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      USA TODAY BESTSELLER! 

      

      "K.F. Breene has constructed an incredible world, populated with interesting and deep characters that I am desperate to get to know more intimately. Her writing is fluid, sparked with wonderful humor and rife with gorgeous imagery." - Wicked Women Book Blog 

      

      Save $3 on Books 1-4 in the Darkness Series

      

      Experience the roller coaster adventure as Sasha confronts a new world full of magic, mayhem, and love. Follow her journey from an orphan who lost everything, to one of the most powerful mages in the nation. By Stefan's side, an alpha male who rules his clan with an iron fist, she will battle for her place as a Black mage, and leader's mate. This thrill-ride will leave you breathless and begging for more! 

      

      Into the Darkness (Book 1) 

      

      Sasha has grown up with one surety: she’s not normal. 

      She sees things in the darkness that no one else can see. Mysterious men cloaked in shadow, moving through the night. The problem is, pointing out invisible people is a fast track to a padded cell. Orphaned at age five, Sasha quickly learns an important survival tip: keep her mouth shut and stay out of the spotlight. 

      Until one night, everything changes. Suddenly, the men she was convinced were hallucinations, are very real. And very dangerous. 

      As a new world opens up around her, she meets him. The Boss. An alpha leader who entrances her mind and tugs on her body. Primal and sexual, his people have a different set of rules. And they don’t always play nice. 

      As danger rises up around her, her differences may be the only thing that saves her life. Sasha must embrace the things she tried so hard to hide, while resisting the person her body craves most. She has finally found her shadow men, and they will change her life forever. 

      

      Braving the Elements (Book 2) 

      

      With a life goal of fitting in, Sasha hopes her strange abilities will finally make true friendship a possibility. Unfortunately, her magic doesn’t function like everyone else’s. What she thought would make her belong, sets her apart now more than ever. 

      

      On a Razor's Edge (Book 3) 

      

      Life for Sasha isn’t getting easier. She has survived run-in’s with monstrous Dulcha, lived through an abduction, and even made it past Charles’ constant badgering for sex. But if she thought the hurdles of this new life were behind her, she was dead wrong. 

      When the Regional comes to visit Stefan’s clan, the pressure increases. Sasha finds herself on a giant scale, assessed for her magic and held in the balance. If she doesn’t have the magic Stefan hopes, she could find herself on the street while still in grave danger. Even with a favorable outcome, however, her inability to use her magic presents a road block not easily crossed. 

      

      Demons (Book 4) 

      

      It’s been a long road, but Sasha has finally claimed her role as the least knowledge mage in history. She’s also acquired a new, incredibly grumpy bodyguard, and a spunky new BFF. With her team by her side, she learns the ropes of this new profession. 

      Her experience level is about to be fast-tracked, however. 

      On a routine trip to check out a perimeter breach, she encounters a hideous demon called by an experienced magic worker. It is this terrifying discovery that unlocks a deeper problem: Stefan’s troubled past. 
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      Darkness Series

      Into the Darkness, Novella 1 - FREE

      Braving the Elements, Novella 2

      On a Razor’s Edge, Novella 3

      Demons, Novella 4

      The Council, Novella 5

      Shadow Watcher, Novella 6

      Jonas, Novella 7

      Charles, Novella 8

      

      Warrior Chronicles

      Chosen, Book 1

      Hunted, Book 2

      Shadow Lands, Book 3

      Invasion, Book 4

      

      Never want to miss the latest? Sign up here!
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          Prologue

        

        Into the Darkness

      

    
    
      The little girl fell out of the car door, twisted metal encircling her like protective arms. Dazed, blood dripping down her cheek, she staggered from the wreckage. Too confused to cry, glass crunching under shoeless feet, she paused, staring away from the carnage out at the darkness.

      The night held its breath, silence echoing in the wake of massacre.

      A spark flared from one of the ruined engines. Heat met the petroleum coated ground. Flame licked the liquid, coaxed to life.

