me, fiddling with her painted nails and picking at the cuticles. “Even in your dream you didn’t want me, but I hope one day you will.”

The hurt in her eyes is unexpected but cuts me just as deep. Vampirism, or the idea I’m somehow a carrier, is something I’m hiding even from myself. Now she suspects. I scoot to the edge, tossing the pillow she’d propped under my knees to the coffee table. “Hey, I did send you away, but not because I don’t want you. It’s because I do.”

She slides into my awaiting hand, rolling herself into me so my palm splays across the smooth curve of her back. I’m still feeling badly for reacting harshly when I wish we could be a normal human couple. But that fact spikes concern, churning acid in my stomach—nothing about Tricia and me is normal. “I wish none of this was happening to us.”

“But it is. Every time we touch, something between us changes and deepens. I-I don’t know if I can describe everything I saw, but, Riley—and you’re not going to like this. Since we kissed, I’m getting more and more glimpses into your mind. It’s like I can hear your thoughts now, similar to the way I heard the vampires.”

The memory, part fiction, part fact, and her knowing what I did to save my men? Could she use that against me? Of course, who would she tell? The general already knows. I’m part of the research team helping with the vaccine and cure. Except, maybe the reason she can suddenly read my thoughts is because she’s a catalyst for my vampirism. Fear pours through me, imagining the motivation to why she’s being hunted...the answer as elusive as finding the master.

“Don’t worry. I won’t tell your secrets. Plus, we’re here together. We can help each other.”

Her pity sparks my anger that I’ve involved her. “I don’t want your help. I don’t want your pity. You have your own concerns, and you don’t need me screwing things up for you.”

“You’re helping me to understand what I’m up against. The vampires were calling you Rajah, King. I’m still trying to make sense out of the vision and my part in it. I’m sorry about your men, but don’t dish out any of that ego crap with me. We’ve made a pact to help each other, remember?”

She twists away from my touch, and though I expect to find a human response, rejection driving a nail into my gut, instead the bloodlust inside me stirs, quickly morphing to human lust. “You’re growing stronger. I don’t know if that’s because of me or physiology, but I’m changing too. I crave you and that scares the shit out of me.” Several octaves lower, even my voice is taking on a seductive tone that pulls a blush from her cheeks.

“I know.” She leans back into me, and her stare thickens with undeserved understanding. “There’s another complication. I believe the reason I can hear your thoughts is because you’re dying or you’re transitioning into a vampire that’s taken years instead of minutes. I’d have done anything to save Ella, even if that meant condemning her to an alternate form. I’d have done anything to save you, even fed you my blood. But when you bled for your men so they could survive, I believe you created a coven of your own, which is why they called you Rajah.”

“Stay out of my head,” I warn, my harsh tone bolting before I can rein it in.

She recoils. At first. “I don’t want to be in your head, believe me. I’m not sure why it’s even possible when, up until now, the only voices I can hear clearly are Ella’s because she’s dead, and the vampires, again because they’d died. I’m assuming it’s because we’re linked in some way, but I don’t see how knowing every detail about you does either one of us any good.”

“Here me out. In the dream, I was a vampire. I died in the war right along with my men, but for some reason, I didn’t transition like they did. I didn’t feed.” I lift a hand and stroke her cheek. “This isn’t your fault. I’m irritated at myself for so many reasons. Leaving you ranks high, when I’ve wanted you so badly.”

“I can sense your bloodlust for me, but I’m sensing other forces, too. Not all the feelings are one-sided. Your powers are growing along with mine.” She stares at my mouth. “You want to kiss me again, don’t you?”

“Maybe not only your lips,” I purr. The blanket covering my hard-on tents like an SOB, and she simply smiles at me. “Take it. You know I want you.”

She pushes a glass of ice water into my hands. “We’ve both been through a rough time. You’ve had a fever over a hundred degrees. I did find a wound on your hand, but it healed quickly, so I don’t think that was the cause. We can get on our way and set to finding your men and my grandmother soon.”

“I’m fine. We leave now.” I lurch upward, sway, and fall back down.

“Hey, easy. We’re safe here. Rest while I share what I’ve found.” She pulls a few pages from the coffee table. “I’ve been hunting for leads to both of our goals. I think I found something.”

She hands me a page, and I spin it around until I make out the rough lines drawn within the bindings. “What am I looking at, exactly?”

“I think it’s a map. I thought it might be the location of vampire covens, like the one that attacked us, but I ruled that out along with portals to Faery because the portals aren’t stationary. So I’m thinking these are safe houses, maybe fae safe houses, or hiding places for valuable or powerful objects, like at my grandmother’s cottage. It could be the real reason General Kane has you investigating all of these properties, which is why the electricity was still active.”

Her tenacity and willingness to work with me astounds me. I want to prove to her that, although I’m having a hard time letting her in after being on my own for so long, I’ve never left her. Not really. “Can you reach my wallet?”

She grabs the square leather fold from off the table and hands it to me.

I sift through the slots, pulling out a photo. “Remember this picture Ella took of us going to my senior ball? I know it’s faded and the edges are all screwed up, but you—no, us together is what kept me fighting to return home. This is the picture I hold in my head of what family looks like. It’s what led me to make those choices for my men, especially those with wives and children. I had to do everything in my power to give them a future.”

Her eyes turn misty, and she leans gently against my shoulder, as the pull between us overcomes any hurt feelings. Instinctively, I breathe in her scent, pulling deep into my lungs, sunshine and spring and all that’s beautiful into my dark world. “Physically, I may be changing. But the vision of us stands steady. I promise.”

Her lashes fan across her cheeks, as if she’s absorbing all I’ve shared. But then she jabs a finger at another location on the map she’s still holding, refocusing me as if she’s in command. I have to smile at her resolve. Our teamwork may be the single factor that keeps us both alive, I decide.

“This spot is near my grandmother’s house. I’m thinking that’s where Sterling came from. Maybe he knows more than he let on. Could be my grandmother is hold up there. These lines connect the dots. They may represent a mystical highway of some type. Imagine if the vampires found a way into Faery? They’d have a pathway not only to the power source of our blood, but to strategic locations all over the world without humans having a clue until it’s too late.”

I take a sip of water that soothes my burning throat. “All that from one sector is quite a stretch, but I’ve seen similar maps, have followed leads, and I’ve only met with dead ends.”

She lifts her head, eying me briefly, and her green gaze fills with eagerness. “You saw how my magic opened the hidden room. Maybe you haven’t found clues because you haven’t had the right key, which is me. That could explain why this master vampire is looking for me. What if I’m the only one who can open certain portals because I’m royalty? Or what if my blood is the only source that can get the vampires close enough to the reigning queen to kill her so they can enslave the fae as their own power-filled blood supply or something otherwise unique?”

As if I’ve located the missing piece to an impossible puzzle, a puzzle that I’ve been hunting for, I grin up at her. Warmth rolls through me because I’m so proud of her advancing our direction. “You’re on to something. But we’ll need weapons, more than I’ve got on me. I need to get to my storage unit in case more vamps show up.” I swing my legs to the floor and teeter.

“Whoa, whoa, you need to slow down, shower, eat, and get dressed.”

I check the windows, note the spill of light that brightens the floor, something I hadn’t noticed before. “It’s still early, and we haven’t been gone long. Sterling could still be around. I don’t like him, but he may be able to validate our suspicions. And according to this map, one of the safe houses is nearby.” I reach under the blanket and find I’m bare-assed naked.

She must see the panic elevate to my flushing neck, because she places her palm on my forearm, indenting the skin with her firm touch, slowing my roll and steadying me.

“I cleaned you up, washed and dried your clothes.”

Did I piss myself? I don’t ask. But I don’t need to as she’s patting my arm, trying her best to settle my unrest. I try to push upright slowly this time, battling the wave of dizziness. I pull the blanket around me and catch my reflection in the mirrored table.

Relief finds me, and I exhale when I lift back my lips to expose a set of straight-white chops. But then I catch the beard when there should be nothing more than a shadow from day-old growth. I feel her rummaging around in my mind, as if she’s cracked a door and is peeping inside, waiting for my reaction to my sudden realization of the passing of time before it makes its way out of my lips.

Instead, she answers me, mind to mind…


Chapter 10
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Tricia

 

Riley’s wearing my carpet thin with his pacing, which is a given considering he’s a soldier that hasn’t returned his general’s calls, while I’m thinking I’ve royally screwed up, even if my intention is to protect us, unknowing who we can trust.

“Three days! Three days of lost time? The general is going to kick my ass. Where’s my cell?”

I roll my eyes at his dramatics. It wasn’t like I could deliver him to the PDU when I have no idea where it is. Ella used to say it’s better to blow off steam with words than with your heart valves, so I guess he’s doing what’s right. Either way, I don’t feed Riley’s uproar, especially after traipsing in his head for the last three days. I’m not sure who to trust from his past, when one of his turned men could be the driving force against hurting him via me.

I hand over his phone, which I’ve charged and monitored for the past seventy-two hours, letting him know what I’d done. “Looks like you’d already disarmed the GPS tracking method. The thing’s buzzed nonstop, but I didn’t answer for fear I’d draw the PDU, which would keep me from hunting for my grandmother. I’m still on edge about how the vamps found us at the cabin as well. I’m not convinced they’re only drawn to my power. See, I’ve watched you heal yourself in record time, and I had nothing to do with that. Maybe the PDU is tracking you for some reason.” I ignore his glare as he seems to self-diffuse.

“I’m not so sure the PDU’s interest is solely focused on me. We shared magic. Supposedly, fae magic heals, as I’ve read.”

He rubs the back of his shoulder, checking the place that I’m sure is still tender. At least, the scabs have already dried and flaked away. “After I pulled you into the house and you were burning up with fever, I panicked. I had to step outside to let off my own kind of heat via my hands. Whatever. Not one single vampire has shown up.”

Riley shakes his head a bit, rolling around the info in his mind.

I think he’s impressed with my deductions. Go me! Or the fact that I’ve managed to help him when he hadn’t believed I could, as evident by him keeping stuff from me. “What now?”

“Do you have a duffle bag? I need to grab some things at the storage unit on Ruby Lane.” He curls his fingers, taking a step toward me on weak legs. “Keys?”

“What are you doing? You’ve been unconscious for days. Shower first. I’ll make you a sandwich,” I insist, accepting that he’s gonna fight me, and Ella always says a sandwich is the perfect meal.

He grumbles under his breath and glares, as if he’s thinking of challenging me, but then he rubs his belly, as eating becomes a priority.

I point him in the direction of the bathroom I’ve set up for him, and it isn’t long before he’s showered and polished off two turkey, lettuce, tomato, and avocado sandwiches on whole grain bread.

He wipes his mouth and takes his dishes to the sink, washing them. “I feel good enough to drive.”

“You still fixing on driving, huh?” His stubbornness is his way of protecting me, and proving he's a soldier, balls of steel and all that. But my understanding doesn't keep fire from glowing under my cheeks. A breath later, he relinquishes with a heavy exhale. “I know this town better than anyone, and no one will question me driving my own car.”

It takes me only a few minutes to gather the bag he wants, my purse, and keys. But as we make our way to the car, I watch from the driver’s seat as he jams his hulking body into the passenger side. He adjust the tilt of the headrest and slides the seat back, giving him some leg room, but he still has to hunch a bit so his head doesn’t touch the ceiling. Neither of us comments on the obvious, he’s grown taller, wider, and thicker.

I gulp back a hint of desire for him, focusing on our task. Minutes later, we cruise out of the neighborhood, taking a hard left onto the highway. Riley shifts slightly to the right. I’d be sloshing all about if he was driving—I’ve ridden with him before, long time ago. Plus, he’s way bigger than me, so he barely jostles in his seat. Good thing I’m belted.

When we turn onto Main Street, he adjusts the backrest into the reclining position, to keep a low profile. “The storage unit on Ruby Lane is two blocks north of Main Street.”

“I know the place.” Like the back or my hand, as Ella would say. Every small town seems to have a main street, as if you could link them all together and drive on one long highway of post offices, salons, markets, sheriff’s stations, fire stations…well, you get the idea. Diamond Springs is as cutout as any small town, I suppose, except for the lack of a florist, which is run out of Mrs. Miller’s garage. No one questions her about permits and having a home-based business, since she’s the sheriff’s wife, plus she’s a sweetheart.

We roll past the sheriff’s station, and I spot Sheriff Miller on the sidewalk. He’s been working on his figure. At least, that’s what Stacey’s told me about her father. He’s strutting across the sidewalk, and I’m assuming he’s out on his lunch break as it’s almost noon, but then he stops, pulls out a pad, and begins scribbling on the yellow ticket pad. Don’t people pay attention to the colored curbs and rules? Someone’s getting a ticket for parking in a red area. I know from experience that fee is over three hundred dollars. That’s like four cut and colors I’d have to do to earn enough to pay the fine.

Sheriff Miller smooths his shirt. The paunch he once carried looks like he’s taken a hot iron and flattened out his figure from his chin all the way down to his stocky thighs.

I hope me and Riley’s adventure to wherever he’s directing me to goes as smoothly. I’m having my doubts that either of us will survive after what happened the last time, if we don’t bring out the big guns. After the energy that’s sapped both of our strength over the past three days—mine for caretaking him day and night, worried about him having a life-threatening fever, and him healing himself. I dare to guess, accelerating his transition either from our kiss or naturally—I’m not sure if I have much juice left inside me. I wonder if I should alert the sheriff to what’s heading our way, but decide against action. “Do local law enforcement know about the existence of vampires?” I spill my thoughts before I can catch them.

“Most likely. Vamps are under the direct order of their master, I’ve been told. They don’t think on their own. At least, not to my knowledge. There are bound to be holes in the master’s plots, however. He isn’t with them, as we learned. So human deaths—suspicious deaths—would be something law enforcement would know about, and wound’s they’d catalog would appear humanoid.”

I can’t stop seeing Riley’s vision. The vamps turned to him, turned on him, waiting for him to give them the cue to feed, as if they’d have starved otherwise. “Kinda like a beehive mentality? The queen drives the masses and determines who has what job? The drones get their orders and that’s that.”

“Following orders will keep you alive. But even human soldiers break off. Rogues. They have a mission of their own, one that’s deeply personal, which the higher-ups don’t agree on. Their decisions are not based on whether the mission is for the right reason, but based on the advancement of politics and power.”

His tone suggest he doesn’t approve when we both know he’s doing exactly what he dislikes. “Every establishment, no matter how small, has a pecking order, even Sparkles. Some don’t follow the rules, no matter who’s in charge.”

Like me, for instance. I’m fae, but heck if I know anything about being one. I could be making decisions right now that could get me killed, that go against some unknown hierarchy.

Riley mumbles something indecipherable, and I slow as we come up upon Sparkles on the left.

“Do you need to check into work?”

I swivel toward him, but he keeps his gaze planted on the shop as we drive by, even though he’s reclined. I wonder how he knows I work at Sparkles, but I guess Diamond Springs holds tight to its small-town persona. Everyone knows everybody’s business. Bet they don’t know Riley’s or that he’s actually alive and hunting vampire, or is one. Shit. I can’t believe I’m helping him, but even the little people, as I’ve always seen myself, have the power to save the world if they put their minds to it.

Through the opaque window with the chalk writing the artist-painted pink stars of various sizes, I check out Stacey. She’s working on Wendy Nelson’s updo on account that it’s Saturday and she’s getting married in a few hours.

I should call her momma and let her know I’m not able to attend like I planned, but I doubt I’d be missed. If I had to guess, I’d say the Nelsons are from the Amazon or wherever tall people originate, since Wendy is over six feet tall and I dwarf in her presence. After the daunting last few days, and with the sun shining brightly through brewing storm clouds, the last thing I want is to be blanketed by another person’s shadow. “I told Stacey I needed a few more days off after the funeral. She said I could take as much time as I needed.” 

Riley gives me a firm nod of approval.

Even after one night alone in Ella’s home, even though Riley rode the sofa, I miss Ella more than I realized I would. Where has she gone? I know I asked her to give me some space, but I need her more than ever.

A thick knot aches inside my throat. It’s something that comes and goes, but I’m wondering who will be there for me the way she did. Who will lend an ear or hand out advice for me in the future, if I’m ever to need someone like her—a mom, ya know? There’s always the distant chatter of the dead. No getting away from them, and strangely I’m finding the white noise somewhat comforting. Who knew? But I’d even gone as far as to wander out into the backyard and place my palms on the ground to see if I could communicate with Ella.

Nothing. Nada. The only thing I’d heard was the sound of my breathing and pulse. Guess I’ll have to revisit the nearby cemetery with hope of making contact, but I can’t risk using my full powers with vampires searching for me. Not until I see what this grand plan of Riley’s is.

I check out my reflection in the rearview mirror. I used some heavy-duty concealer because my skin is changing from a pastel pink to a neon green. I’d always worn my hair down because it’s thick and full-bodied, the perfect advertisement for Sparkles.

To give myself some added height as a way to blend into the public by looking taller, I’d colored my hair a neutral ash brown. Riley hasn’t said anything or perhaps he’s using his good manners, keeping his opinion of me to himself. Or could be he doesn’t have an opinion. I’ve worn boots with two-inch heels, an improvement over sandals. I’ve managed to hit the five-foot mark.

“I liked your hair red, but it looks nice.”

His sudden interjection surprises me, jolting me out of my introspection. Is he reading my thoughts? I fish around in my mind, finding a faded hint of his presence. “Thank you. I needed a change. I know I said I haven’t seen any vamps, even though Ella’s spell is broken, but I’ve heard the neighbor’s dogs barking the last two nights. I don’t believe it was the coyotes, because I’m shutting the chickens inside the garage and their coup is nothing but tinder.”

“Did you pick up any thoughts from the vamps?”

“Glimpses. I think they’re searching for both of us now. But I’m not sure of their location or why they haven’t made their presence known. I didn’t touch the books or you during the night. I kept silent as a church mouse, as Ella used to say, during dark. They didn’t get a bead on our whereabouts as far as I can tell.”

His brow shoots up and he curls his lip upward. “A bead, huh. Where’d you learn police lingo?”

“Stacey and Sheriff Miller, romantic suspense novels, true crime, etc.” I reach over and curl my fingers over his arm when he tenses a smidge.

He’s thinking what I’m thinking: that now I can see the world through the eyes of the dead…and Riley, although he’s as warm-blooded as any man for the time being. He’s also going through some type of vampire transition he can’t keep at bay no matter how much he resists. “I’m glad you’re here with me.”

He only smiles and slides his pretty blue gaze my way. After that kiss we shared, I’m doubtful he’d risk another when our connection almost killed him and sent me to la-la land for a good hour.

Unfortunately, that’s not what’s bothering me now, nor is Stacey or a wedding or someone getting written up for breaking the law. It’s Riley. After that kiss, I’m picking up more and more of his thoughts, kinda like a silhouette emerging from the fog. I have to wonder if he’ll transition to a full vampire before long and be my greatest threat.