      The first wail of a siren wrenched the scene. The hungry flame caught. As the girl stared dumbly, making out shapes in the shadows, fire consumed the twisted bodies of car and human alike. Blue flame skipped along the gravel, a silent predator. Finding a petroleum-covered sock, it climbed up a small leg, reaching for a blood-crusted tutu.

      Still the girl stared at the figures moving in the darkness. Human shaped creatures with eyes that caught and threw the light. Large, hulking frames. Silky, dangerous movements.

      Heat seared her numb leg, her sensitivity cut off in shock.

      “What are you doing?” one of the shapes seethed from deep within the inky shadows. He clutched at an arm, stopping forward movement.

      “She’ll die.”

      “She’s human. That’s what they do. Leave it.”

      “She is but a child.”

      “It isn’t our concern.”

      The arm ripped free. “I will not allow a child to burn to death. Not after surviving the impossible. She was fated to live.”

      “Then why must you save her?”

      “Often Fate is struck down by dumb luck.”

      A shadow charged forth, a black pool among flashing blue and red. The girl did not flinch, unafraid of the large figure rushing her.  Still unable to comprehend her danger. Or the death around her.

      The tiny body was ripped away from the carnage, flame smothered in black leather.
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      “Sasha? What is it?”

      My face slipped off my palm and jerked my shoulders toward the table. Blinking away the daydream, I tore my eyes away from the balmy day peeking out of the window. My boyfriend, Jared, stared at me out of a cute, boyish face, his eyebrows quirked quizzically.

      “Not a thing,” I answered with an easy smile. “Where we headed tonight?”

      He crinkled his nose. “You’ve been daydreaming all day. Was it that imaginary guy from yesterday? The invisible male model strolling down the street?” He laughed at the absurdity of what he’d said.

      I threw a wadded up napkin at him with a smile. “Be quiet, you. You go spreading that story around and everyone’ll think I’m crazy.”

      “Nah. They already know it.” He sipped his coffee, his brown eyes sparkling above the rim of his cup.

      “Actually, smart guy, I was thinking about that test.” I rolled my eyes. “I hate tests. Why don’t they just trust me that I don’t know the material and give me a passing grade anyway? It would be so much easier on everyone.”

      Jared laughed and leaned back in his chair. “You want help?”

      “Argh!”

      “What are you, a pirate?”

      I smirked and sipped my coffee.  “I guess. I’m certainly not going to pass it without you.”

      He shook his head and laughed. “You need to have some faith in yourself.”

      “That’s your job. I stick to reality.”

      He shook his head and got up to pay the check. My thoughts immediately went right back to the enigma. That man.

      He’d been gliding down the street, movements lithe and graceful, unshakable confidence in every step. His powerfully muscular body belied an age ten years older than his youthful looking mid-twenties. My eyes stuck to him like a butterfly’s wings in honey. Something about him drew me. Pulled my attention and then tugged at my body.

      It wasn’t just that he was breathtakingly handsome with perfect features. Which he was. But there was something else, too. A deadly grace—like a dancer—etched his every movement. His muscles moved in perfect harmony, a chorus of power and might. Dominating. Oh-so-god-damned-sexy.

      As he neared, he drew me like a magnet. I could feel my body responding, wanting to go to him. Wanting to take those three short steps and touch his body. Smile up at him. Anything to get his attention; to get his praise.

      Eyes the color of sparkling onyx had swung my way, feeling the weight of my stare and answering. I devoured the challenge in his eyes. Answered it with a yearning that consumed my entire being in a way I’d never felt before. A way I’d never even heard someone could feel. Like a deep ache burning in the pit of my stomach and spilling over every inch of my frame, I tingled with the need for him. I pounded with it, the beat of my heart throbbing in a few choice parts of my body.

      It had taken Jared’s confused tug to jerk me away—yank my head out of the strange fantasy I’d conjured up. When I’d turned back, he was gone.

      Jared had asked what I’d smiled dreamily at.