The words aren’t as clear as Ella’s were, or as sharp as vamps we’d crossed, but something in between. I don’t know whether I should tell him or ask him if he’s sick or maybe dying or rush him to the ER. Could be why he’s so focused on saving his men—the last stand and all that. But in reality, we barely know each other. I’d feel like I’m intruding even more if I ask him. I pull into Ruby Storage, stopping right at the keypad. “Numbers?”

“Let’s try something. Ready.”

“Okay.” His deep smooth voice enters my mind, and I almost swoon. He recites the code, and wouldn’t you know I hear the numbers so clearly, I squeal.

The gate groans as it shudders open and we drive in, rounding the first row of the storage building. The place is typical—rows and rows of orange doors that flank the long side of each building. I drive past the first two rows and slow as he twists his head to stare down aisle three, still keeping a low profile. “Keep driving.”

“What? Why?”

“The PDU van and officers wearing the official PDU jackets? I don’t recognize all of them.”

“So who are they?”

“They could be from a special team,” he deadpans, as if he’s already worked out another plan.

Has he? If that’s true, when? Why is he able to control what I hear and what I don’t telepathically between us? Or is he hiding something from me still. What could that be when I’ve been privy to some serious reveals so far?

My tummy does a little dance, nerves and acid mixing it up really good. “I’m not swallowing that crappy answer. I told you once, and I’ll say it again. If we’re a team, you need to fill me in on what you know, even if it turns out to be bogus. Why are they inside your storage unit confiscating your guns? How did they know it even existed? How will we get more weapons?” My words shoot off my lips, my heart’s beating too fast, and I’m starting to heat up, and not the good kind of heat when I’m sitting this close to Riley. I sneak a peek at my hands. They’re mottling again.

“You’re right. I’ve been on my own a long time. But I’ll try to explain every player in detail.”

There’s a good time and a bad time to pile up stakes. I flash him my hands and swerve between two storage units where the aisle is vacant. “I need you to drive, and drive fast. I have to get to an open area before I prematurely explode. I don’t want to do that inside my only car when it’s still bank owned, while I’m struggling to pay Ella’s funeral bills and my school loans.”

He fiddles with the AC, rolls down the windows. “You’re stronger than your body. You make the rules. You hold the power over whether you’re changing or not. Not your body. Not a situation.”

I’m certain Riley’s talking about himself as much for his benefit as for mine, and, heaven help me, I’ve gotta try and use his advice. Of course, I can’t help but toil with excuses. “I can’t stop DNA or how it’s changing me.”

“I’m helping you through this. Close your eyes and breathe through the next two minutes without killing us both. I’ll get us to the closest open space so you can unleash your power.”

“Take me to the cemetery. Everyone in town’s going to a wedding today.” We trade spots in a jiffy, but I leave my seatbelt off in case my body decides to power-vomit.

Murder and suicide aren’t at the top of my list of to-dos today, so I do as he instructs. I pinch my lids, count one-hundred and twenty seconds to myself, and wait while the car bolts from the storage, jogs left and right, and the engine roars under my feet. Soon as the car slows, joggles over a driveway...but before coming to a complete stop, I shove open my door and jump.


Chapter 11
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Riley

 

Had I known Tricia’s decision would double her powers and result in leveling every single gravestone on the property, I would have taken her to any other open space but the cemetery. Now I’m screwed because survival mode kicks in. I hurdle over the hood of the sedan, sliding my ass across the glass-like sheen of the hood, and leap right into the portal that opened under her feet.

The earth has a glimmering puffy look and feel to it, but the inviting look is an illusion of fae magic. The roots and earth impale my arms, lending proof to the danger below the ground’s grassy surface. Halfway through the opening, I squirm forward and blink away the soil from my eyes. The crumbling soggy earth falls past her and then disappears as she’s clinging to the side of the pit.

Pleading with her stare for me to save her, a gale force beats on my body, as if the realm of Faery is expelling the intruder that is me. “Don’t let go. I’m coming for you.”

“Hurry!” Nails digging into the earthen wall, she grips onto a flimsy root that could break away at any moment. “Riley, help me!”

I swim through the magic, using the soil and chunks of embedded rock to support me as I wiggle my way forward. She’s maybe ten feet down, but as I descend, the earth cinches around my thighs, pinning me until I’m certain the pressure may snap my femurs at any moment.

“Hold on.” I snake my hand to my belt. The buckle is sandwiched between my body and the narrowing gateway. I work the strap back and forth until the pin pulls from the notch. Once free, I dangle the strap toward her. “Make a loop with the buckle and strap. Thread your wrist through the hole. I’ll pull you up.”

Her hair falls about her chest when she glances down, as if considering the consequences of the fall. Is she thinking she’ll survive or die? Is she thinking her people are waiting for her to take her place as their princess, or as their queen?

That hint of neon covers her skin, illuminating the tunnel and highlighting the fear in her eyes. “I can’t fall. I can feel the pull of Faery and the fae existence. Riley, they’re so scared. Something bad is looming. Only, I’m not ready to help them… Don’t let me fall.”

My thoughts push me into a corner. Gone, hiding among her people, she’d be safe—at least for a time—and the vampires would have no one to hunt, to claim. Without the key that is her royal blood as I suspect, I suppose the world of Faery would be safe. Except she’s contradicting my thoughts. I can’t tell if she’s telling the truth or lying. I don’t have all the answers, except to trust my gut. It’s telling me I’m the one who is not ready to let her go, first and foremost. Maybe I’m selfish, maybe I’m a fool, but I don’t have the strength in me to do walk away even at the risk of sacrificing my life.

“Trust me. I’ll get you out of here.” I tighten my hold, the leather gouging into the crook of my palm that I wrap the slack around. I swing the loop, penduluming the strap to her, finally hitting her hand.

She hesitates for a split second, as if contemplating whether she should trust me when above the lawn waits vampires hunting her. But then she makes quick work of the loop, sliding her wrist into the opening and cinching the belt. “Pull me to the surface. I’m letting go.”

With my hand secure around one end, she lets go of the branch—

It snaps from the earth, and we both watch it fall as it fades out of sight into the beckoning mist below. She kicks her legs, reaches up with her free hand as I inch forward to get a better hold in the earthen channel. Once I reach ground level, I lock my feet across the hard surface of the hole. Beads of dirt grind under my fingernails, ripping at the cuticles and the soft seam under my nail beds. “Eyes on me.”

Daylight breaches the hole, once I ease my hips onto the grass. I palm the soil with my free hand and pull the belt with the other until I glide my hand around her waist, pulling her to my body as I fish her through the portal.

Hips cresting at ground level, I secure us as the pressure from hanging upside down multiplies inside my head. Even so, the force doesn’t blind me to the desperation etched in her twisted expression, the catch in her breathing, similar to the panic I watched in my men’s faces the night we faced death and I vowed to save them.

Right then and there, either of us falling isn’t an option I’m ready to accept. I reach forward with my other hand, press it against the swell of her ass, and haul her even closer.

The ground caves, chunks of rock and soil popping off and sailing downward, eager to take us with them.

Call the thought that impales me survivor’s remorse, guilt, and any number of forms of regret. I can’t lose her. “If you fall, I’m going with you.”

“Neither of us dies today.” She locks her grip around my jacket. “I have to try something. Something you’re not going to like if we’re to survive this. Now it’s time for you to trust me.”

Trusting is an elusive thing, but I nod. “I do.”

In my hold, her body heat sears my arms. Then I’m propelled upward, riding on a vapor of heat, light, and flames.


Chapter 12
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Tricia

 

Lesson number…I give up count. But I make a mental note: If my life’s in danger, I’m using magic to save my ass.

I send my fiery touch through my hand, thrusting my power against the dirt walls to propel us upward. I wouldn’t have tried the risky maneuver if he were a human, or only human. Or if it was the middle of the night and the vamps were awake and circling. But it’s noonish, moisture weights the air from the passing storm cloud, and there’s no turning back now, kinda like when the carny guy at the county fair hits the lever on the slingshot ride. Once you’re airborne, the only way to get off the ride is to hang on until the very end.

We catapult, and my power launches us skyward. Trees become green blobs, and then we begin to freefall, the air rushing past us and distorting our mouths and ruffling our clothes.

Whether it was the force of the explosion busting through the earth’s crust or the supersonic speed of ascent, I clutch Riley’s limp body to mine, as he’s passed out cold. But his condition doesn’t last more than a few seconds as we crest and then descend.

He pops open his eyes and rolls us so he lands with a thud on the cemetery lawn and I come crashing down on top of him, almost biting the tip of my tongue clean off. Okay, I’m exaggerating, but it stings and I’m tasting blood. “Why’d you have to do that?” I complain, feeling foolish that we’re testing our immortality when I’m not positive either one of us is that blessed.

He moans and his lids flutter. “That was a rush…”

I shake him a bit, checking him out further and hoping he’s not broken or mortally wounded, but I guess he’s okay because he curls his lips upward, those little crescents forming on the side of his mouth.

What was I thinking? At the moment, I’m one blade short of a buzz cut in the brains department, but my bubbling excitement builds. I press my lips to his.

“I taste sunshine and magic,” he whispers in my mind while drawing my blood into his mouth.

He locks a thick leg around the back of my thighs, letting me know with this thrusting tongue and the growing hardness under his pants zipper he’s happy he’s alive.

Then like a thief stealing our moment, I’m impaled by a voice blaring inside my head, similar to the one I heard inside the cabin a few days ago.

“You’re mine.”

Only I don’t retreat from the threat this time, and neither does Riley, because I don’t think the voice discerns whose mind he’s trotting around in.

The voice sharpens. “Her magic for the return of your men.”

Riley stares up at me, roaming his panicked gaze over my face and breathing a little too fast for my comfort. Is he considering the trade?

For a half second, I can feel Riley’s presence inside my head, walking with me, side by side, and seeking out the intruder, which is stalking our minds, leaping back and forth. I’m both comforted Riley’s hearing what I’m hearing and freaked because we’re both being threatened, and Riley’s still assessing the offer. Shite!

My lungs mimic Riley’s in both pressure and speed, so I’m gasping against his lips. “Don’t do it!”

Damn if he doesn’t deepen our kiss, trailing after the menace who’s hunting me, threatening us with unreasonable demands. After all, Riley’s a soldier and trained to hunt danger. He growls against my lips, and I think for a moment he might swallow me alive. I think this danger thing coupled with my bleeding tongue triggers his bloodlust, which I know little about. Except with his hunger for danger and blood, he adds a whole new dimension, one I’m sorely missing and achingly craving: good ol’ fashion dry humping right here at our local cemetery. Cripes, Ella’s gonna roll over in her grave, and for the first time, I’m glad she’s taken a hiatus from my mind.

“Delicious...”

I couldn’t lose myself, but the monster inside Riley’s head terrorizes him into making him lose who he is by stealing his dreams if he doesn’t comply—and right now he’s dreaming of me and our future. Whoever this intruder is, I’m growing stronger, more controlled by the minute. Still not perfect, but I’m running on instinct, feeling as if I’ve located a hidden switch to my powers, and that energy is only in its infancy, I suspect.

Riley bucks against me, breaking contact.

Before I realize what’s happening, he grabs me and hauls me to stand, still winded as a hair dryer switched to power burst.

He reaches behind him, a panic-stricken look taking over his wild-blue eyes. “My weapon. It’s gone. It must have fallen when…”

“When you saved me. I’m sorry.” I scan the surrounding area, but Riley drags my attention back to him.

“It’s too late. He’s coming for us, and I don’t have any idea who ‘he’ is.”

No sooner does Riley warn me, both in my mind and against my lips, than a van similar to the one we’d spotted at the storage unit along with a trail of others comes cruising into the cemetery drive. There must be at least fifty soldiers that exit their vehicles. I’m still catching a faint hint of the evil presence, but then he must sense me because, like Ella, he disappears. Frankly, with my necromancy powers being strongest inside the cemetery, and suspecting the person is a vampire, I can’t rule out that the vamp is buried nearby and not part of the entourage at all.

The taller of the two men who exit from the black, windowless van niggles my memory. Where have I seen him before?

He’s wearing a blue military uniform, and gold studs or stars lining his shoulders catch the glint of sunlight as he stalks toward us.

Questions spin in my mind. “The PDU is here. Why and what now?” I ask Riley, who stiffens to attention almost immediately.

He salutes when he spots the incoming leader approaching. “It’s General Kane.”

Riley and I are still connected, mind to mind, but I sever our link with a cautionary look, and Riley retreats. Neither of us can risk danger not knowing the intentions of General Kane, his men, or the nearby vamp, if that’s the case.  “Are these the men from the storage unit?” I keep my voice low.

He covers his mouth with his hand, as if he’s a pitcher at a ballgame talking to his coach about the next play. “Yes. But I don’t know what’s going on. Let me explain what happened here. I can’t risk them taking you back to the PDU and finding out what you are while you’re still uncontrolled.”

Thanks for reminding me. I can tell he’s worried I might do something stupid. Okay, stupider than blowing us out of a hole in the ground without a net to catch us when gravity stepped in and took over.

“Sergeant Sweetwater, what happened here?” General Kane offers Riley his hand, which he accepts.

Obviously, the two are acquaintances, but oddly, there’s something about the two—their similar size and body shape, their swagger—that captures my attention. Of course, the two are both military men and natural leaders. They work closely together, as Riley’s explained.

When I’ve dyed my hair to match Stacey’s, even though I’m inches shorter than her, people think we’re sisters. People tend to take on their peer’s attributes; just saying.

The two exchange a weighted glance that escapes me—a mix of relief and concern. More than ever, I wish I could hear Riley’s thoughts when he begins hemming and hawing about why my car’s protruding ass-end up from the ground. “Freak storm hit us. Tornado.”

Riley flashes worried eyes, the kind that dart left and right. He shoves his body in front of mine, walling me behind him as he showcases the destruction.

A flash of heat zips through me, but I shove it away with my sturdy determination to keep hidden. Ella would be proud. I dash around Riley, whose resting his hands on his thick hips so his elbows are poking out, making him appear even larger. “Riley came along in the nick of time, after seeing me drive into that pit where the tornado touched down. It’s a crater.”

“Is that so, sergeant?” Skepticism weaves around General Kane’s question, but then he checks out the sky, still bits of debris spiraling to the ground from an ominous cloud cloaking us all in shade.

“Yes, found Miss Macintyre calling for help, and I pulled her out myself, sir.”

He has a point, I did ask for his help, so I allow him to take charge of this conversation—for now—reminding myself defense is his territory. I check out the other men while Riley describes the faux rescue. Believe me, he was way braver than what he’s admitting.

My knees are still knocking and my pulse is locked in my dry throat as I come to terms with the life-threatening disaster we just escaped, so I’m thankful the general and his men are distracted. I scope out the damage to my car, all catawampus and dented, at least from what I can see. I don’t want to think about the consequences if I’d stayed inside the car one more second or succumbed to the magic sucking me down toward the mystical realm, so I meander toward the edge of the cemetery. To my somewhat surprise, immediately the voices inside my head fade to a low hum.

I owe Riley my life. If it wasn’t for his bravery, reminding me how much I need him, reminding me to fight for what I want and object to the demands of others, no telling what would have happened. Believe me, Faery wanted me as much as Riley hungered after my blood. I shudder clear down to my toes, feeling torn between the two options. At least I know Riley.

I’m not ready to discuss the war inside Riley’s mind, however. At least not with the company of the four-star General and the soldiers surrounding us. The men appear to match Riley’s brawn—I’m outnumbered for sure—but Riley’s shoulders slump a bit as if he’s relaxed and trusting.

Even those closest to me have lied, aka Ella, my grandmother, and Riley. What are these men not saying as they pull out from the back of their truck some strange Geiger counter-looking contraption?

I don’t dare conjure Ella, but I slip off a boot and place the bottom of my foot to the ground, feeling grass crimp underfoot, hoping for a sign or some tidbit of knowledge of what to do now. 

Nothing. Where is she?

“Miss Macintyre, did you drive into the portal before or after it opened?” The general heads my way, his thick brows arched over his curious gaze.

All my senses crackle with static as I consider if Kane’s baiting me about a portal when a tornado is a perfectly honest phenomena in this area. I quiet my breathing, counting like Ella taught me, hiding who and what I am the best I can. I haven’t realized until now that everything she’s taught me could help me survive. I’m on the spot, something as natural as breathing, and I accept the challenge. Riley’s color fades from his cheeks, but I push a smile onto my lips. “You read National Geographic magazine?”

“Not for some time…”

I tap my arms, proving I’m sticky. “Well, the humid conditions in the lower atmosphere, plus wind shear as compared to the cooler temperatures above create instability in the weather. These natural occurrences wreak havoc in these parts. The force normally wouldn’t penetrate the earth, but Diamond Springs is littered with sinkholes, as you can see.”

He cocks his head, as if truly interested. “Then you’re lucky Sergeant Sweetwater showed up when he did, or you might have been lost.”

I gleam, feeling somewhat relieved, but on edge. I’m still not sure what they’re here for, as the general does a one-eighty with his gaze, as if searching for something other than the explanation I’ve provided.

I feel inclined to reinforce my story. “That’s right. Riley’s a hero. Soon as the DS Gazette gets word of his fearlessness, he’ll make front-page news.” I realize too late Riley’s dead to the rest of the world, especially to the citizens of Diamond Springs.

“This way, Miss Macintyre.” He motions to the awaiting van, door opened.

“W-where are we going?” My words sputter out of me. Great.

One of the men grips my arm, at General Kane’s orders, but when a rumble makes its way from Riley’s lips, the soldier releases me, reminding me Riley has more clout than he realizes and definitely more power. There’s actually a hint of an aura gleaming from him, as if my abilities are affecting him in some magical way. I peer closer, noticing the pull at the seams of his jacket that weren’t there a half hour ago. Crap.

Riley blocks Kane’s path to the passenger side of the van. “We can drop her off in town. She doesn’t need to come with us to the PDU. I witnessed the entire thing. It’s a natural phenomenon, like Miss Macintyre explained.”

“I’m not so sure. We’ve detected magic. Fae magic, which means the coven of vamps we’ve been hunting could track both of you. You don’t want this woman to fall prey to another disaster when you’ve just risked your life saving her?”

Riley stiffens. “No. Of course not.”

“She’ll be safest at the PDU until we can get a handle on these vamps. My men will stay behind, waiting for them to show.” He folds his fingers across Riley’s back, guiding him. “Plus, I may have a lead on your side project. One we’ll discuss further in private.”

“We can discuss whatever you have to say here. Now.”

“I don’t see five hard-earned stars bridging your shoulders. Clearly, you’ve had a rough time here today. I believe a medical evaluation is in order, as soon as we get inside the PDU, head to the infirmary. After, come and see me in Area 74.”