      I hadn’t remembered doing that, obviously. And I definitely didn’t remember giving empty air a greeting. But apparently, if Jared was to be believed (and being that he was smart, talented, and always on top of things, he probably should), I had been following the travels of the wind as it passed us by. Wind being visible? That was strange. Even stranger? Muttering largely incoherent words at it. Yes Jared, that is odd. I don’t know what came over me. Ha-ha…

      It wasn’t funny.

      What it was, however, was an example of the kinds of things I had religiously tried to keep from people. This was a secret box item, and I had long since learned my lesson on that subject. A “humor me” psych evaluation at the request of my foster parents put a pretty fine point on it. I’d only been ten years old at the time. I’d had to get street savvy really quickly after that—they’d never adopted me, they could give me back. And would give me back if I showed signs of mental instability.

      This recent episode meant I had to put a little more distance between Jared and I, which sucked because I’d already managed to wedge a hefty amount of space between us as it was. I wanted to get closer and fully trust him, sharing a deeper level of intimacy; but shortly after we’d first gotten intimate, I’d explained about the strange things I saw in the shadows. I’d told him an item or two that I kept in my secret box. He’d responded by worriedly asking if I had a counselor. When he learned I didn’t, he tried to set one up. He only meant well, but if I didn’t want to end up in a place with twenty-four hour surveillance, I had to zip the lip. Even with him.

      “Sasha?”

      “Ta da!” I threw some jazz hands Jared’s way.

      “God, you’re weird.” He grabbed my jacket and waited for me to gulp down the rest of my coffee.

      “I know you are, but what am I?” I smiled up at Jared’s shaking head, angling my face up for a kiss. “Good one, right? When’s the last time you heard that one?”

      “Don’t know. When’s the last time you said it?” He gave me a quick peck and directed me toward the door.

      “Touché, my good man. Touché.”

      

      Two hours later my eyes were crossed and my head hurt. Why the hell was calculus important, anyway? How was I possibly going to need this in my everyday life? I should’ve taken statistics for the math credits. Although, same question applied, and that teacher was a huge jerk, so…

      “Give up?” Jared leaned back with a sigh, easy breezy. What the heck a smart guy was doing with a dummy like me was anyone’s guess.

      Zip the lip.

      “Where was I when the man behind the curtain was giving out brains?” I closed my book and tossed it on the floor. The dull thunk was strangely gratifying.

      “You hadn’t left the wildness clinic yet. Let’s remember who talked me into skydiving.”

      “Not my fault that you don’t know how to live.” I threw my pencil at my backpack. “I don’t think I can absorb anymore. My brain hurts.”

      “We could always…take your mind off of things…” Jared rubbed my back, his shy and subtle way of hinting that he wanted to have a little nookie. It was so cute.

      Giggling, because I was always down for a little naked fun, I stretched for his zipper. Embarrassed but excited, Jared put his hands to his sides on the bed and braced himself, wanting me to take the lead. His breath hitched as I tugged at his zipper. His eyes hooded.

      Reaching in with a wicked grin I captured my prize. I met his lips as I slid my palm against him, steel encased in luxury velvet. His kiss tasted like coffee and spearmint, his tongue shy and reserved.

      I backed off seductively—I tried for seduction, anyway—and slowly bent. He sucked in a huge breath as I took him in my mouth. I loved his uncontrolled moan as the sensations overwhelmed him. It was in this moment that I felt sexy and masterful, taking him beyond his reasonable mind to a place that was raw and wild. I wished we could stay here, two first-timers pushing our boundaries together.

      Except he was a younger guy and couldn’t really hold back, and I was a younger girl and needed a little finesse. Troubled times.

      Speaking of time, I didn’t have much of it. I worked at my shirt while keeping up the suction. I’d just gotten the last button undone, ready to rip the thing off and get in position quickly, when—

      “Ohhhhhhhh God!”

      I gagged. I couldn’t help it.

      “Hmmm, sorry baby.” Jared smiled in relaxation as he sighed in relief, then tucked himself away and fell back against his pillows.  “You’re just so good at that. Are you sure you aren’t practicing sex in class or something?”

      “Sex classes a la Jared, yeah.” I cleaned myself up as his lids got heavy. My body, hot and tingling, begged me to continue our forays. “Is that… Are we…um…done?”