“Area 74? Has a cure been discovered?” Riley blurts as he draws the General to a grinding halt.

The spike of warning draws me in, reminding me of the number I’d gathered from the Master’s mind, but Kane seems tongue-tied. For about two full minutes.

A flush rising to his cheeks fades, as if he’s cherry picking the ripest words and struggling. “I’ve a surprise waiting for you… Please, we’re not safe here…and we have over an hour’s drive.” He motions toward the inside of the van that’s waiting for us to be loaded inside.

I’m shooting warning stares at Riley, hoping he can see my eyes and what always happens to my vision when my fae senses get aggravated. Only he doesn’t acknowledge me any more than if I were a telephone pole on an infinite highway, which could be on account of all that’s happened and is happening to him biologically. “What about my car? I can’t just pick up and leave it like that. People will worry if they discover my car without me inside. I should let the Sheriff know, at the least.”

In the time it takes me to say Balayage—salon lingo for a modern chic color with a sun-kissed finish—me and Riley are ushered into the back of a windowless van that’s black outside and cavernous inside. I’m not even allowed a phone call. There’s no window or sliding opening between the cab and the storage portion we take a seat in. My heart’s pounding outside of my chest as if it’s a hen after she’s spotted a coyote. Wish my fae senses would clear General Kane of predatory inclinations. But so far, Riley’s not giving off any major warning signals, so I roll with him, even though my heat sensors are waking.

The doors slam closed behind us and, a minute later, the tires churn on the graveled roadway leading out toward the winding back roads. Riley’s quiet, or could be he’s in shock from what happened before the PDU arrived.

“Are you okay?” Riley whispers.

“Not exactly, and I’m about to ask you the same thing,” I say, following his lead in the whisper department. My thoughts churn. I don’t know what questions to ask about the PDU or what might happen once we get there. But I can’t ignore my growing power now that I’m walled up like a prisoner when I’ve done nothing wrong but profit from my abilities, aka saving our lives.

“Kane hinted at something. I can’t be sure, but I think he may have tracked down my men. If he has, why wasn’t I contacted straight away? I have to make my men see that I never gave up on them.”

My heart sinks all the way to my toes, hearing the gritty rawness in his voice. I should be happy for him. It’s his goal to find his men, to bring them home. Will he still help me once his mission is complete? “You were unreachable for the past three days, and Kane did track you down. He’s keeping his word, so I’m not sure if it matters how they got home, only that they did.”

Dim lighting runs beneath the seat, and he slides his palm across his face, stopping to massage his chin. “Something doesn’t feel right…”

“I held onto my powers as long as I could. I’m still learning, but magic definitely comes with a price, and you took the brunt of that landing.” That has to be it.

“I suppose they found us from the power surge. Taking you to the cemetery was a bad idea.”

“No, it wasn’t. I decided where I should release my energy. No one got hurt, except for the two of us, but we’ll heal. One more second and no telling what would have happened. So stop beating yourself up. You’re not responsible for anyone but yourself. Plus, I don’t think the PDU tracked my power surge. They found us another way. Could they be tracking you other than your cell phone?”

He pivots toward me, legs shifting on the bench seat, so a sector of light spears the space between his massive thighs. “I’m not worried about that now. What concerns me is trying to expel some of your energy inside this space without alerting Kane and his driver.” He reaches across and takes my hand.

His hand is stone cold, and I sneak a glance to make sure he’s still breathing and alive.

“I’m not dead, I’m thinking. In fact, after what just happened, the idea my men have been found? I’m feeling more alive than I’ve ever felt. But I am worried about you. You must be scared.”

I try to cover my hands, hiding the glow by deflecting. “I’m seeing the changes in you, too. Physical changes, like you better take off that jacket before you split the seams.”

Riley tugs one arm free with my help, and then the other. He places the jacket to the side, yokes his arm around me, and pulls me close. “You’re burning up again.”

“I’ve used my powers twice. Either I’m getting stronger, or—do I dare admit when we’re confined to the darkness for a long hour drive—I’m happy to be alive and here with you, too.”

Riley tightens his grip on me, and the corner of his mouth lifts as I scoot closer, resting my head on his chest. His strong heart bangs against my ear, and though I’m smoldering inside, he’s chilled as ice. I accept without asking that his transition is exacerbated by my magic, which could explain why Kane would want me.

Riley’s thoughts grow clearer, and his bloodlust makes a sharp appearance as he runs his mouth along my shoulder, nipping, testing, just on the side of pain. Strangely, my tongue is healed, but I can still taste blood.

I realize fear and anger triggers are like adding lowlights to blonde hair, repeatedly. Sooner or later, you’re driver’s license is gonna read brown. Whereas, the more Riley’s around me, the more it seems he’s morphing into the fae’s mortal enemy. But for a briefest moment, when his touch pulls a moan of pleasure from my core all the way past my parted lips, I wonder if vamps and fae can’t be more than enemies. “As a way to dispense my energy, I’d like to make magic with you.”

He hisses, and I arch into him, as if I’ve been made to feed his hunger with my power. But in his hold, the charge snapping and sizzling between us, I want him, too. “We’re perfect together, inviting as the American River that runs through Diamond Springs in the long heat of August.”

“And just as eternal. No matter what happens, I promise I’ll always be with you, Tricia…”

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” I caution. “I have no idea what our future holds. I’m not human. You’re charged to kill preternatural beings. I suspect the new assignment the general will hand over to you will be finishing the job you started, vampire extermination of the coven that claimed your men, or hunting a new otherworldly creature all together. If the general learns I’m fae, he may ask you to do unmentionable things to me, too, because I’m still a potential threat or have value—whatever the flavor of the day is with this Master. You know it’s true. Faery is filled with fear. Something nefarious is happening there. I sensed it. Something bigger than what I can understand. I don’t know how much time we’ll actually have together…” I push up my sleeves to reveal my glowing skin.

“Then let’s not waste a moment.” Riley captures my mouth with his, sinking his teeth into the flesh of my lip and drawing out the faintest hint of iron, as I shudder against his raw desire.

The sweep of his tongue mingling with mine sends my mind twirling and siphons my power in pleasurable seconds. I lose myself in the gray tones of the cab I suspect transports vampire, the white noise of rubber grinding against asphalt, the silence of our minds.

Passion ignites our frenzy as Riley lays me across the bench seat, his talented hands trailing the micro curves of my entire body, which shoots shivers in every direction. By the way he shudders, he’s feeling it too. A blanket from under the seat finds me, but Riley’s so smooth, so planned, I barely notice that he’s bent down. He lifts my shirt with a fluid sweep of his hand, the neon glow rippling off my translucent skin and lighting up his dark eyes, tinged with a sector of crimson.

I peer up at him, sandwiching his cheeks between my palms. I should be overcome with panic, with fear that he’s transforming before my very eyes in the confines of our midnight enclosure, but I’m too caught up in us, in the blistering heat aching between my legs, wanting him, needing him as I did five years ago. “Take me, now!”

He makes quick work of my pants as he slides down my body, nipping at my flesh all the way past my tender breasts, where he licks the little pebbled tips. He demands a gasp from me with each bite he stamps across my abdomen.

We jostle against the bench seat as the driver, unaware of what’s happening inside the cab, weaves through the back roads, heading toward the highway and the PDU.

My pleasure heightens as Riley whispers endearments, and I can’t help but wonder as we both fall deeper into danger…into love…if we’ll survive the ride.


Chapter 13
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Riley

 

The door to the van swings open, Tricia jumps down, and the sun blinds me as it rises over the five-story building of the PDU. Windows are nearly unbreakable; the concrete façade is several feet thick; armed guards protect every entrance, as if the PDU is a concrete sarcophagus. More, it’s evident Tricia is in danger.

Hide her. Protect her. The duty slams into me, but what if I can’t? The hairs running the length of my spine stand on end and a perpetual growl begs to be released. Where once the PDU gave me purpose, home to top military officials, and resources up the yang, I’m fearing that direction is about to change. In the light, I give Tricia a sideways glance, my body still tingling from the pleasure she gave me inside the van. But each touch, each taste, I believe her power and magic is fast-forwarding my transition to becoming the very thing that hunts her: Vampire.

Any lingering warmth I’m feeling turns icy, and I shiver in the heat of the humid day, hoping the other officers haven’t noticed the changes in me. Discreetly, I search the grounds as we march toward the entrance, hunting for a way to get Tricia to safety if she should need to escape without me. It’s a scenario I hadn’t thought about until today.

Guards pepper the facility, and there’s a unit stationed at the gate that leads toward the back of the building where the fleet cars are located. Once we’re inside the building, there’s no way out but through the rush of officers or the protected fleet, which gets me thinking.

General Kane lands his weighted hand on my shoulder, instantly halting my thoughts.

“We have business that needs discussing. Important business, and I’ll need your full attention.”

Panic surges inside my gut, as if warning me that the general is up to something other than debriefing me on a hot lead, but what? Is he expecting me to ditch Tricia? Has he learned I’ve been aggressively hunting for my men? Is he using the lure of recovering them as a way to trick me into divulging Tricia’s identity as the princess he’s been searching for, having knowledge of our prior relationship?

He gives my shoulder a squeeze before advancing ahead of me.

I’d question him, but I’ve respected him—he saved me—and I still feel like I owe him the benefit of a doubt when it comes to him plotting against me in some way.

Then there’s Tricia. If I share my suspicions with her and spike fear in her, she could lose her control. There’d be no way to hide her identity. I palm her lower back as she’s walking in front of me, pressing my fingers into the jacket of mine she’s wearing. The idea of severing my connection with her becomes unfathomable the closer we get to the entrance, but I know panicking on my part will only deepen our risk. I won’t advance danger any more than I already am. Except as she climbs the steps with her head held high, I realize that she’s done fine without me. Maybe she doesn’t need me in her life after all.

Tricia timed her energy release in the portal and saved our asses. Her explanation to Kane about the weather pattern was brilliant, and he bought it, or at least he seemed to.

I don’t want to think about the fact that I walked out of the cemetery without a scratch, which begs my attention. I’m guessing by the suspicious glance Kane’s shooting my way, he’s sensing my metamorphosis.

He beelines toward the entrance where Corporal Anderson is waiting for him with a message. After a brief discussion, Kane addresses me. “I have something that needs immediate attention. I’ll be waiting for you in my office in twenty.”

“Yes, General.” I add a nod, as the corporal eyes me.

Anderson is six-foot-two with light-brown eyes and hair clipped short. His ears are as oblong as his face. He has a swimmer’s body style—big on top, thin from his hips to his boots. He salutes us both and cages a grin when I hand him my badge.

The corporal is impressionable, still enchanted by the lure of possibilities that his service will make a difference in the world. I see the younger version of myself in him. But I’m no longer naïve. That includes ignoring the thirst I’ve been brushing off as result of dehydration and running myself thin. What I can’t ignore is the taste of Tricia’s magic. I’ve tasted her mouthwatering blood that still rides my tongue. The elixir pulls a pang of hunger from deep inside my belly. I drop my head, feeling ashamed. Ashamed because her power spoke to me, because I hungrily answered. I can’t deny that what I’ve been taught is a lie: her magic accelerated what’s lain dormant inside me, proving the value of fae blood, and my worth as an indestructible soldier.

I’m not like human soldiers who’ve contracted the virus, gaining speed and superhuman strength. Upon entry into the Marines, I excelled in every way, whether via my supreme agility, mental capacity, natural leadership skill, or as I soared to the rank of sergeant…. I survived the car blast, healing, or at least retaining reasoning, before I gave my broken body over to my men. The stranger who dragged me from the blazing desert heat into the shade must have suspected that I’d make the decision to feed my men, to change them. He must have sensed I was different. That in time I’d be the one to lead the capture of the fae princess.

Unsubstantiated thoughts scramble, but one stands out. Even more concerning is that I’m seeing for the first time, through every stage of my life—from the high school campus recruiter, to the happenstance run-ins, to the person who’d rescued me from my men after I’d been nearly sucked dry, to today in the cemetery—the common denominator is the man I’m trailing: Kane.

“Riley, you have no proof.”

Tricia nearly shouts inside my head, snapping me out of my introspection.

“Kane formulating a decade-old plot as a way to ‘Capture the Princess or Queen’ is a crazy idea. I see the way he stares at you, so proud, guarded. The relief on his face when he found you at the cemetery reminded me of Ella’s when I came home late after being with Stacey half the night. Ella was angry at first, but too relieved to find me unharmed to be anything but grateful.”

Maybe it’s the enormity of the PDU, the guns and guards, the sex that’s spun Tricia’s cheeks rosy and put a little sneaky smile on her lips, or the heady welcome from Corporal Anderson as he greets her because she takes one step after another without pause until the general scans his finger print and then she’s inside, spun around and waiting for me, unaware she’s reached out to me telepathically without skin-to-skin contact.

Now I’m trembling in my boots, too damn scared to take another step forward when doing so means I’ll have to I force myself to close the casket that is the PDU with both of us inside. Problem is, if I draw attention to what I suspect happened between us, both of us growing into who we’re meant to be, or hint at the danger that potentially awaits inside the PDU, I’ll have to admit I’m on the downhill side of holding onto my humanity.

Something that could tear us apart.

My heart falls silent as if it’s contemplating slipping free of my skin and bones, while my head spins additional scenarios of how I can get Tricia to safety. I spy the scanner, but the one in the basement only uses an access code that’s assigned with the pool cars. There’s a chance she could somehow make her way out before the guards are alerted and drive far from me, far from this place, and disappear.

She watches me as I face the corporal who’s running the station. “Remember your men. They’re counting on you. Let’s go…”

I blow a breath as Anderson scans my thumb, taking special care to hover as the scanner glides a red beam of light across the digit. Satisfied, as determined by his nod to proceed, he engages the automatic doors, which I cross, leading to a short hallway and elevators.

The doors to the outside sliding closed behind me used to make me feel safe from worldly threats, but now I’m breathing too fast, feeling the walls close in on me as I realize the danger is held within these walls. Pull it together, I order myself, stiffening.

Tricia checks out my tight expression. “You okay?”

“Yes.” Hell if I’m all right, and she’s onto me. We’re crammed inside the metal box elevator, facing forward, no one making a sound unless you count the shifting of cloth.

I shove my body in front of Tricia’s, as soon as we come to a stop. Sure hope that whatever happens, she realizes I’m prepared to wage war against anything that threatens to harm her, even if that’s me. “Stay behind me.”

“Why, what’s wrong? You’re freaking me out.”

I lean in, get real close, and try not to inhale her enchanting scent. “Any number of otherworldly creatures could be waiting to be checked in, catalogued, as most are handled as anyone entering any jail system.”

“Jail? Because they’re dangerous?”

“Yes. Very, as you’ve seen. Once they’re checked in, they’re transported and interned off-site.”

The tendrils of her stray hairs sway with her understanding, and the door from the elevator to the main reception crawls open.

She pops up the collar of my jacket and hugs herself in preparation. She’s being smart about all of this, using her hair, clothing, and sunglasses to conceal herself if she should begin to change.

For the briefest second, I wonder what she’ll do when I’m overcome by my vampire cravings for her.

“Accept you as you have me.” She brushes her fingers against my elbow, giving me feedback that she’s on board with being cautious, when I can hear her thoughts loud and clear. It’s an innocent touch to anyone who might be watching, but I register that she’s room temperature and she’s found her control. But what if her acceptance of me is what gets her killed?

“My office. Twenty,” General Kane reminds, as he struts down the hall with determined steps until he disappears behind double doors.

Since I exited the van, I can finally breathe and think clearly without the general hovering over me, giving me a chance to plot breaking free. I usher Tricia past the windowless offices. Hallways lead in every direction. A desk and two chairs fill each office space. The main lobby echoes with fingers dancing on keyboards, papers rustling, and the chatter between officers who seem oblivious to our presence.

“Where are you taking us?”

Before I can answer Tricia, Corporal Anderson sidles up beside me. He’s winded through his smile that’s as wide as a rock star taking the stage for the first time. “Your badge, sergeant. You left it at checkout.”

I take the badge, expecting him to turn back, but he lengthens his stride, keeping up with mine.

“It’s a privilege, Sergeant Sweetwater, to finally meet you, a legend. Is it true you escaped a coven of vampires and didn’t turn after being bitten?”

Brows pulled tight as I size him up, Anderson’s questions push my limits. I twist toward him, the movement inhumanly fast, but I roll with it like it never happened. “No one walks away from war unmarked. Men died. My men.” And if I’m truthful, part of myself, as if the gravesite at Diamond Springs Cemetery isn’t exactly empty.

“Yes, sir. I’m sorry, sir. But I’m wondering... I was in charge of the computer technology systems for a time. I had to update your personal files when we changed systems last year. I understand that you’re also involved with the development of an antidote and vaccine, so I’m thinking you’re a carrier of the vampirism virus—”

“That’ll be enough, Corporal Anderson,” I snap, forcing the corporal to back the hell up a few feet, before the others on the floor overhear and panic, believing I’m contagious. “The research is decades away from being tested on humans.”

“But you test on vampires, which is why they’re brought here before being transported offsite, correct?”

Tricia searches my expression for a humane answer I can’t give her.

“You were involved in the development of the vaccine and antidote,” she restates. “Are you planning on testing the antidote on your men here? Is that the true reason you’re searching for them?”

The spike in her tone doesn’t dishonor me. “I told you I’d do anything for them. A vaccine could prevent vampirism. An antidote could reverse those afflicted with the virus. If I can help in anyway, it’s my duty to do so. For once, I’m lucky they’re immortal. Even if decades pass before a cure is found, they will be returned to their human form. It’s a promise to them I won’t break.”

Tricia pulls from me, placing herself on guard, her head tipped as if listening in on a thought...or thinking too damn hard about what I’ve just shared. “There are no guarantees—”

“I know what I’m doing, Tricia.”

“Do you?”

Anderson crowds us. “That’s what I’m curious about, as well. Do you know what’s really happening to these vampires being experimented on in Area 74? The vampires could be dying again and again after each failed trial.”

I shoot Anderson a warning glare and he shrinks away, giving me time to play damage control with Tricia. “I know my men didn’t want vampirism forced on them. But that choice was taken away. As their sergeant, I’m facing the undead day and night, watching them be destroyed and reanimating, each time without hope of an alternate future. So, I have to keep searching for clues and trying to find a cure. It’s the best option, and my responsibility—”

Tricia tosses Anderson and apologetic glance. “They were soldiers. They knew what they signed up for. If they’re alive, here, they still hold on to their memories and ideals. I know this for a fact. Did you stop to consider the negative consequences of a cure and being forced to revert to their human form, if the cure is successful? Their families will be gone by the time a cure is found, most likely. They may not heal the same way humans do. New human viruses could take them down the minute they’re cured. Then there’s the whole transition to eating food, finding jobs....”

Her pigmentation turns that faint neon before it regains its fleshy pink tone when I brush her fingers with mine. She obviously has conflicting emotions, and I try to set her mind at ease, while wrestling with what she’s brought to light. “All valid concerns. Could be decades before an antidote is ready, so lots of time to designate a task force, housing, rehabilitation, inoculations, and such.”

She drags me toward the closest wall, and Anderson gives us more space. “Vampires are cast as monsters. I doubt they’re given a choice or are willing subjects, especially with the Master controlling their thoughts and direction. Maybe I can talk with them, if your men are here—mind to mind?”

Necromancy… She has the power to connect to the dead, but interviewing and experimenting on vampires is part of my job that I don’t want her to know about, so I skirt the questions. “If my men are here—the six I left alive—it’s only briefly as they’re transferred off-site, like Anderson mentioned. I have to act quickly to make sure they’re given a chance...”

She tips her head and closes her eyes. “Six… No. I’m sensing hundreds…”

The fact should alarm me, but I’ve been below. Seen the confines and the quarantine area, the crematorium that disposes of vampires too dangerous to house at the other location or damaged beyond repair, like the man who attacked us at the cabin. “The basement doesn’t have room for hundreds. Maybe twenty beds...”

She grabs my arm, strengthening our connection. Gaping, she stiffens as if she’s seeing something that’s shocked her as her eyes fly open. “The prisoners are sardined in cages. Five of them. They know you’re here.”

“Traitor!”

I whirl around at the bitter tenor of a man I once called friend before I can confirm or deny where she’s getting her information, or if the same person who’s bypassed our minds twice now is antagonizing her in some way.

Wracked with tremors, Ben is shackled, bound, a collar around his corded neck, and harnessed like a rabid dog—though he’s no animal. He’s vampire. Recessed globes, black as oil, bore into me, and his sockets are deep-set holes. His pale skin wrinkles, hanging off his bones. He curls his thin lips over his fangs and hisses, glaring at Tricia, snapping his teeth that he sinks into his lower lip, crunching on withered flesh, which dribbles out little more than a yellow plasma. “You should have shot us that night while we lay helpless, killed us all instead of allowing us to turn.”

My knees weaken and the pang of anguish inside my chest swells. “Ben… No. Death is final. I didn’t want that for you. Neither did you. I wanted you to have a chance at life, return to your families. You to your wife and a son. Be strong. Hang on for a little longer. I’m promise I’ll find a cure.”

“I’m vampire now. I’ll always be hungry for blood—human blood, your blood.” He zones in on Tricia. “Your woman’s blood. You’ll always be Master. I’m done feeling tied to you. Tired of my unquenched bloodlust driving me insane. I’m ready for Area 74, and so are the others. We’ve decided.”

“Area 74… What happens there?”

I ignore Tricia as I desperately search Ben’s face, trying to see a flicker of the man I once knew, the soldier who fought alongside me, that made the choice to be a Marine, and chose to call me friend. I bend my knees, holding out my hands. Even as he’s rejecting me with his heated glare, I can feel our connection deepening. Inside me. All around me. Just like that dark night when smoke and fear herded us into the shadows. “I feel your fangs puncture my thighs, my shoulder, my neck as I shared my blood with you. I sacrificed everything to make sure you have a second chance at life. Believe me, I haven’t stopped searching for you, even a single day. I swore on my life to bring you home. To find a cure. Don’t throw away a second chance.”

“You condemned us to hell!”

Tears bleed from my eyes, and I don’t give a shit about my hardcore alpha expectations. Screw the murmurs rising up or the shuffle of boots or what the hell anyone is thinking. It’s taking all I’ve got in me not to bow down and offer Ben my vein. “I’d do anything to right what happened to you. Please try to understand how badly I want to make this right. Please, Ben.”

“Tell me, if every waking moment was filled with insatiable hunger to kill or be killed, would you hang on to hope of a future?”

My bloodlust stirs as Tricia’s fear scents the air, triggering an urge to heal Ben as a way to heal myself. “Hope is all any of us has, hope to do the right thing. To fight for good.”

“Bullshit. It’s power. It’s blood. I know you feel it as well.” He pounds his chest. “I feel everything you do, Master.”

I want to go to him, hold him against me, make him every promise in the world that I’ll help him, that I am. But I keep my distance, skirting him like filth in an alley, only gaining from him an icy stare that shatters me inside. “You can trust me.”

“Liar,” he rasps, froth brimming on his lips.

I feel him inside my head, or me inside his, sharing memories of what will never be if I don’t right the wrongs bestowed upon him.

He flares his nostrils, draws in deep breaths, and thrusts his upper body forward, dragging the two corporals who have him bound with him as Anderson rushes forward. “You led us to our deaths… Now I know why. You walk in the sun. Only an offspring from the master can do that. You led us to our deaths, hand in hand with whom? Who is your master, Riley? Who controls you?”

“Kane,” Tricia murmurs in her mind.

The info isn’t a secret. The general is my superior. True is also the fact that ancients can walk in the sunlight, as I’ve read. It’s how the PDU believes the master vampire hasn’t been identified. But I’m not related. I can’t be related to the master… My vampirism has been dormant or delayed, I tell myself, as if I’m as immune to the virus as those who have a mutation in their NPC1 gene making them resistant to the Ebola virus, one of the lucky few to survive. “I’m human. You’ve known me forever…”

Ben shakes his head, his stringy hair falling across his eyes. “Look at yourself. You’re nearly twice the bulk since I saw you last.”

The night I fed them before Kane rescued me. Five years.

“Did you plan it all along? Sacrifice us for a chance to join the master’s cause? You always were the one guy looking to prove yourself.”

I resist jamming my fists at my sides, choosing to square off with Ben. “We all were competing with ourselves, pushing ourselves, helping one another. It was never at the expense of others that I excelled. I’m not like that. Ben, you know me.”

“You’re dead to me,” he growls.

Ben’s anguish destroys me as I come to terms with the truths: Kane has found my men, but I’d been their leader who’d left them behind to suffer. They hate me now. I don’t blame them. It’s something I pledge to reconcile until my last breath leaves my body.

Tricia dares to touch me, and I shake her off, as if doing so will keep her out of my head when I know that’s no longer the case as I feel her traipsing around my mind. “Don’t,” I warn, gaining a gasp from her.

Unable to look at the rejection I’m certain she’s expressing, I choke up on the spot as reality slams into me. Could I be related to the master? The fact that I never knew my father linked Tricia and I together initially. We were both raised by single mothers, and she didn’t remember much about her bio dad.

Ben thrusts his chin in the air and his nostrils flare. He swivels his head toward Tricia, tipping it left and then right, as if scenting the air, trying to place her in his food chain.

I crowd his vision. “I protected you the best way I knew. I gave you a chance to live, and I’d do it all again. But you will not threaten what is mine.”

Tricia pushes past me. “Riley’s trying to help you. He’s never stopped looking for you. But he needs your help to bring down this master vampire. I believe you’re linked to him. It’s his voice inside your head, herding you. Not Riley’s. You’re the key to destroying him and stopping the war between the humans.”

He flashes fangs and hisses as he crouches. “Fae!”

Without warning, he springs upward, targeting Tricia, his aim direct as the sharpshooter he used to be, and then he spots me standing between him and his next meal.


Chapter 14
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The first time I’d visited the zoo, a tiger, pacing the confines of his cell, spied me with its yellow marble eyes. Terrified by his prowess, shocked by the animal’s frenzied manner, sadness overwhelmed me because he was denied his freedom to satisfy his hunger. Seeing Ben transformed from his playful self and the sweet guy I’d grown up with overwhelms me with the same crushing feeling. “No, Ben,” I cover the hitch in my gasp, as he propels forward, dragging the corporals behind him.

Whether triggered by Riley’s change, Ben’s own hunger, madness, or his desire for my magic, he sails toward Riley. I’m suddenly aware we’re in deep trouble in more ways than one.

My pulse runs laps around my chest and heat builds inside me, revving and getting ready to overtake me. Without the chain link to block Ben’s path as the confines had stopped the tiger, it’s Riley who raises his arms, taking the brunt of the attack.

I scream a shrilling sound so high-pitched I’m surprised the building doesn’t come toppling down, which to my shock helps to expel the energy building inside me. “Help! Someone help Riley!”

The officers flail about as if windsocks at the car dealership in Diamond Springs. I feel sorry for them. If they survive, they’ll certainly have sore arms and necks tomorrow, maybe broken bones. But I give them credit for holding on. Five men against one vampire and the vamp is still winning sends shivers down my spine.

The creature—because Ben is full vampire now—rams his shoulder into Riley’s head that goes snapping back. “You’re a fool, Sweetwater. There is no cure, only lies, only slavery waiting for me and the others. Why do you think we were targeted? Someone’s building a super army. I won’t be any part of it.”

The sound of bone smacking the tile resembles a bat hitting a hardball inside the arcade where the sky isn’t able to absorb the shock. Shards of pink-stained flesh splatter my pants, as the vampire antagonizes Riley, snapping at his throat, before ramming his own head onto the ground.

“Ben, stop. Please stop!” I fling out my pleas, but I don’t get a single response from him. Of course, with the men trying to regain control over the vampire, it’s a wonder he’s still squirming.

“Stop. Ben, that’s an order, soldier. Remember who you are. Remember your oath. Remember mine. That has never changed,” Riley commands, holding on to his cool like a saint, as he wraps his arm around Ben’s throat. He strains until his eyes bulge and his veins pop from his biceps, working to stop the vampire from taking his own life.

The vamp moans, and reality slams into me. Humans are too fragile, even the really strong ones. Fae are stuck in the middle of a vampire and human war, I think.

Brains dripping out the front of Ben’s skull, his eyes a vivid scarlet, he locks his glare on me as if he’s just spotted a pot of gold. The vampire hisses and bares his fangs, jams his legs under him in a blur of power and speed, and bounds over Riley, as if he’s a scuff mark on white tile.

Crap. I whirl around—

Pop, pop, pop. Weapons discharge, hitting Ben in the back. Warm, wet syrup that’s more yellow than red, hard bits of bone, and flesh explode from the vamp’s midsection.

The shards pummel my profile, and I scream again, expelling more energy and gaining control over my powers.

As Riley leaps to his feet, pallor steals the flush riding his cheeks when he spots me. So much sadness and guilt etched in his expression kills me inside. I reach out with my mind, not enough to fully intrude, but enough to see he’s beating himself up and his mind is brimming with turmoil that he couldn’t protect his men and he can’t protect me. But then the voice makes itself known.

“I taste her fear. Claim her. Now!”

Riley jerks upward, stalks toward me, boots grinding over quivering bits of flesh on the ground that no doubt will find their way back to their host given enough time. But I’m not focused on that. Only the voice I’m hearing.

“Don’t listen to the command, Riley. Fight this! Don’t let the master win!”

Riley shakes his head hard enough that the voice vanishes, and he stumbles forward.

A thick hand comes into my view, steadying Riley, and it’s General Kane’s.

He checks out Riley’s condition, disapproval apparent by his condemning glare. “What the hell’s going on here?”

“It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have engaged until the soldier was contained.”

“Damn right. These things are unpredictable. If you can’t rule over a single soldier, how do you expect to rule over a coven?” He huffs and jabs a finger in my direction. “Take her to the infirmary with you. Get her cleaned up. Then see me downstairs. Don’t make me wait long.”

“Yes, sir.” Riley nods. “Right away, general.”

Kane whirls around, giving me his broad back as he saunters down the long hallway. I watch his control, his power. But something else stays in my mind. “...how do you expect to rule over a coven?” Was that a slip of Kane’s tongue during a chaotic moment or does he attach a deeper meaning, insinuating Riley will master over his own coven someday? I pocket the thought and numbness coats me.

Riley’s patting me down, but I must be in shock, because I should be freaked. Instead, my breath is shallow, my pulse too steady, my fingers and toes chilled bone deep. It’s all over with so quickly—the attack, the bravery on Riley’s defense, the fractured life of a vampire soldier. The loss bothers me more than I realize. I look down at my shirt and pants, splattered with red globs intermingled with dirt from the portal. I don’t know if vampirism is contagious via blood, like hepatitis, but I taste salty iron on my tongue. I remind myself not to ask questions I don’t want to answers to, but my mind plays with the question. Is Vampirism contagious? Because I got some blood in my mouth. Dozens of officers, human officers, are covered as well.

Riley’s face twists up into a nasty snarl, so I don’t press. I can tell he’s beating himself up still.

“Get this cleaned up,” Riley orders the corporals.

The others choreograph their details, hauling away the vampire, as if orders received from Riley mean business, and protocol is their second nature.

I swear I’m walking just fine, or as fine as I can with blood making the floor slippery and the situation making me sway a bit.

Riley scoops me up without warning, and I’m too blinded by the sight of the limp vamp with half his torso blown away. But then I see Ben’s finger twitch and his ribcage begin to stitch together. I realize, similar to the vamp back at the cottage, that the only way to kill them is by fire.

I shudder and the ceiling lights racing past spiral about. Most likely, and at a minimum, it’ll be the vampire’s third death he’ll be forced to endure. How many countless other times will he be made to die, either by his own unlucky and poor choices or by command at the hand of others?

I have to consider if Ben was goaded into rousing Riley. Could someone be testing him? Testing Ben? Threatening to hurt the other members of Riley’s squad? I have to suspect that Kane is behind everything, maybe even working a deal with the Master Vampire or, God forbid, he’s a vamp, too. But most frightening is the thought Kane is testing my strength over my ever-growing powers while weighing his ability to control me.

Fear plows through me as I note Riley’s bulked-up arms carrying me, the focus in his gaze, and his uncanny resemblance to Kane. I shudder so hard Riley penetrates my mind, searching for the thought I’ve tucked away. I would accept his differences from mine, but would he still want me when fae and vampires are fated immortal enemies?

We’re making good time, and his boots smack the floor as if he’s being chased by tigers. I have a thought about cats on the premises, but I knock that away. I don’t need to imagine anything worse than vampires wanting my blood.

The scent of antiseptic and bleach wafts all around me and I cover my nose.

He runs a hand across my shoulder toward my elbow. “I’ll get you cleaned up and you’ll be okay.”

I’m assuming his expedience is his way of covering for me and my condition more than his concern with my soiled clothing. At least that’s my first thought. Witnessing the compassion and affinity he held for the soldier, I’m glimpsing the part of Riley I fell in love with. He’s in there still, loving, empathetic, and alpha. His protectiveness is evident by the pressure of his palms under my thighs, in the crook of his arm, and the way he curls his chin over the top of my head, pressing me even tighter to his broad chest as if I am a princess and I need protection.

Logic crushes my thoughts to a single one: I have to go back to the portal in the cemetery. I have to speak with the true queen, if I can find her, and share what I suspect is happening here at the PDU and the real reason the Master Vampire is hunting for me. This is something I must do alone.

Riley enters a narrow hallway that weaves around one bend after another until we come to glassed double doors, which he opens. The room is more computers than library but the book section looks like something straight out of the Smithsonian magazine. It’s three stories tall, opened in the center, and ladders crawl up the shelves. “So many books… I didn’t expect a library here. How do you find anything?”

He thrusts his chiseled chin upward. “We use the computers, but hard copies are still kept, arranged alphabetically. Amarok. Bunyip. Chupacabra….”

“Wait. It’s a paranormal library. What’s an amarok?”

“A giant, solitary wolf. My mom used to read me stories about wolves and Native American folklore, like skinwalkers and Yenaldooshi, but I didn’t believe they were real.”

“And now?”

“I believe in a lot of things.”

All this paranormal stuff is real, I realize. Like anything, just because you’re different doesn’t define whether you’re good or bad. That’s where choice comes into play.

Out the far end of the library, we pass an Authorized Personnel Only sign—Area 74.

Murmurs of the dead bleed through the space, and I grip his arm. I wonder if a dead vampire meets true death, or maybe like Ella, it just takes a day or so before the soul finds its place in the cosmos.

Riley’s as rigid as a church pew, speeding to wherever he’s taking me and on a mission of his own. With caution, I tap into his thoughts.

His mind fills with questions, which I narrow in on: Are my men down there? Are they being tested on? How did Kane know where to find me? Do I have an implant? Does Kane suspect or deny that I’m his son? He keeps walking right past where I suspect the general is waiting for him—Area 74.

I pull his chin down with a hand that’s tacky from bits of flesh and bone. “What’s inside that room isn’t as terrifying as what you’re creating inside your troubled mind.”

“Stay out of my head,” he snaps.

I flinch for the second time, but he strokes my arm tenderly as if his touch will absorb the slap of rejection somehow. I peer up at him. Hard lines contour his forehead, and his cheeks take on a hollow look from the fluorescent lighting. The corner of his lip twitches with emotion, as if he blames himself for every death, in the same way I blame myself for Ella’s. No matter how effortlessly I seemed to heal myself, I couldn’t heal her. “What happened to your men was not your fault. You’re brave beyond words. You sacrificed your humanity to save them.”

We pass a sign marked Infirmary. The long hall ends at a set of stairs, leading us to a bathroom. “I thought we were going to the infirmary?”

Once we’re inside, he check the vacant surroundings. “Your safety is more important. I need time to figure out my next move, which is how to get you out of here and wrap my head around Kane’s plans. I shouldn’t have allowed you anywhere near this place, when it’s beyond dangerous. Kane was right. I wasn’t able to protect you from Ben, who tossed me about like I was a stupid thought. I doubt I can protect you still.”

“Ben made a choice, and his choices are not your fault,” I add carefully because I’m still sensing his anger and we’re a team.

He spears me with eyes so blue, so full of pain as we enter the empty shower area, that I hug his neck and he doesn’t push me away. “I don’t like what happened any more than you do. But you’re not responsible for anyone but yourself.”

“That’s not how I see it. The vamp could have killed you if the others weren’t there.” He sets me down, turns on the water, allowing the chilled spray time to grow warm.

“You’re conflicted, saving me, saving Ben. If he forced your hand, you would have no choice but to take him down.”

“I wish I was as confident. I’ve put you in danger.”

“I’ve chosen to help you.” It’s a statement I reconfirm and acknowledge that in doing so puts both of us in the crosshairs. Already, mud from the cemetery is embedded under my fingernails, between my fingers, too. I’ve a bruise in the shape of a target on my thigh, which narrows as it heals before my eyes as I undress in silence.

We’re all weighing our losses, I suppose. Our threatened future. Warmth from our growing bond spears my chest, even though the thing he does with his jaw, working the muscles at the base of his ear, is doing double time. I want to steal this moment, his pain. I want to kiss him, letting him know that I’m on his side and want to see a truce between the factions, between us, between our futures no matter how threatened. “I will never stop believing in you, even if you turn into a—”

He traps my word with his kiss, stripping me, tearing at my ruined clothes as if they’re made of nothing more than tissue. Under the warm spray of water and heat blazing down at me from Riley’s gaze, he lifts me easily, pressing me against the shower wall.