      He laughed with a deep sigh. “I think I’m just going to take a quick nap, if that’s okay?”

      “Oh. Yeah, totally. Definitely.” I bobbed my head, feeling a little awkward with my shirt hanging open. I stared down at him as I buttoned up, feeling a tiny smile bud at his absolute contentment.

      I was lucky to have him. Peaceful and easygoing, he always took my slips in sanity with a laissez-faire attitude. I wished I could fully open up to him like I wanted to. He was my first, damn it—having met him my sophomore year in high school, he was my first kiss, first real relationship, first sexual partner, and first meaningful friend. And he was kind of my everything these days.

      A familiar pallor washed over me as I thought about keeping the closest person in my life at an arm’s reach. That I had to continue on in a weird half-life, in which I kept all the important things hidden behind a veil of secrecy. Saying I was alone was like calling the surface of the sun warm. Saying I was lonely…well, I couldn’t seem to find a way to fill the void my childhood had created. I’d lost my parents and brother young, the sole survivor in a freak, five car pileup. Everyone had died. Every single person. Killed on impact, or shortly thereafter in a bright blaze seen for miles. I’d been found in a nearby park with a bad gash to the head, small burns on my legs, and severely in shock. To this day, no one has been able to explain it.

      I didn’t remember a thing.

      Having no aunts or uncles, no other family, I ended up in foster care knowing I would spend my life fending for myself. I’d gotten lucky, both to escape the crash, and to end up with two well-rounded people and their two averagely bratty children. I fit in with them as any fifth wheel might, and they tried really hard to make me feel at home; but...well, I was the only foster kid in our upper-middle class suburbia, and though I did have some friends growing up, they never let me forget that I didn’t have deep roots. Their parents couldn’t give them away if we got caught shoplifting. Mine could. And might’ve.

      I was forever an army of one, having no one in my life to give me the unconditional love other kids took for granted. My accomplishments were praised with a placating smile and a nod or two where my foster brother or sister would get jubilant commendation and shrieks of delight. I had one picture on the fridge that never changed, pushed off to the side and half covered by multilayers of pictures brought home from the children that belonged. And only a fool would be upset by any of that, because I’d been in a good home with a good family, and sent to good schools, where others were in an orphanage on the bad side of town. I thanked my luck every day. I’d endure a helluva lot more for the chance in life I got.

      If only the parent issue was my biggest problem.

      Why was I seeing imaginary people? To this day, I didn’t know if any of that was real. I mean, how could they be? Eyes that reflected the light like a nocturnal animal? Invisible people no one else saw?

      I was cracked and too afraid to confide in anyone, especially Jared. He was really all I had—my foster parents moved away when all the kids went to college. If he knew I was constantly hallucinating then…well, I didn’t want another appointment for a psych evaluation, I’d say that much.

      I lightly traced a finger down Jared’s cheek, then bent over and gave him a light kiss. “Okay, well, pick me up later?”

      “Yeah,” he mumbled, drifting off to sleep.

      

      Oh man, I loved this time of night! I exited my one-bedroom apartment as the sun shook hands with the horizon. The cool breeze tickled my face, making me sigh in contentment, picking up the soft smell of roses dotting the front lawn of the apartment complex.

      Jared waited in his convertible by the curb wearing the spiffy button-up shirt I loved. “Hey, babe,” I said, slipping into the front seat. I leaned over for a kiss then buckled myself in. “Where to?”

      “I have a great evening planned.”

      “Oh?”

      The corner of his lips tweaked, trying to suppress a smug grin. He shrugged. “Have to give you a reason to…come home with me, don’t I? Make up for…things.”

      I couldn’t help laughing. His smirk turned into a full, gleaming smile. With a blast of power, the car lurched forward, pushing me back into the seat. I put my hands up in glee, the wind almost visible as it pushed against my palms and wound its way through my fingers. A girl nearly dying in a car crash should be deathly afraid of cars. Should be…

      My teeth became a bug screen and my laughter bubbled up like a bottle of champagne. But I wasn’t afraid. Not of much. In high school, I’d take a dare with a smile. I was always the fearless one, ready for any challenge. Maybe I should’ve thought a few things through, but…well, life was in the journey. The wilder, the better.