I’m impaled by his hardness, drawing out a gasp as he pumps his hips into me, driving my body higher against the tiled wall. I wrap my legs around him, my heels connecting with his firm ass, pulling him deeper into me, so we become one with each other, body to body, mind to mind.

“You are mine.”

“Take me. All of me.” My request rushes my thoughts, overpowering my restraint. But I do want him. I give myself over to him, unprepared for the awaiting climax that slams into me.

The room brightens like I am the sun rising all around us and splashing our unified silhouette against the walls.

“Tricia….” Riley moans out my name, head tipped back, his lips pulled tightly across the tips of his new fangs.

But I don’t care that his eyes are glowing red, or that he stares at the pulse beating strongly along my neck. I roll my head to the side, baring myself to him, sealing our fate that could tear us apart. “Do it! Make me yours, Riley.”

The piercing sting draws a satisfying moan from deep in my throat. My eyes roll back as he sinks his fangs deeper into my shoulder, yanking a second orgasm from me that’s so consuming, I scream. “I’m...I’m coming.”

He explodes into me, panting, groaning, sucking, drinking down the magic that is in my blood.

I continue working my hips against his, drawing the pleasure out of us both with my pulsing core that’s so wet, so tight I have a fleeting thought that it mimics his own. Mine. We slide to the floor, coupled in a primal way, where we once again reaffirm our connection.


Chapter 15
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Riley dips his head down, pressing his soft and warm lips on mine and then to the prick marks at the base of my neck. Aftershocks from the orgasms he’s shared with me shiver through me, and against his nakedness. The last of the cleansing bubbles slides from my hair, trails the mounds of my breasts, and he watches until the final suds spirals down the drain. “Kane will be waiting for you,” I whisper, destroying the pleasure we’re desperately trying to hold on to.

He peers down at me, still unwilling to sever our deepening connection. “I have a plan to get you out of here. I’ll have to stash you someplace safe, first, grab one of the pool cars keys and the code, which they change every day, and then I’ll meet up with you.”

My insides flutter with nerves when I also have so many questions. I don’t pretend Riley has a choice hearing my thoughts. We are linked and telepathically bound now. “What if you are next in line behind the master? I’m not saying you wouldn’t make the perfect king. You’re diplomatic, courageous, and compassionate. But what I’m scared of is if you go rogue, if you try to confront and disarm the master alone.” I turn my face away from his chest, missing the fresh scent of him as soon as I do.

“We need someone on the inside, someone we can trust. Maybe Corporal Anderson…”

I tap my cheek, picturing the eager officer. “His respect for you wasn’t unnoticed. Who else recognizes the influence you wield over others, the respect, the power? General Kane has a personal interest in you, I’m sure of that, although I doubt that it’s holy.”

“I can’t believe the bastard used me to get to you. Does he realize how much it cost me?” With a final glance, he unwinds from my arms.

Gooseflesh paints my skin, now tinge a neon hue as I empathize with Riley in much the same way I do Ella and what it must have cost her to conceal me—her magic taxed her to point she’d died. “To conceal who and what I am? I’m certain he has an idea. That’s his point. He’s been testing you, and I’d say, you delivered.”

I follow Riley from the shower into a larger room that resembles a locker room, the kind I’ve seen on the television during football season when the players are gathered around the coach during half-time. Only difference here is there are no leaders—just me and Riley. He hands me a towel from one of the cabinets and I pat myself dry.

“We need proof of what’s going on here. Not what soldiers are told or believe, but the truth.” He leaves me standing and disappears behind the wall of metal lockers. The click and banging clue me in that he’s searching for something. Sure hope it’s warm pants and a long sleeved shirt to hide my glowing irritation that we’ve both been targeted and used. No one likes that.

I take the time to think and try to process what to say and do next as I dry my hair, twist it into a knot, and reaffix my clip.

He reappears, his eyes pinched to slits as he sizes me up. “All contaminated clothing has to go into the laundry chute that leads to incinerator area. We don’t want the pieces reanimating and growing a second body.”

I gulp. Nope. Not going there. “What about my boots? I’d hate to traipse around the PDU shoeless. My boots aren’t new, but they’re comfy and ones Stacey bought me when she traveled to Colorado last winter to visit her grandparents. The fur rolls up over the leather, and they fit like they were made just for me. Plus, I don’t see anything on the soles that I haven’t wore off.”

He raises a tired brow. “Everything has to be incinerated. I’ll get you government-issued footwear.”

Clothes should be the least of my concerns. I must frown because he mimics my scowl when he gathers up all the clothing, even his leather jacket, and sends it down the chute. I know he’s buying us time, covering my identity with military clothing so I’ll blend in better. No telling when the next disaster could strike, and we both need to be ready. “Kane will be suspicious if you don’t go see him.”

“You’re right.” He threads stocky legs into his underwear.

I pull over the white shirt and slip on the tan fatigues that are durable and scratchy around the waist. I tuck in the shirt, protecting me from the gouging seams. Doesn’t take Riley but a few minutes and he’s dressed in fatigues, too. Even the little camouflage cap shades my eyes as I spy myself in the mirror, noting my skin is renewed, an ivory and unblemished aura concealing my freckles. “Shit. If I could bottle my magic, I’d be rich.”

Riley stops mid-way from slipping on his boots. “That’s it. If the master could bottle your magic, your healing powers, he could use them in some way….”

He doesn't utter the word “Kane” or his belief in how, but I hear him think the belief: that Kane is perhaps in cahoots with, or IS, this master and needs my magic to strengthen his vampire army. Shit. “What way would he bottle it? I’m not an eternal fountain of youth.”

He cups my cheek. “You’re so much more, and you don’t even realize how valuable you are, which is why I need to get you out of here. Can you locate where Kane is and what he’s up to?”

It doesn’t escape me that Riley believes Kane is vampire, dead. “I can try to use my necromancy on him, but we’re not sure he’s vampire.” I close my eyes and reach out my feelers, expanding my mental range farther than I’ve ever tried. I wonder if the connection to the man, whom we suspect is vampire, is onto me via my new heightened abilities when Kane whirls around as if seeing me. Only he’s not human, and Riley’s suspicions are dead on.

I boomerang my attempt to lock on to Kane’s thoughts, gasping as if I’ve run a mile. But then I realize he’s not actually looking at me. He’s unguarded, as if his focus is so raw that the debts he’d caused are being called in and he’s panicked by his loss of control or abilities. “Kane’s livid at what happened with vampire Ben, and the information he shared with us. I think you’re not the only one Kane’s been making promises to in regards to a vaccine and a cure, but....” I go in deeper, eating away layers of Kane’s mind like a chemical peel treatment.

“Be careful,” Riley warns. “I’m picking up everything from you now. If he senses you, I suspect he’ll track us.”

“That’s it. That has to be how he found you. We are bonded. You’re blooded to him; his son.” Soon as I suggest the familial link, Riley’s face pales briefly.

“That’s not revealed in the educational video, I’ll tell you that. Although. I’m not really as shocked as I’d thought I’d be. He has a fatherly way about him and his interest in me.”

“You did take my blood twice now. Once in the van and a good amount in the shower. I’m not complaining at all. I bet that info is in the book, though; the fine details always are. Your transition is the proof he needs—my fae blood is the key to fast-forwarding vampires by blood.”

“Not just any vampire, but blood born.” I feel the chill of Riley’s touch slide into my hand.

I reclose my eyes. Takes me a few minutes as I cautiously tiptoe the outer limits of Kane’s mind, as if skating the perimeter of a fresh volcano spouting ash and molten rock. I keep testing the strength, his and mine, and hoping he can’t tell what I’m doing.

Kane’s mind explodes in rage, and I stagger, knocking into Riley’s thigh that I clutch to keep standing...and then I’m swallowed by Kane’s vision.

Mist coils about Kane’s ankles as he paces, the scent of ozone mixing with the pungent scent of week-old steak or chicken, the spoils that missed garbage pickup in the middle of summer and that which must stew in the container for a long hot week, waiting for the next round of pickups.

Kane inhales as if the scent is unnoticeable, his chest swelling and deflating. He swings his arm and raises his knees a bit too high under his body, making his movements choppy and his march purposeful.

Abruptly, he halts, his boots smacking together as if he’s been ordered. The lacquered finish of his patent leathers reflect pale-blue mist above. He pivots, the tail of his suit fanning out several inches, as he scrutinizes an army.

I trap my breath at the sight. Rows upon rows of vampire soldiers, some sporting red coats adorned with swords that crisscross in the front, some in coats of blue arcing over white knickers… Chainmail uniforms pull tight across Viking chests, their faces concealed by bronze helmets… Fatigues clothe the front row, a mishmash of uniforms representing military branches from around the world. The men and women stand upright, their faint jostle letting me know they’re alive, their bloodstained and holey clothes cluing me in to Kane’s secret and validating the vision Riley captured in his dream: Kane is collecting an army of vampire soldiers waiting, ready for something big.

I’m expelled from Kane’s thoughts, and I gasp out my fear and knowledge. My hat goes flying and I blink up at Riley. “Did you see that?”

Soundless, he nods, acknowledging me with fear-stricken eyes. “Kane’s preparing for a war. I suspect he’s collected soldiers since the beginning of time, vampires waiting for orders from their master. I have to stop him.” He spins to leave, his steps as purposeful as Kane’s.

I dash after him, yanking him back to his humanity, to me, even as he’s resting his hand on the door lever, ready to go. “No. You just explained you couldn’t protect me from one single vampire. But you’re wrong. That was Ben. You care for him. You’re more powerful than anyone I’ve ever seen. Power from my blood bleeds off you, and that’s what Kane wants. It is you that’s kept him waiting. He needs you, as I fear he’s using my grandmother, feeding on her for his own power. If so, how do you expect to stop him? If he’s the master, he could kill you, own you, and threaten you in some way until you give up your humanity and join him.”

“Never! I’m a soldier, Tricia. I have to stop a war. It’s what I do: protect the innocent at the risk of my life. To protect you, I’ll do whatever it takes.”

He wipes moisture from my cheeks, but all my tears won’t stop him from doing what is right, what is good, and what could get him killed. “Stay here. We can sneak away together,” I beg, understanding Ella so completely, my breath catches. “Hide. I’m good at hiding. We both are.”

He cups my face, fanning his thumbs across my cheeks. “No. I’d never forgive myself if I didn’t try to stop Kane. Can’t you see that saving my men, saving you, stopping a war is all wrapped up into one mission?”

I don’t want to admit that he’s making sense, but I do. Knowing war is a possibility and lives are in danger, I concede, “Please be careful.”

“I’ll slide keys under the door. Take a left out this door. Go to the long hall, make a right. Punch in the code. It’ll take you to pool cars and the number on the fob is the parking space number. Checkpoints to leave the PDU don’t exist. Only to get inside. It’s daylight, so the guards won’t check for vamps. Soon as you get the keys, count to five to make sure I’m not being followed, and then run.”

My throat turns to sandpaper, and Riley’s image blurs. But I know I have to help him, keep fighting for us even if our future hangs by a frayed thread. Now’s my chance to do what I was been born to do: speak to the queen and inform her of Kane’s enormous plan. “What will you say to Kane?”

“If I’m his son, and he’s never done anything but groom me to be a leader, I have to believe he’ll listen to me.”

“What if he doesn’t?”

He kisses my cheek, and then he’s gone, while I pace the space, praying for a second chance for us, for Kane to change his mind.

Boots pound on the floor. Riley’s pace and the clop, clop, clop of recognition pulls a sign from me. I count to five as he slips keys under the door. It’s the hardest thing I’ve ever done, wanting to go after him, but following his lead, believing in him, even if I admit he’s vampire and I’m fae. Our future is complicated, maybe too big of an expanse to bridge, two immortal species that at the core have always been enemies. I swallow my fear as the buzz of my power seeps through my skin, slide the door handle into my palm, pull open the door after counting, and stare at a smiling Kane.

“Princess. Finally, you’re mine!”


Chapter 16

[image: ]

 

 

Riley

 

Tricia’s scream impales my ears. I spot her up ahead, one of Kane’s men binding her hands with chains behind her back, and I want to crumble to the floor, I’m so weighted by self-blame and regret.

She locks her desperate gaze on mine, and at the same time Kane engulfs my shoulder with a hand that’s unnaturally large, similar to my own. I should have seen the resemblance, the mannerisms, the way he strokes his beard that’s long gone, confirming the shadow who rescued me so long ago was my father… “Should I call you dad?”

With a groan of disappointment, he shoves me forward toward Tricia. I know where he’s taking us, so I don’t bother to ask. Our boots hit the stairs, echoing in the stairwell that leaches heat from the incinerator below. She’s so far from me it feels like miles, and her mind is walls of steel I can barely break through.

Head down, lost in thought I suspect, she won’t look at me. She doesn’t have to. Her opinion of me transcends as she juggles blaming herself for getting caught to wondering if I’ve played her all along.

The final door peels open and the heavy scent of burning flesh hits my nose. I choke on the stench, as I desperately search for Ben. I spot the cages lined up against the far wall, beneath the laundry chute and the pile of discarded clothes all around the bars.

Ben, Drew, Gavin, Micah, Nathan, and Paul. Their skeletons sprawl across a lump of clothes they’ve pulled through the bars, as if bodies in a death camp, but these corpses can’t die. Whether they sense me, the general who is like me, or the scent of Tricia and her fae magic, I can’t confirm. But they stir, pulling their spindly arms and legs up under them. Nails claw at the chalky floor, eating up the space between us.

Ben drills his sunken stare into me, still bearing the gaping wound of our earlier confrontation, his ability to heal delayed by the bullet. He threads his needle fingers around the iron bar. “We’re going to kill you, Riley… It’s all we think about. We won’t be satisfied until we’ve watched your bloated skin waste away until there’s nothing left of you but bones.”

I channel my horror behind a rigid expression, when I want to gouge out my eyes, so I don’t see them. I want to spear my ears, so I don’t hear them. But there’s nothing I can do about the images and memories of us that they project into my mind. Once strong men, they depended on me to lead them. They trusted me to keep them safe. They were my responsibility.

I let them down, just like I’ve failed to protect Tricia.

Throat thick with too many emotions to label each one, I reach out with my mind, taking a risk, knowing what I know about Kane. I find the scramble of their weakened minds. They’ve been denied blood, caged for five long years, so they’re taxed beyond measure at Kane’s hand. Kept hidden within the confines of the PDU since the day Kane had brought me back to the US. I drill my thoughts into their minds. “I didn’t know. I do now. Keep your faith. I’m saving you all.”

Their glares shift from me to Tricia, and I’m not sure if they’ve heard me or if they’ve lost their humanity to the point they’re blind to anything other than vampire cravings.

“Let them feast on the fae to encourage them to make their final decision on whether to die by fire or glory.”

The soldier holding Tricia shoves her forward, and she stumbles toward the bars.

“No!” I tear myself from Kane’s hold and bolt toward her—

The concrete floor rushes up to meet my chin as Kane lands on my back, grinding his boot into my spine that shatters under the force of his landing. Pain sears through me, and I roll back my lips, exposing fangs. I hiss, rolling on the ground, simmering in my anger, even as my bones knit together, one agonizing stitch at a time.

The bars rattle, drawing my attention to the saliva dripping from fangs.

“Take your place, soldier, beside me. Become who you were meant to be.” Kane reaches for Tricia, yanks her forward, bares his teeth, tips her head to the side, exposing the lean curve of her bare neck, and he sinks home.

She screams, kicking out, butting him in the head, and she keeps fighting through her anger and tears, through the pain of Kane’s savage bite.

He pops off, the sound of his suction releasing calling to my bloodlust that I quickly spin to fury when Kane rubs his hand across his scarlet lips, smearing her precious blood across his wicked fingers. “She is delicious. I can see now why you want her for yourself.”

“Get the hell away from her.”

“Or what?” He drapes his hand, teasing my men, edging closer to the bars where the vamps scurry toward him. “Join me, Riley, or take your place beside your frail coven.”

“Don’t do it,” Tricia pleads. “Don’t bow to him, Riley. I know you better than anyone, maybe better than yourself. You can’t keep blaming yourself for others’ misfortunes. Sooner or later, you’re going to have to accept the greatest form of redemption is forgiving yourself for what happened in the past. Only then can you move on. You’re a good man. You have to believe in yourself.”

“Lies. Fae tricks…” General Kane mocks.

Tricia stabs Kane with her neon stare. “I’ve seen the future through Riley. If you don’t work out a truce with the fae queen, the war will be one you can’t win.”

“The truce is void. Neither side can find common ground. The only way to win the war between the fae and vamps is to become more powerful by channeling fae magic. Once I rule Faery, the world will be vampire.” He removes his hand from the bars, draws a handkerchief from his pocket, and blots his fingertips.

“You’re wrong.” Tricia closes her eyes, her skin turns bright neon, but without her hands, she only glows. The concrete room full of horrors falls away, replaced by the vision of the future that she fires into our minds.

The earth spins black, oceans dried to sands and rock, and the only living things that crawl the earth wear skins made of char. Faceless bodies wail, their cries joining mine as I shudder with endless pain of an immortal vampire.

The agony destroys me, blindness steals my hope of a future, and I reach out with my mind in search of Kane.

On a heap of quivering flesh, Kane flails, stirring up the embers and ashes that float above him as if glitter. He writhes, attempting to bury himself in the blackened soot of his never-dead army, but fails, tries, fails, tries...in an endless loop of agony.

“This is your future.” Tricia’s warning circles, stirring the coals and adding to the heat as we all beg for a death that will never come. “The army you’ve gathered will never see the sun until the day they burn. No amount of magic will save you. No amount of blood. No amount of death. Cease your plans, General Kane, or we’re all doomed to ashes.”

I’m left clawing at my skin when the image fades, and it’s me who can’t meet Tricia’s stare or conceal the anguish that rains down my cheeks.

Kane pops open his eyes, the brown turned golden with flecks of red. He lifts his arm to his mouth as fangs descend and extends his arm to me. “This is why the fae must be dominated. Their lies, their ability to steal our minds must end. This is their war against us. She’s corrupted you with her magic. Only the power of the vampire is true. Son, take your place beside me, call me Master, and I will set your men free to feed and rule beside you.”

Confliction brews inside me, believing the only way to free Tricia and my men is to bow down to Kane. It kills me when I see her knees give way, when she understands my plan to sacrifice in her name. “It’s the only way…”

“No, Riley. Don’t. Please. I’ll take you to the portal. We can go to the queen together. After we show her the truth, I trust she’ll do whatever she can to work this out…”

I take a knee. “We don’t need this princess to harvest a queen. Imagine how much larger and stronger our army will be if our men are fed the Royalist of blood.”

Tricia gasps and reels but reclaims her balance.

I pray she’s onto my ploy, but tears stream down her cheeks. Our gazes connect for a long moment. “I’ll make this right. Take your spot among your people. Tell them a war is coming, if they don’t work to find truce. I promise with my soul, I’ll earn your forgiveness. Somehow…”

“Riley, what are you saying?”

The battle inside me amplifies until I’m shaking, because I can’t let her down, but I know I already have, hurting her with my words so she’ll forget me, let me go as I must her. I lock my grip around Kane’s arm, and my stomach roils with disgust at what I’m about to do, but then I see mist swirl about Tricia’s feet and the ground rumbles against my knees. “Feed her to my men. I know where to harvest multitudes.”

“Take my vein to seal our bond.” Kane thrusts his arm toward my lips.

Thirst burns hot against the lining of my throat. That searing pain I’ve been feeling and fighting builds, stronger than any urge I’ve ever had, but not for food. For vengeance as the floor beneath Tricia’s body opens and swallows her whole.


Chapter 17
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The portal to Faery glimmers like one of those hot springs I’ve seen in the National Geographic magazine, the issue titled “Yellowstone.”

Touchdown isn’t a fly on the windshield, but more of a jump off a two-story building. My ankles, knees, and hips take the brunt of my landing, and pain overwhelms the beauty of my surroundings that I gasp through. In the distance, a cove of trees snake across a meadowland, as if following a river, which could explain the low purr I’m hearing. Another ten minutes, and I find my breath, still massaging my right ankle as I sit on the ground absorbing the feeling that I’m home.

Home...

I’d broken through the mystical envelope about halfway down the portal, or at least the opalescent mist that seems to encase the realm. The screams from the vampires—those who flanked Kane disguised as soldiers—who’d thrown themselves into the portal will forever haunt me as they’d vaporized from the blast of magic I’d hurled toward the closing opening.

The scent of ozone, that smell that’s fresh and clean like the air during a thunderstorm, comforts me. Strangely, I remember being here with my parents, the memory teasing the fringe of my mind.

“Tricia? Are you here?”

“Ella!”

The grass under me shimmers, more hunter green than lime colored, but tears spring to my eyes when I feel her wrap her arms around me, even though I don’t see her. “Where have you been?”

“You didn’t need me. You still don’t, but I’ve found someone who’s ready to show you what it means to be fae. Someone that is blooded to you and can fill in the blanks of your history. Tricia, I’ve found your father.”

“My what?” I blink up at where I imagine Ella’s face would be and cover the slew of emotions that hit me along with a shocking gasp. I’m thankful I’m sprawled on the ground, when a whirl of heat barrels toward my hands. The hurt that he abandoned me stokes my inner flame until I’m gripping the fireball as I watch my hands burn away the metal chains Kane bound me with. “All this time, I trusted you, but you lied to me. All this time, you knew my father was alive and he could have made contact with me.”

“Danger surrounds him. If he were to be discovered alive, you’d have been placed in more danger. I had to protect you, even from him.”

I’ve seen Riley fight for me. He’s still fighting, facing his fears. He doesn't hide. “My father chose cowardice and walked away, as much as my grandmother left me behind. I don’t need him. I don’t need you.”

Angry words shiver out of me, and suddenly, I’m bone cold. All the heat inside my body drains straight into the ground that glimmers with magic. I hope it’s not all my hope leaving my body. Worse, an image of Riley wallows with the outpouring of emotions. After I'd buried him, believing he was dead, how long did he suffer while I walled myself in my own pain of loss? I’d thought of him every day, but carved out my own life, carried on as if he were a ghost. I hid from the pain, maybe in the same way those I’m blaming for cowardice. Could my father have been lied to regarding my whereabouts as much as I’d been lied to about Riley’s? “Did you keep secrets from me, Ella?”

“No. Not intentionally, except for what I’ve already explained. Your father had found you when you started coming into your powers, but I warded the town. I felt his presence, as he’s the one who challenged my spell, but I reinforced it, locking him out again. I wasn’t sure he hadn’t been compromised in some way, which left him unable to make contact with you until I’d died. That’s the truth. In that time, he never gave up searching for you, which is how I found him, or how he found me.”

I try to stand on legs that feel like twigs battered in a hurricane, tossed about, floating and lost. I crave pain to distract me from my broken heart and the anger of betrayal, but deep inside, I want to be wanted, needed, loved, and treasured. I recall that little girl who remembers how her daddy held her mother’s hand while he carried her on his shoulders.... I shake, attempting to break free of the memories, but still they cling to me.

“He’s come for you now. Don’t push him away when he needs you, too.”

Memories yank me back in time to the cabin where I’d found Riley. Anger, betrayal, pain, and elation infused the strands of my emotions that night, mimicking how I’m feeling now. I don’t want to accept my father craves connection with me, but urgency and necessity propels me toward the crackle of movement heading my way through the reeds.

Sprigs from the thicket of tall grasses and delicate white flowers tease a few dragonflies who try to land on the swaying petals. The reeds open, sending my thudding heart into my chest, until I can barely breathe. I’m not ready to let go of my anger that retreats and is replaced by the outpouring of joy when I see the man that emerges from the meadow.

Sterling’s beard and hair are no longer tinted white, and I notice my own brilliant-red hair, the color I was born with, the color that matches his has returned. “Princess, my dear daughter. Please forgive me. I searched for you. I tried to tell you that night at the cabin when I came for you, but you wouldn’t have me.”

I don’t want to fall against him. I don’t want to be held or let go of my flurry of emotions. I don’t want to admit that I’m needing him as much as his face clutters with sorrow and longing to match my own. Who would I be if I didn’t take a chance at something that seemed familiar and fatherly from the beginning?

He open his arms, and I practically launch myself at him, surprising myself. He must be as alarmed as I am because he gasps and takes a step back before he engulfs me with his bear hug of an embrace. I hold on as if he is my miracle, my missing link, and my father, even though my mind tags me with caution. He smells like the meadow, wild and crisp and of magic. Home... “Why didn’t you tell me you were my father?”

“Would you have believed me?” He eases me back, inspecting me, but keeps hold of my hand, which he presses to his lips.

It’s an old-fashioned gesture, something I faintly remember and have seen in movies and read about in historical romance novels. I don’t have time to debate customs when a war looms, but I give myself permission to enjoy feeling treasured for a few moments. “I don’t understand any of this, but we’re in trouble. I need to speak to the queen.”

He tugs me toward the reeds. “We need to move far from this portal. Kane knows about it, and his vamps continue to find ways to break through.”

I haul him back, spinning him around as easily as if he were a ribbon. Reasoning hits me. Fae are powerful, but even more so in their environment, giving motivation to why Kane is trying to find a way to harness the powers of the fae via the portals in the same way humans attempt to harness the power of the elements. It’s a viable method for sure, seeing how I’m recharging by the second. That fact scares me until fear finds me again. “Is this the way to the queen?”

“Be careful of her. She’s not to be trusted, but you can always trust me.” Mist swirls about my shoulders, Ella’s form here in Faery.

Hearing a resolve in Ella’s voice that wasn’t there before, I decide I may always need her—a topic for later discussion. I turn my attention to Sterling, or should I call him Dad? “Kane is the Master Vampire. He’s plotting an army of vampire soldiers and plans to attack the realm.”

“Yes, the Queen knows. Vamps been threatening war for millennia.”

I widen my eyes and gape. “She knows about the mounting soldiers? Why in the hell hasn’t she come up with a plan to stop their mission and protect Faery?” I’m aghast, blindsided, and my head spins. “I need to speak with her, now.”

“She doesn’t allow your kind in the royal court.”

His statement comes as a slap in the face, and heat wells inside me. I’ve been waylaid since birth, abjured from the realm, I’m assuming due to my mother’s death, adopted, or Sterling’s rank among royals, as I’m suspecting he hasn’t royal blood… This shit is getting as annoying as crumpled foils.  I decide to put a stop to his twisted judgmental attitude promptly. “I was raised by humans. I don’t know much about fae, except the bare minimum, but I’m not to be addressed in a derogatory way. I am fae. I am royalty. I have as much right at court as my grandmother.”

My irritation noted, he tosses his hands defensively. “Now, princess, there’s no reason to be so sensitive. Clearly, flamingos don’t frolic with lions.”

I’m not sure his analogy holds color, like bleached blondes with purple highlights. “Uhmm, you’re wrong. Flamingos actually do share Lake Natron with the lions. The queen will want to know about the sneak attack the vamps are plotting. They’ve located all the portals in Faery. They plan to harvest us like cattle, so I have to convince her to negotiate a truce or we’ll all die.”

Sterling’s shrug sends me through the roof, or mist, or whatever the heck the ceiling is made of, here. Figuratively, of course. I don’t give a damn that he’s all alpha-looking and I’m drumming up ways to break him in two for his submissive nature. “This situation is dire. Kane’s so far advanced in his implementation, that all of the realm will be toppled if you don’t get the lead out of your ass, embrace your strengths like you did against the vampires at the cabin, and point me in the direction of the queen.”

Of course, Sterling has no intention of leaving me, as if he’s as chained to me as I’m assuming Riley is now to Kane. I shudder, practically stepping clean out of my filthy clothing and a bloodied shirt, clinging to me. I’m surprised Sterling hasn’t ruffled his nose at my attire, but if I’m honest, I’m suddenly feeling a bit self-conscious. Of course, I shove that thought away, refocusing on my mission when Sterling picks up his pace.

The path that leads us to the Royal Court thickens with brambles and vines, but when I pass the foliage that’s been stripped from its leaves, buds form and tendrils curl out, caressing my skin. I hug right up to Sterling’s behind, and he doesn’t seem to mind a bit when he reaches back and clasps my hand—fatherly, of course.

“Stick close. These vines are bespelled by the queen. Only the worthy are allowed to pass.”

“I’ll hold back and attempt to counter her spell.” Ella sounds hopeful.

I flash back to the night I ventured to the cottage. It seems like eons ago now. The path leading to the cottage had the same types of vines that seemed to reach out and claw at my legs. I can understand why I passed with little trouble, but why didn’t they capture Riley? A pang of longing and despair attempts to destroy my plans when I think of him, but I can’t let that happen. Not when so many lives are at stake. “Worthy. Do you mean pure fae or pure of heart?”

“That’s a two-headed question. Can a fae truly be pure of heart when they’re taught to lie, steal, and cheat?”

I pocket more questions as we enter what I’m assuming is the court. The arched doorway opens, and I expect to see another fae on the opposite side, but the air sparkles with magic so thick I’m not sure if the ground beneath my feet will hold my weight.

“This way, princess.” The muscles along his arms bunch up to form bulky mounds, and veins meander along his tanned skin, plumped to bursting.

Far as I can tell, Faery doesn’t have a horizon or sun, but the entire sky above is tinted a pale blue, and my shadow doesn’t exist, so I’m suddenly feeling a bit shaky and lonely, too.

Sterling tosses an arm, as if playing crossing guard. “Wait here.”

My heavy sigh sounds exhausted as I’m suddenly feeling. I march past him, swinging my arms. Why does everyone coddle me? Frankly, I’m tired of being lied to and kept in the dark about so many things throughout my life. “I’m not waiting. I’m going with you.”

Adding a groan that sounds as if he’s fatigued, he jogs up beside me. “Let her do the talking,” he bites out.

Whatever. Sterling is a bit exasperated with me, but screw him, even if he’s supposed to be my father—he has a lifetime of explaining to do on that matter, I might add, like why he was separated from me and my mother. I’m thinking this queen may be as harsh as Kane, and that maybe the two are equals. No wonder they two can come to a lifesaving truce.

If that’s so, I caution myself not to underestimate her. We round the bend in the corridor that’s flanked with crystal columns. Sashes that mirror the surroundings make the corridor seem infinitely long and multifaceted. Why in the hell can’t the process take minutes instead of hours, like dye-wash-cut-and style?

The second I spot the woman wearing the bejeweled gown, her long red hair cascading to the floor like a wedding dress train, I feel horribly disrespectful, underdressed, and out of place. My fear and nerves shoot right up into my brain and a headache flares behind my eyes. Self-doubt nestles right alongside it, making my head spin. I fight to not wrap my arms around me or appear insignificant, although that’s exactly how I’m feeling. Clothes won’t matter if we’re drained of our life force, I remind myself—or titles. I clear my throat to signal I’m here, as I stare at the woman before me.

Her dress flutters a bit along with her hair, but she doesn’t face me. She spins slowly, growing rigid, showing me the turmoil and disgust and disdain for me she’s not even bothering to try to conceal. She’s taller than I am by a good six inches, and her ears haven’t been surgically altered like mine. The tree I remember seeing in Riley’s vision stands behind her, as astute as a queen. It is merely a mural on the wall, though. I realize instantly it wasn’t me on the grassy knoll. It was her. The flames did not stay localized to earth, but descended to all of Faery, seconding the vision I’d projected to Kane. “I’m princess of Faery, and our people are in trouble.” 

“You’re a child, princess or not. You’re not capable of ruling.”

I’ve been called incapable my entire life. Even that one semester I went to high school with Riley proved that to be true. “You’ll never amount to anything with these grades,” my teacher had said, upon handing me the results of my first exam with a big fat D at the top of my paper, emblazoned in bold red ink. But isn’t life a test? I learned from my mistakes then. I can learn from them again.

I stalk forward, even if she towers me from up high on the platform she’s standing. Her shields quiver, crack, and I slip inside, planting the image of her death so solidly that she staggers and cups her mouth. “I’ve seen the future. There’s nothing left of the earth or Faery, except for ash. I’ve seen you burn, your beautiful gown go up in flames like a phoenix, and this time the bird doesn’t rise. Tell me you want to make a change. Prove you are queen of your people, an earned right.”

She skirts the question, so typical of people of power, I’ve learned. I’m feeling a bit intimidated and rejected. But she’s the one who’s put herself on a pedestal. Except as I search the court, I notice there’s no one standing around to see her, as if she’s alone in her self-splendor, as much as a lone peacock in a eucalyptus tree, calling out to empty space. I don’t waste a minute because time’s ticking down.

I expel the vision of the future, projecting, as if the screen is one of those five-story movie theaters and everything I’m doing is in 3D. I recast the image I showed to Kane, adding in a bit of gore and drama from the past few days.

She sways and clutches the nearest bannister, gasping. Robbed of her voice as much as she will be of her power if she doesn’t bend.

I don’t give her some overdone “Now you know” goad. I leave her decision up to her, recognizing and respecting—okay I’m trying—that she is leader of the fae and smart enough to see the truth. “Join us at the PDU or watch all you’ve ever loved die. You can’t avoid what’s coming. Sooner or later, you’ll have to put your traditions, magic, and rules aside, leave the protection of the court, or you’ll see the last fae perish.”

She spins, her gown arching across the floor in a soundless sweep as if everything I’m seeing is an illusion. She glares down at me, making me look small, subservient, and not enough...just like I felt with her the day she dropped me off at Ella’s without a second glance. The woman who rejected me, tossed me to the wolves—or in my case, the vampires—is not only the queen, she is my grandmother, and she’s no longer using a cane. “What the hell kind of grandmother abandons her granddaughter, a royal heir?”

“You’ve fallen in love with an Ancient. You’re too human.” She flips a threatening glance so full of malice, expecting me to shrink away.

But the heck with her. “I’m Princess Tricia of Faery, destined to be queen. I haven’t needed you and I still don’t, but as reigning queen, your duty to protect the fae is on your shoulders. I’ve seen how regret and self-loathing affects a person who’s made the right choice. You’ve made some bad mistakes, Grandmother. You’ve turned your back on those that needed you, your own flesh and blood. Where has that left you? Beautifully broken and hauntingly alone?”

I see past her flicker of hatred towards me, to the deep hidden passage that leads to her broken heart...when she was my age and Kane was the man her heart pined for, the same man who was repulsed by her nature and who shunned her for being fae. “You’re a hypocrite, you know. I see that clearly now. Don’t hate me for loving Riley, when you pictured yourself with Kane.”

“You know nothing! Riley will take everything from you that you love, even your soul. I banished you for a good reason. You’re uncontrolled. You always have been. Why do you think your mother left Faery, left me, thinking she could protect you? You’re the one who killed the beloved princess, Diana. My daughter and your mother. Your expulsion from Faery was a slap on the hand when the people wanted your life. Your wretched life for the treasured Diana’s is our doom. I should have demanded your death. You drew the master here. He killed my husband, who defended you. You’re responsible for a broken treaty.”

“N-no. That’s not true…” Each word stutters out of me as I come to terms with what I’m being blamed for: my mother’s death, my grandfather’s death, and the threatened fae.

The columns crumble all around us, shaking the foundation of Faery with the queen’s anger. Chunks of stone crash to the floor, bits slamming into me as if shrapnel from an exploding bomb.

If Sterling wasn’t as quick as bleach turns red silk white, he couldn’t have gathered me up before all my powers melted out of me as he took my punishment—the queen trying to siphon my powers. I’d killed my mother. I’d been the cause of destroying my family, of the reason the truce between the fae and vampires was broken. I knew the truth now. I didn’t deserve to be queen. I didn’t deserve to be fae, except I am.

“It’s not your fault,” Sterling murmurs. “She’s angry at herself because she failed to protect her daughter and you. She’s conflicted still on how to right this pending disaster without sacrificing her people.”

I lean into him as he presses my head to his chest, races me past the falling columns, under the swaying archway, through the prickly vines. He stumbles and recovers as the twines jab and curl around us, trying to yank us into the tangle of thorns.

If Sterling wasn’t as knowledgeable about Faery and the world above, and Ella didn’t work her magic to hold back the queen’s maneuvers, I’d be dead.

Only, I’m not. I’m as powerful as the queen, and I’m on a lifesaving mission, which is my last thought as I re-enter the mist—and the life I must save is my own.


Chapter 18
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Riley

 

The moment she vanishes, I propel upward, healed enough by her blood to face my father, but not enough to shake his physical hold on my neck. “I will never bow to you!”

“Then you will suffer along with your men.”

The grip on my neck crimps my healing spine, and his strength overpowers, even as I strike his knee with my boot, jab his abs with my elbows, and snap my jaw in attempt to remove his flesh.

Maybe it’s my dwindling anger or loss of hope at watching my men lose faith in me again that steals my fight. Either way, it doesn’t matter as the cage is pried open on squeaky hinges and I’m tossed inside like fodder.

“You can’t win this. I’m the only winner. You’ll all bow before me or die.” Kane withdraws his weapon, takes aim, and fires two rounds.

The crushing pain explodes my kneecaps, first the left and then the right, and I go down. I clutch my thighs as if constricting the muscles will stave off the radiating pain from reaching my brain. But it does no good. I’m reduced to a quivering sweating mass, as my men gather around me.