      An exhilarating ride later, Jared said, “Here we are,” as he turned into a gravel road leading up to a parking lot nestled in the woods. A seemingly plain and simple house waited off to the side, the wraparound porch glowing from the many lit windows.

      “My-oh-my, pulling out all the stops, are we? What’s the occasion?” I threaded my fingers through his after I climbed from the car.

      “Have to take care of my girl.”

      I let my body lean against his as we made our way to the restaurant’s porch, the dark woods around us deep and quiet.  Like they always did, my eyes swept to the side, searching.

      “What’s up?” Jared asked, following my gaze.

      Adrenaline pierced my chest. Stop looking for imaginary people!

      “Oh, nothing! Spooky, though, huh?”

      Jared squeezed my shoulders. “Nah, biggest thing up here is a raccoon. I’ll protect you!”

      “I don’t know, I hear those raccoons are feisty.”

      Laughing, we entered the restaurant.

      

      I walked out an hour and a half later with a firm hold on my stuffed tummy.  “Why do I always hate myself after a good meal?” I mumbled.

      “I feel pregnant.” Jared slipped on a light jacket against the chill of the evening. “Let’s just hope it doesn’t turn gassy.”

      “Eww, Jared! You’re so gross!”

      “Good thing I have a convertible or I’d fart you out of the car.”

      “Would you stop?” I slapped his arm playfully. “Where to?”

      “We’re not going to a carnival, I’ll tell you that much. Dancing is out, too. God, I’m stuffed!”

      As we stepped off the porch, happily swaying into each other, something tickled my awareness. Almost as if someone called my name, I glanced off to the right, my gaze trying to pierce the syrupy shadows between the trees. A small tug in the center of my chest jerked my body sideways.

      Shadows moved, shifted. A huge expanse of shoulder swiveled. A leg stepped to the right. A body tucked further into the darkness, the shadows wrapping it in a nearly invisible cloak.

      It was like walking into the kitchen after you’d just left it, having had to close a randomly opened cabinet door, and then seeing every cabinet suddenly standing wide open. A shot of pure adrenaline punched me.

      Someone was there!

      “Oh my God…”

      An overwhelming desire to join that person washed through me. I couldn’t think through the intense need to go to him. Like an alcoholic after a binge, my heart hammered and my hands shook; the desire to walk that direction so strong, I couldn’t focus.

      “What’s up?” Jared asked, stopping with me. “Do you see something?”

      The man was looking back, I knew he was. Just as I knew it was a man. And he was right there. The answer to my questions was so close. Waiting there, not moving. Staring. I had to get to him. I had to touch him, see if he was real. Had to.

      “Let’s go for a walk,” I murmured, my feet jerking to a start.

      “What? Sasha, are you okay? What’s…?” Jared’s words ended in a hiss.

      My skin prickled, a surge of fear blasting, and then sliding right off me.

      “Just a peek…” I heard myself say. The pull gripped me, had sweat drenching my hairline. “Have to…”

      “Sasha, no!”

      My body whipped around so fast tree branches and stars blurred in my vision. Jared had my arm and started dragging me toward the car.

      Clothes rustled by that tree, a boot scraped against the dirt, the unseen person shifting, seething at Jared’s manhandling me. Wanting me out of harm’s way.

      How could I possibly know that?

      “C’mon, Sasha. This is…we need to go.” Jared hurriedly shuffled me toward the car. “Quick.”

      “But…” I was shoved into the seat, the door slamming a second later as Jared jogged to his side of the car. The key jammed into the ignition and we were off, tires splashing gravel at the line of parked cars. “Careful!”

      White knuckles gripping the steering wheel, Jared took the turn into the street way too fast, nearly running the car off the road into a steep ravine. “Jared, look out!”