“He’s yours. Drain him. Kill him, and when he comes back, do it again.” Kane slams the cage door, locking me inside. His face reddens and a snarl overtakes the resurfaced disappointment written in his hard expression as he gives me his back, and then he is gone.

Hugging my body, faith seeps out of me. Nothing I do seems to stop my despair. It’s what I deserve, payment for what I did to the men who swarm me, ready to take their pound of flesh from my bones...and my soul. I suck in a breath, mentally preparing myself to face a temporary death until I’m reborn, knowing if they follow Kane’s orders death will claim me again and again. I release the pressure from my thighs and tear at my collar. Buttons spring from their bindings as I expose my chest. “It’s all I had to give you. It’s all I have to give you now. My life, my blood.”

Seven hungry men cloud, fangs pulled over lips too thin, pants shredded and stained, bony knees poking through thread-barren fatigues. Black eyes, gaunt and haunting, stare down at me. 

They have every right to inflict their malice on me. I’ve let them down, and now they’re suffering because of me. If I’m honest, we are all hurting, dying inside.

“Tricia…”

I feel the first bite, low on my calf, and I choke back a hiss. The second lands on my thigh, then the third, fourth, fifth, and sixth strikes my torso. Their arms lace me, tugging me into their laps that cushion the pain, as if they’re cradling me, caring for me, loving me. Only it can’t be true. I don’t deserve to serve them. I don’t deserve to live, but hours later when I wake, I’m alive and they are stronger, in a daze of sleep, still gripping me with protective hands, and then I fade with them.

When dim light replaces darkness, I don’t know what day it is, but I’m woken by Kane, the scent of him, the power infiltrating my senses.

“Change your mind?”

I’m sweating and feverish from lack of food, the wounds that are slowly healing, and I suspect anemia of some sorts, not knowing how much my men drained me of my blood. My mass is bone cold, and I’m shivering on the stone floor that seems to eat away at my elbows, knuckles and knees. I manage a surprising, foolish answer. “Never.”

The click of the trigger is the only sound that precedes the thrashing pain that impales my gut when the bullet pierces me, and then I’m lost to blackness.

Upon awakening, I’ve lost complete track of time. It could be hours or days since I’ve seen Kane. Maybe he’s gone or done with me. My men retreat to the far corner, refusing to feed from me since that first time. I’m healing or healed. At least enough to make a conscious choice. A choice I should have made in the beginning. Kane needs me, which is why he’s kept me alive. I’m his connection, perhaps his only connection, to Faery via Tricia. But he has time...time to wait to see if I’ll break. If we’ll break. 

Where I once heard my men’s thoughts as if we are one—my thoughts theirs and theirs mine. A bond between their Master and his coven. My coven of seven, including me. They are distant. Silent. Tricia is silent… So I consider my final act: one of mercy. I wish for another way… If I take myself out, will my men be freed of me? Will Faery be saved? Will Tricia proceed to rule and find a way to stop a war?

Ben shifts restlessly beside me. “You sacrificed yourself for Tricia. You did the same for us, offering your blood to us. We are weak, but we are alive, healing. You never betrayed us. I know this is true. We’re ready to follow your lead.”

Ben doesn’t leave my side, and hope flickers I’ve made the right choice for us. “If we all work together, we can push the cage close to the incinerator. The heat will destroy us, destroy my link to Tricia. It’s the only way to keep the war from happening, and us to end our immortal suffering.”

Ben’s rolling something in his pocket, a movement that seems to comfort him. “You fought for something once. We need to keep fighting. Even without you, Kane can and will track Tricia down eventually. Staying alive is the choice that we must make. Maybe what you need is that renewed hope.” Ben takes my hand, unrolls my clenched fingers, and places a necklace into my palm.

I feel the embossed side, but when I turn it over, the tape covering Tricia’s photo curls under my fingertips. My chin quivers and I twist away, hiding the loss I’m feeling as it hits me, choking me up inside. I clasp the dog tags, my tags, which kept me focused on completing my mission and returning to her. “Where did you find this?”

“On the sands. Fight for her. Fight for what is good and right as you’ve always done. We’ll be right there fighting with you, you know that.”

I push upright, feeling the pressure in their forgiving hands, watching the kindness and honor spring to their eyes as they help me to my feet—human eyes and faces plump with determination. In that instant, their renewed belief in me wakes what’s been long coming. I find forgiveness not only through them but in myself, forgiving myself. Another plan awakens.

I struggle toward the clump of clothes, searching for the leather jacket I’d refused to touch. But it’s worn to perfection, soft in all the right places, a comfort I didn’t believe I deserved until now. I fish through the pocket and pull out the orange notebook and open to the first page.


Chapter 19
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Tricia

 

I’m expelled outside the facility not a half-mile away, the building rising up from the pale earth like a tombstone. Sterling is too weakened to follow after taking the punishments the queen hurled at me. But he’s on a mission of his own: to spread the warning to the fae people, gather reinforcements, and prepare for the imminent attack. I stare at the PDU, knowing the truth of the atrocities that are conducted inside and the master who’s blindly orchestrating his plan for world domination. I can’t return and fight him or free Riley and his men, not alone, so I set my mind toward finding help, human help.

My tears haven’t dried, and a manzanita bush claws at my back as I roll out of the portal that seals me from the mist and Sterling. I twist, noticing my back is sticky and sore, but I’ll heal on the outside. I’m not so sure about the inside, because my heart’s breaking, even though I know Riley did what he had to do and said those things to throw off Kane, making him believe he’s on board with the Master’s plan as a way to save me and his men. But who’s saving Riley?

I reach up to the sore spot on my neck that’s barely a bump in the skin, and disgust flows over me. I feel dirty and violated and angry in a way I’ve never felt. Determination begs me to action, but I lay here on the uneven mounds, staring at the sun that reminds me what the earth will look like if I don’t do something to stop this war, when those in charge hide their heads in the sands.

I pull to my feet, caution warring inside me to make sure I’m not captured. I scope out my surroundings, noting the mountain range rises to the west. A dozen quail casually flit about the underbrush. They’re skittish birds, and I’d know if something was hunting nearby.

The PDU could start scouting for me at any moment, so I don’t waste a minute, even though I’m shaking and bleeding and sore. The tears continue to dive from lashes, no matter how many times I push them away. My shirt resembles one of those tie-dye shirts I’ve seen at the carnival. Only mine’s stained by my own blood, debris, and the dirt.

Even though it was dark inside the van that brought us to the PDU, the winding road was as familiar as the sound of the highway, the seams in the road thudding under our tires as Riley culled my power, pleasuring me.

I close my eyes and send my powers adrift, feeling with my magic for anything human or inhuman. Briefly, I lock onto a bit of laughter that fades, urging me to pick up my pace and head toward what I hope is the highway.

The late-afternoon sun beats down on my chest with each dusty step. When my skin starts to itch, I uncurl my hair, letting the waves float down about my shoulders to give me some protection. My muscles burn until I’m no longer sweating, and the new boots rub blisters into my ankles as I make my way to the edge of the road. I stoop behind a tumbleweed, checking out the passing cars, willing myself to stand and reach out, to put my trust in humanity.

I have to risk my life all over again, when anyone could be driving the police car heading toward me. I send out my magic, but it sputters and poops out, as if as worn as I’m feeling. The queen has drained me, weakened me.

I take a cleansing breath, feeling and looking worse than the dead rabbit dried on the shoulder of the road, and give myself a mental kick. We’ll all become the rabbit if I don’t take a risk.

I throw up my hand, waving to catch the officer’s attention, and he jams on his brakes, coming to a lurching halt on the side of the road, sending up dust devils behind him. Blue and red lights spin, reflecting off the white arch of the car’s roof.

Fear niggles my internal heat, trust wavering, but if I don’t put myself out there, my people will be blindsided when they’re overtaken by the vamps in one massive attack where no one’s a winner.

Sheriff Miller races out of the car so quickly, I fall to the ground when I see him, relief knocking me to my knees.

He’s patting me down, checking me out when he spots the blood on my neck and the faded points of entrance. He gathers me up, and I groan when he touches my back. “Who did this to you?”

My words are trapped behind my shock that he’s found me, joy that I’m alive, and panic that neither of us will be around to tell stories if we stay here long. “Get us out of here,” I rasp.

“It’s okay. You don’t have to tell me right now. But you’re safe.” He roams worried hands and suspicious eyes over my shoulders and down my arms. I don’t think this is exactly police procedure, but then he’s always treated me like a daughter, and since I’m best friends with Stacey, his daughter, I don’t question his concern.

I attempt to speak clearly, finding my voice after several attempts as I battle my sadness that I couldn’t protect Riley. “Take me home. I’ll tell you on the way.”

He thrusts opens the passenger door and helps me inside, even buckling me in like I’m a child. I let him because I’m too focused on the imminent repercussions, and I’m lost on what to do, or if asking to go home is far from his plans.

“I need to get you to the hospital,” he says, as he stomps on the gas and we shoot forward.

I twist in my seat, trying to infuse my words with strength to prove I’m strong enough to make my own decisions. The truth is, though, I feel like I’ve been stripped of everything. I was a girl, a fae, a princess, a fated queen, a woman falling in love all over again with her first love. Now, I’m nothing, unless I fight for it. I recall how powerful I became on sacred ground. I’m too weakened emotionally to find answers, even as that kernel of hope begins to plump. “No hospital. Take me home. I just want to go home.”

“Tricia, you’re in shock. You need to be examined,” he states before adding in a softer tone, “Were you raped?”

That fatherly figure fades and sheriff mode takes over, but I’m A-Okay with that. “No. But I had consensual sex with Riley Sweetwater.”

“Shit. You’re worse than I’ve imagined,” he murmurs as he reaches over and palms my arm. “Tricia, you’ve been missing for almost a week. Riley is dead. He was killed in the war—”

A week… Time must fast forward in Faery. I hadn’t thought of that, but it does explain why my wounds are mostly healed. I find the strength to correct the sheriff. “Riley was undercover, dark, but he was alive. Different.”

Maybe even dead, as in vampire dead or dead-dead. No. I shove away that unwanted notion. He can’t be dead. He’s a fighter. I suspect he’d only put on a show to protect me, when Kane bargained for Riley’s submission. Either way, my heart practically breaks in two. At least what’s left of it imagining him suffering as he must be.

“You mean Riley’s here in Diamond Springs? There’ve been sightings I’ve dismissed for the past few years. How long have you known?”

“Since Ella’s funeral.” As soon as I recall the funeral, I recognize Kane. “The man who did this to me was there that day in the black cloak and sunglasses, chatting up a storm with you.”

“Marine General Kane. You can’t be serious. He’s an outstanding human being.”

“He’s a vampire.”

Sheriff Miller slams the brakes, we fishtail, leaving a smear of black behind us until the car jolts to a halt on the open roadway, and my fear spikes my power. My translucent skin beams neon, and I’m too weak to keep myself together.

His eyes fly wide, so all the white shows around the brown iris. “What in hell is happening?”

“I’m in trouble. Riley’s in trouble. We all are dead if I don’t stop the war between vampire and fae.” I throw open the door and aim for the nearest tree, about one-hundred feet in the distance. I release my power out my hands, the heat and energy shooting right out of me with a force that knocks me back a few feet. Of course, I miss the splotch of green completely. But I get a second chance. The harsh flash of light blinds me as another bolt builds, giving me time to corral the power as I direct the stream.

The tree might as well have been hit by lightning as the trunk glows red and then explodes.

Sheriff Miller’s legs buckle and he palms his knees, bracing himself. “Busybody Doris was right, you are a mythical creature.” He covers his weapon, flicking the strap with his thumb that holds the gun in place. “Tell me, what do you know about this impending war?”

“Third time’s a charm.” I plaster the image of the impending war, the vampire army, my grandmother burning up in flames, and Sheriff Miller hurls his guts out on the side of the highway.

Passersby keep right on moving, not slowing, not beeping their horns either.

“You okay, sheriff?”

“I don’t think so.” He leans against the front fender of his car, panting, steadying himself, and as ashen as the white lines that flank the highway. “You have some goddamn explaining to do, young lady.”

I do. So I spill everything I know, once we’re back inside the car. He doesn’t buckle me up this time as I share what I remember as a child and what I discovered the day of the funeral right up to now. Most of the paranormal stuff is a rehash as his eyes glaze over a bit, but he nods and flutters his hand to keep me talking.

He burns rubber all the way to my house and hustles me inside where I fall mute and numb when I spot the blanket and pillow Riley used, and scattered pages of the cookbook littered about. “I just need some time, okay? A day, two until I can figure out a plan?”

He holds stiffness in his body, full of concern and fear and all the right feelings an honorable man goes through trying to understand the unexplainable when faced with the threat of war. “I’m calling Stacey. She can stay with you while I gather aid, my wits.”

“Grab as much ammunition as you can. Fire shooters work best to stop vampires. Weapons can wound, but the vamps will only reanimate as their bodies stitch back together, or create a double.”

“Fuck… Vampires, here…” he croaks, and his face turns pale with fear. He worries restless hands over each other. “Is Riley really one of them?”

I want to give him the truthful answer, but I’m not sure. “Riley’s been groomed to become King of the Vampires, which would make him a prince, I guess. He’s different, vampire by blood, not bitten. It’s all too much, and titles shouldn’t matter when people’s lives are in danger.”

“I’ll gather my men, make some calls. This won’t be easy without proof.”

I take a few steps toward the back, the shower beckoning. “When the time is right, you’ll have all the proof you’ll need and then some once we break inside the PDU and free the vampire soldiers, Riley’s coven.”

He shakes his head, the blond curls along his ears waving. “All be damned.”

“That’s what I’m trying to prevent. World damnation.” Heart thrumming like a hummingbird’s wings, I close the bathroom door behind me, turn on the water, and stand under the spray, remembering when Riley held me, loved me, and made me his. But I’m not sure if the future I imagined has a chance, and that reduces me to a weeping pile of feelings, too raw for anyone to heal but myself, to raw for anyone to see.


Chapter 20
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Tricia

 

Days turn as do the pages of the cookbook I’m reading. I’m searching for clues that will give me what I need to solve both my melancholy and the great debt that could claim humanity at any moment. Stacey’s stayed with me ‘round the clock. She’s aware of the threats against me, which also put her in danger. She’s one of the strongest women I’ve known, accepting my true identity like a champion, but still I recognize she’s hiding her hurt behind her smile. She’d divulged that she knew I was unique, since she witnessed my skin glowing in my sleep, ever since we’d began having sleepovers in the fifth grade. Secrets create scars, I decide.

Still, she feeds me bits of information from her father, but I sense he’s not sharing his progress, or lack of progress, on gathering aid, knowing my emotions are tied to my powers. Powers I’m struggling to find, as if gray hairs on a blonde.

I roll onto my side, the mattress dents, and I cup the scattering of cookbook pages with my body. I’m convinced the answer lies within the pages, although they’ve given me nothing but stroganoff, biscuits, and head-cheese gelatin recipes. Still I scan another page, hunting for that elusive clue scrawled on the edges.

The scent of coffee hits my nose along with the spiced scent of cinnamon, and something else—a tart scent that makes my mouth water. Doris has stopped by twice with Pastor Ripley, who I’m certain has come to cleanse the demonic infestation. He’s got a surprise coming, for sure. I assume Doris is joining in the after-funeral ritual out of curiosity, but I could be wrong. She could actually care. I’ve been wrong on so many platforms, it seems.

Sterling, my father, plays guard when he’s not accumulating pledges from fae. They’re scared and too comfortable, hidden under the mystic guise of safety that the queen has assured them for decades, he’s explained. Worry crimps his forehead and his cheeks have taken on a hollowed look each time I see him, but he keeps the faith.

So must I. Pillows cushion my head, and I turn another page. I trace my finger along the bindings, searching for something more than a few random letters. “ar is a.” My life was supposed to have purpose, but I’m as scrambled as the letter that make no sense.

Another page: “bout t.”

Stacey always knocks before entering, and today is no exception. She sets the breakfast on the side table, pulls open blinds, letting the morning light spill into the room. It’s the first day of sunlight in over a week, and I squint to see her, my beautiful friend. “Today’s the day for miracles!”

She gives me a forced, wistful smile, and when she leaves the room, she closes the door, leaving a slight crack.

I spot Sterling standing like a sentry. I’ve learned my father has a quiet way about him, and in his control, I’m reminded of Riley. I only get snippets of Riley’s thoughts now, as if he’s rolled a boulder across a cavern, protecting me from seeing too much. But he’s alive. I’m wishing more than anything that Riley was here beside me. What’s happening to him? Has he flipped to Kane’s side, solidifying what I witnessed? Is he suffering? Is he keeping me out as he would, protecting me once again?

I want to trash the idea that the book holds answers and toss it in the trash, but Ella’s here now, pushing me to keeping looking within the bindings and within myself. My love for Riley won’t let me forget him.

It’s August now, the air is weighted with the threat of heat and humidity, the kind of atmosphere that causes straight hair to wither and curly hair to become unruly. Aluminum foil covers Doris’s offering, and when I lift the cover, I spot plump blackberries heaped onto the cobbler that’s doused with raw sugar crystals, tinted a lovely purple. The first bite draws a sigh of guilty pleasure from deep inside me, reminding me of my mom and our walks, talks, and laughter, and Ella’s right there, tangled in similar memories.

“Traditions keep us hopeful.”

“They do,” I agree, and suddenly, I’m spurred to search for the cobbler recipe.

I’m sifting through the pages when I spot a tiny purple fingerprint on the upper right corner—my fingerprint—and the clue to what I’ve been searching for glares back at me.

The knock on my door startles me, and I release a little yip. I don’t know why Sterling doesn’t enter, but I punch upright, desperately collecting the pages. “Come in. I’ve found something.”

Corporal Anderson ushers into the room and Sheriff Miller crowds in behind him. Anderson’s fatigues are crisp, and he holds a seriousness in his gaze that stiffens me even more. I raise the sheets to conceal my breasts, hidden behind a thin cotton T-shirt. “Why are you here?”

“Riley sent me to find out if you’ve made contact with the fae. There’s a war brimming, he’s certain. We need you. Riley needs you.”

My throat constricts at the mention of Riley and his tether to humanity, but I hold back the fact that my powers are weakened, suspecting Kane could have sent the corporal. “Riley drank from Kane. He’s under Kane’s command.”

“No. He refused to feed from Kane. He’s been locked inside the cage with his men. Tricia….” He drops his tone, adding weight to the sound of my name. “Kane is torturing Riley. It’s now or never. They need a miracle. I believe that’s you. Riley did what he always does. He’s a true hero, sacrificing himself to save others. He saved your life the day he showed up at the funeral when Kane found you. I was there. He put his life on the line bargaining with Kane over his men. It was Riley who’s been played. It’s Riley who fed his men again, blood that was laced with your fae magic. Only they won’t last forever undergoing the torture, being denied food. You’re our only hope….”

I picture Riley. In a cage. Hanging on to hope…when that hope is me and I’ve been stuck on how to help him, teasing ideas without acting.

Closing my eyes, I concur my powers, praying, believing in my will to be who I’m designed to be. The space around me begins to shiver with magic, vibrating against my skin that fills with a spark of my power. Energy rises, revealing the roar of my inner fire. I open my eyes, set the tray to the side, and hustle out of bed, at the expense of flashing my thong. I slip on jeans because they’re thick and can protect my skin. Boots, I slide on over my socks and lace around my ankles. I don’t need magic to save Riley, though it’s a plus, I just need a good plan. A team.

“You should wear this.” Stacy brushes past, slides open my closet door, and hands me a green T-shirt with an orange and black tiger staring back at me with lethal eyes—Riley’s eyes.

“My favorite shirt.” Riley bought it for me one year at a concert when we listened to the band Survivor. It’s a song about rivals, war, and survival. The shirt inscription reads: Eye of the Tiger.

Riley and I are linked in more ways, his black stripes against my orange. He protected me at the cost of his own life, and right now he’s counting on me.

I don’t know if the vision I’m picturing in my mind is real, but suddenly, I see Riley. He raises his head in my vision, pinning me with red-tinged eyes thick with his own need. Behind him, the incinerator spins orange flames, heating up the bars of his cage until they blaze red.

“Tricia...”

My shock hits me like a gust.  I shove backward against the closet doors. Through his eyes, I see the horrid conditions and a burning future if I don’t stop him. “No! Don’t do it, Riley!”

Maybe he’s too weak to secure a tight seal around his thoughts, but I register pain, and not only the physical kind. This is mental anguish. “It isn’t your fault your men turned. You tried everything you could to stop them from dying. You helped them. You can help them still. But you have to stay strong until I get there. You have to forgive yourself. Don’t give up hope.”

“I know that now.” He glances down at his jacket crumpled in his lap. There’s an orange notebook resting on top. “The clothes weren’t incinerated, not all of them. My men pulled the jacket through their bars when they recognized it. I’m sure they wanted to tear it to shreds at first, but they didn’t. Tricia, listen to me. Fae blood doesn’t make turned vamps stronger. It cures them of vampirism.”

I cover my surprise as he twists his gaze and in the men’s faces, a flush rises to their cheeks, pinked with blood. “They’re human. Fae blood only makes blood born vamps stronger.”

“Yes. Somehow Kane learned this truth and how it affects the bitten, which is why he’s holding back his army. Fae magic isn’t ultimate power; it’s ultimate death of vampirism—and Kane won’t have that because then he’ll lose his clout, his supreme power over the humans he’s turned. I believe he’s trying to perfect a different kind of cure—a cure for humanity.”

Sheriff Miller jostles the bed, bumping the side with his thigh, jiggling my coffee that sloshes about the sides onto the breakfast tray. “I’m doing everything in my power to bring in the big guns, but without proof….”

“Proof!” My skin glows as I stalk the sheriff, lift my hand to his chest, and jab. “You have your people at the PDU in an hour. I’ll give them all the proof they need and then some.”

I’m not sure how I’m able to feel Riley inside me as much as I feel my own bones, but I do. He opens up to me by the minute. He’s a solid presence, sturdy, trying to keep me focused even as taxed as he is. Fighting fate is too big for one person. Kane and his armies will crush him. He needs help, my help. Fae help. Fae power. And a whopping dose of magic I hope I can conjure when time presents itself.

I believed in something greater once. I should have never stopped believing in myself. “Dad,” I call out, and Sterling rushes inside the room. “How quick can you assemble the fae recruits, the ones that can fight?”

“They’re awaiting your command.” He grins, his smile pulling his beard upward, and I swear he almost sparkles as his massive arms curl about his body, ready for a fight.

I throw open the door and head out, ready, queen or not, to challenge my rival....


Chapter 21
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Riley

 

I hadn’t seen Corporal Anderson for two days and I’d wondered if he was dead. That was until I’d glimpsed him through Tricia’s eyes, standing over her inside her bedroom. Only as they rush from the house, Tricia’s not afraid; she’s caught up in the plan I’ve spelled out to Anderson—one I fought against my men for days. It could have been the blood or cruelty that turned Corporal Anderson against Kane. Anderson’s been instrumental to our survival, sneaking blood to me and food for my men. The deciding factor to rise up against Kane was the horrific forces facing humanity.

My men are quiet now, propped against the bars. Though I fought them at first, once again they shed their human casings in exchange for vampire, each one reconnecting to me as we become our own coven by choice.

The door to the incinerator room bursts open, slams against the wall, knocking bits of concrete loose. Kane’s fuming, and his mind is full of hatred for me. I expect no less. The oven blazes red, and I fear the decision to kill us has been made by him.

Kane stands at the helm of our cage, clear of the flames, fanning himself. “You thought you could save them, heal them with your fae-infused blood, but you were wrong. They’re weak humans again. Look at them. As pathetic as their sergeant.”

Frustration lashes his words, but I’m ready for him, even as the four vampire soldiers he’s commanding are ordered to burn me alive. They grapple with the cage, shoving the monstrosity against the far wall, and the metal on stone screeches an eerie sound. Keys jangle and the cage door springs free.

The heated bars sear the vamp’s palms, drawing a hiss from him. Fire reflects in another’s eyes, as he grabs my shoulders, encircles my legs, and pulls me from the cage.

Twisting and swinging as he lifts me to stand, I’m not going to die without a fight.

My men stir as the clack of the slamming door shuts them inside. Waking from the drunken stupor of my blood meal, Ben’s lids slide open briefly. He flashes red irises—beautiful crimson—and a slight grin laps his cheeks. One by one, our blooded bond links us once again. Although my punctured body is healing, I feel my plan strengthen as our union solidifies, but I pray I’m not too late.

Kane nods to the newborn vampire corporals wrestling with my body. “This is your future, if you don’t submit to me.” He motions to the cage, and then to the flames.

I jerk free, but they haul me back, gouging their fingers into my flesh that’s void of human pain. I reel back, coming down with my head, as I bash the face of Kane’s minion. I claw at them, striking one across the back with nails that slice through the uniform. My laughter echoes as I watch red pool beneath the cloth. Another I kick, strike, and he goes down. I twirl and they all go flying, and I am free—

“Grab his men. Toss them into the incinerator along with him.” Rapid fire rings out, and my men jerk with each hit.

Their cries pierce my ears, instilling in me panic and anger that turns my vision red. “No! Stop! I’m going to kill you, Kane!”

Airborne, Kane launches, hits the floor, rolls, and comes to face me. He grapples with my shoulders, lifting me as if I’m a child—his child. “If you want something done right, you have to do it yourself.”

He begins to rock my body, finding a rhythm until my head lolls side-to-side, but his words echo in my mind, and the answer finds me at last. I bare fangs, swivel and dive toward the cage.

My men stand, immune to bullets meant for humans. Filled with the power of my blood—my Ancient blood, they shove open the unlocked cage. Together, we swarm Kane and his men.

Kane’s eyes fly wide as I hurl my body toward him, and I sense understanding as it impales him: my men are no longer human. I pull back my fist, connecting with his square cheek that’s dents upon contact.

He staggers and when he lifts his head, he flashes fang. A second time, he launches at me. Blows crack from all directions, and Kane connects with my gut as my intestines shift from one side of my belly to the other.

“You think that hurt? I’ll give you something that’ll hurt.” Out of Ben’s palm, a gun sails toward me, arcing overhead and finding home in my palm. I recognize the weapon, one from my jacket filled with UV bullets. “You’ve shot me over and over again. You left me as food for my men in the desert, preached your lies, hurt Tricia, plotted your evil machinations.” I raise the gun to his head level, and I grip the trigger. “Kneel.”

“No!” The explosion comes from under the floor, and the incinerator disappears into the shimmering portal as Tricia stalks toward me, waving her hands, as if I’ve gone mad. “Riley, you’re better than this, better than the monster.”

From the sunlight overhead, my men scatter into the dark recesses of the room. A vent sails past me as several dive inside to keep from burning alive from the sun’s rays.

Tricia holds out her hand, tears threatening to sprinkle her favorite shirt. But then I see the cavalry of help she’s leading. Local law enforcement, a team of federal investigators, and Crimes against Prisoners representatives.

My throat clutters with relief, and I disengage the weapon, spotting Sheriff Miller directing the rush of medics, who charge in with special gurneys that protect vampires from sunlight. I try to find words to tell her thank you for believing in me, but all I can do is stare into Tricia’s beautiful face, her beautiful green eyes, those of royalty, inner strength, and power. “You came for me.”

“It was impossible to get inside, except via portal. Murphy’s Law’s the devil; always have a backup plan. Plus, soldiers don’t leave each other behind. You proved that to be true, I see.” She shakes her head. “You’re a leader. I’m not surprised by your men’s choice to rejoin you.”

She blows out a cleansing breath, emotion glistening in her eyes. “We still have work ahead of us. General Kane has a lot of explaining to do. Your men will be fed and treated. You kept them alive. But how did you know about my fae blood cure?”

“You were right. The book’s always better than the movie.” I pull from my jacket the orange book I pocketed what seems like decades ago. Looks like something straight out of the 1970s when mustard and avocado colors painted every surface, showing me symbols I barely recognize. Deamhan Fola. Demon Blood. I had your blood inside me. Watching them become human, I felt such relief, but they didn’t see it that way, as you predicted.”

“I’m lucky, I guess…”

“You’re an abomination!” A flash of light accompanies the Queen of Faery as she appears from the portal Tricia created.

She resembles Tricia so clearly, I take a step backward and hiss out a curse.

She waves a draped arm. “Without death, there is no appreciation of life. There is nothing to be treasured or worshipped or feared, only covetousness and greed exist and the will to rule. You lost control and killed my husband and your mother, my daughter. So treasured, so captivating, fae males fell at her feet and mere mortals died from a single glance. Her beauty and majesty was exquisite. Fae people demanded exile and I carried that out. You’re nothing but a killer of the fae, a travesty and not capable of ruling. I want her punished for her crimes, crimes against the fae. Murder. She’s to be put to death under fae rule.” Catherine hails enforcements.

I’m left speechless as a flush rides Tricia’s cheeks.

“That’s not true. I’d never intentionally harm anyone,” she defends.

Confliction in Tricia’s gaze draws me to her, as several officers move toward her, but I block their progression. “She’s done nothing wrong.”

“Hold up!” Sterling saunters toward us. Behind him, he leads hundreds of fae, some dressed as soldiers, others as casual as Sterling. He slides the top cover of the cookbook into my hand and proceeds to take Tricia’s hand in his, hovering her palm over the top of mine, but not making the connection.

“Queen.” He rolls his brow, and she edges forward. “This book is bespelled, and it tells the truth of who did the killing of whom.”

She gasps, folds her arms. “You’re joking.”

“Unless you want a mutiny, because I know the truth as does this book, I suggest you step down from your throne and transfer the power to Tricia. We all know what happens if you die.”

Kane bolts from his bindings, but the queen sends a bolt of power straight into his back, knocking the man against the far wall. “Theodore. We have fought for centuries. Skirted around each other, both unwilling to push the other too far for risk of losing our dominion, and other more important reasons. But now I see the truth. You must, and you know why. Tricia and Riley have shown us a new future. One of peace and free of war.”

Tricia’s cool hand lands on mine and Kane pivots.

He lifts his lip, sneering at the choice he’s forced to make. He splits his glare between all of us, finally landing his stare on mine.

I don’t know what Sterling or Tricia discovered in the book, although I suspect it’s the secret that Tricia has been searching for, and the truth behind her mother’s death. I put my faith in Tricia, hoping she’ll do the same with me. “Tricia, I trust you.”

The queen reaches into her pocket and retrieves a blade that’s catches the sunlight and casts rainbow prisms against the remaining walls. She yanks Tricia’s hand forward, severing our connection, but she rips her hand free.

“What are you doing?” Tricia hugs her hand.

“I’m forced to pass the baton. Did you think it wouldn’t come without a price; of pain and blood and death, if either of you breaks the blooded bond?”

An image transcends from Kane’s mind into Tricia’s into mine I witness the ceremony between the reigning queen and Kane, a blood sacrifice in front of witnesses, with death as the sentence if we break bond. I slide a glance at Tricia, who tips her head, acknowledging her acceptance of our binding sacrifice, as do I.

She offers the blade to Tricia, while staring at me. “You will perform the ceremony, but know nothing can break the bond once it’s made. You die, he dies, and vise versa. Take the blade, slice your palm, hand it to Riley, who’ll do the same. Then clasp your palms and shake.”

Bypassing the queen’s knife, Tricia pulls an ornament from her hair. It’s a scissor clip with an emerald jewel centered at the hinge. She zips the tip across her hand, holding back a gasp as blood dribbles from her palm. “I won’t walk this earth without you. I choose life. I choose you, Riley.”

Without pause, I sink fangs into my palm, and I fuse our union. Fireworks of magic explode around us, as if we’re encased inside a glitter-filled globe. The room fills with wild stares and murmurs, as we cling to the magic and our eternal bond. Minds linked, we both accept that anything can happen in our immortal future.

Kane and Catherine are still alive, still bonded, still players of an interminable game of hatred. A treaty still needs to be crafted, signed, and carried out by me and Tricia.

But not tonight. I enfold my body around Tricia’s, and she molds against me. I drink her power, magic, healing blood, and most of all, her love for me. Love that fills me so deeply, she meshes with my mind, with my body, until we share one soul.


Epilogue
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Tricia

 

A date. Riley insisted we go on a date, and I’d agreed. I spy my crimson gown and heels that Stacey had brought over and assured me compliments my hair and eyes. The heels are polished and as shiny as Moroccan-oiled hair, which I’ve infused into my strands that are as red as beets and shiny as diamonds. Salon products can make all the difference, but nothing compares to magic. I don’t want to ponder the week’s events, the pending treaty, or the history between our foes, but I can’t help consider the facts.

Riley had risked his life, thinking he needed to take on the weight of the world. No one can do that single-handedly. It takes a village, or in our case realms, the federal government, and the blip of a town, Diamond Springs, and its law enforcement officers.

I can’t see Riley on the other side of the door, but I feel him centered there, and we are linked mind to mind. He’s talking in low tones on his cell, and I hear him tell Sterling good-bye.

Gently, I pull open the door after twisting my long hair into a bun that I secure with the scissor clip, pulling a loose tendril to flank the side of my face. I feel pretty, and in the mirror, my green eyes light up in anticipation of the night. I notice Riley’s transformed. His hair is a swirl of sculpted black onyx, and he’s sporting a tux, black with a white shirt and those black buttons that shimmer.

I shudder right through my core, and Riley flashes me a satisfied smirk. Very satisfied.

He tucks his cell into the pocket of his slacks and checks me out. “No concealer, just the flawless ivory skin I love.”

I’ve tossed the concealer, no longer worried about hiding my identity or my powers, which I’m learning to control. “I’m eager for dinner and the play.”

I hope he can hear the rawness in my voice. No sooner do I have that thought does he lace his arm around my back, drawing me into the hard swell of his body, yanking a gasp right past my lips.

“Oh, I’m eager.” He pumps his brows. “Ready?”

“I am.” He takes my hand, squeezing as we make our way to the waiting limo. I’ve never been too far out of Diamond Springs. We’re heading to San Francisco, and he’s surprising me with a play about kings and pawns and vengeance...but most of all about the saving powers of love, he assures me.

“Oh, I forgot something that Sterling dropped off earlier.” He pulls from his inside jacket pocket a black bonnet with a soft brim that I slip on.

The brim creates a lovely shadow across my eyes and the sweep of black lace picks up the dark undertones in my dress, as apparent in the reflection of the limousine’s window. “Where did Sterling get this?”

“Your grandmother. She wanted to show good faith. It belonged to your mother, he said.” He adjusts the angle a little more to the right. “It suits you. You look beautiful. But tell me...how did you or Sterling know what to do with the book? How did you decipher all the code in under a week?”

I open my mind to reveal the message: “Dear Tricia, it’s Mom. If you’re reading this then the war is beginning. I see the future as you do. Although we can’t share it, we’ve come this far, together. Your father will bring an army with him, along with Queen Catherine. But Riley’s in trouble. He needs you now more than ever. You must trust him, not only with your magic, but with your life. You’ll know when and you’ll find a way. Have faith. Trust that you are the key to saving Faery by placing your hands on the cover, proving to Catherine that you know the truth behind my death. Only then will she step down. Tricia, the Queen of Faery holds answers, as does the Vampire King, to design a binding truce between the fae and end a war where there are no winners. Together, you must love, fight, run, and die before peace can be found.”

“The cookbook. Inside there existed a message from your mom.”

“Proof of my mother’s love for me. She’d written a few letters on each of the pages, letting me know she saw my future, blooded to yours. The berry cobbler page had the directions. All I had to do was follow the recipe, really. She gave me the trust I needed in myself and in you.”

Riley glides his hand into mine and raises it to his lips, planting a kiss as soon as we slip inside the limo and are swept away.

I smile up at him, languishing in the gesture I’m sure he’s learned from my father. But even as we head to our destination, I keep my faith that a treaty will be signed as soon as we learn the language and manipulations, so we can negotiate ourselves as the new reigning King of Vampires and Queen of Fae.

“I love you.” He nuzzles my neck.

“I’ve known for some time, as I can read your mind before the words slip past your lips.”

“Me too.” He winks and lowers his mouth to meet mine.

He kisses me again, pulling me up into his lap, cradling my head and neck as he deepens the kiss.

I shudder in his arms from both my power and the blood we share, but mostly my love for him. My skin lights up and I let my magic drift out, proving to myself and to Riley that although we are fated immortal enemies, we chose to put our differences behind us and unify. Oh, how good that feels.

I peer into Riley’s blues, rimmed with a bit of red and gold, and spot a bit of fang extend from beyond his upper lips as his bloodlust rises—one reason I’ve chosen to wear red….

Lust finds me as well, dampening my core in a rush of need. We’ve found peace and love, for now…and a belief that people can change for the better, if they choose.

I cup his cool cheek, infusing him with my heat and my unspoken promise to love him forever, to explore our eternity, even as we prepare to create a lasting treaty.

“I’m planning on proving to you just how much I love you, mind, body, and soul, for eternity. What do you say, my queen?”

“I think you know my answer, my king, an answer that will never ever change….” I arch my neck, craving his power, his love, his lust, and a strike of pain as I offer him my vein.

We don’t know if our enemies plot behind our backs, ceaseless in their pursuit of infinite power, but we’re certain we’ve won this round. I reach out with my mind, caressing his thoughts, and I open to him fully. I flash a smile, one that touches my heart, confident that we can love each other and our treaty will put an end to all of the feuding. All is right in our world.

For now...
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