      He swerved, our vision going white in the face of an oncoming car. His car squealed as he jerked the wheel. Tires on the right side dropped off the lip of the road. I clutched at the dashboard, trying to pull a Superman and direct the car with superhuman strength. Jared jerked the wheel again, his chest heaving, hard lines around his eyes. We took another turn too fast.

      “Jared! What’s going on? Why are you so freaked out?”

      As if waking from paralysis, Jared glanced over, eyes quickly going back to the road. He rolled his shoulders. His knuckles slowly returned to normal color. “I don’t know. Wow. That was weird. All of a sudden it felt like we were going to die or something. Like, get killed kind of die, not like…you know.”

      I didn’t, but I didn’t say anything, because I’d had the opposite reaction. Secret box.

      The farther we got from the restaurant, driving faster than we should’ve, the more relaxed Jared became. The hard lines around his eyes softened, and his smile peeked through. He reached for my hand as he took a curve, reentering the noise and clutter of civilization.

      “Almost there.”

      I couldn’t help but think his crazy reaction was to what was in the woods. Did he feel it? Did he feel that tug, too, but instead of exciting him, it scared him?

      Did I have proof the shadows were real?

      My mind raced as we sped along a deserted road on the outskirts of town. The cracked sidewalks and dingy overhangs were devoid of the usual homeless. Which was weird, but not altogether noteworthy. The current predicament, however…

      Should I ask him if he saw anything? Or felt something? Would I sound crazy?

      But what if he’d been noticing my weird reactions to empty air lately and was scared for me? What if he was trying to save me from myself?

      Did that thought, in itself, sound crazy? Oh God…am I crazy??

      I sucked in a nervous breath to ask when the tire jounced over something in the street and exploded like a cannon. We swerved wildly, Jared ripping his hand from me as the car careened left.

      I watched in horror as a tree enlarged within the confines of the windshield. A breathless split-second and my body slammed forward with a shriek of twisting metal. The car flew sideways, slamming against the curb, rocking back and forth like a lullaby.

      There was one moment of absolute quiet except for the hissing steam spewing from the radiator.

      “Holy crap,” I said, out of breath. “That came outta nowhere, huh? Tree one, monkey nothing.” I struggled with the airbag.

      Jared stared, wide-eyed, out of the splintered windshield.

      “Hey,” I whispered softly, touching his shoulder, “are you okay?”

      Like a man who had been body snatched, his head swung in my direction. His jaw hung slack and his eyes were glazed over. God had written, “Nobody’s home” all over his forehead.

      “Hey, baby.” I shook him gently. “You okay?”

      He blinked.  “I just crashed my car.”

      A bark of laughter escaped my mouth before I could rearrange my face back into a mask of concern. “Yes, sweetie. But you have insurance. It’s okay. As long as you’re okay?”

      Like a door on a rusty hinge, his head swung back toward the cracked windshield, looking out at a jumble of hood wrestling a tree.

      The tree was winning.

      Alright, then.

      I took a big breath and glanced around us. We weren’t in a good neighborhood and cell phone service was spotty at best. Waiting for a tow-truck here was dicey, especially in a convertible where we couldn’t lock ourselves in. Well, we could, but I had the sneaking suspicion villains could penetrate invisible roofs.

      Walking out of here was equally bad, however. This was the worst part of town for missing persons and violence. People that walked through the streets here sometimes turned up the next day, or even a week later, claiming to have lost their memory. Usually they were weak, suffering blood loss, and sometimes suffered from strange maladies that cleared up without the use of medicine.

      Most honest, hard-working citizens cursed drugs for this, of course. And even though it often happened that normal people—men and women both—reported these strange occurrences, it was a college town. Not much more needed to be said.

      Regardless, if there was something fishy going on in these parts, I didn’t want to know about it. I had enough fodder for my secret box. I didn’t need more crazy to wedge between me and everyone else.

      But the question remained: Walk or hang out? Stay here and let crazy find us, or hump out of here like an army man, able to run if we needed to. Able to fight. Able to…I dunno…scream or something.

      I climbed out of the car, wiping my chin of drool. Thank you airbag, for the sucker punch.

      “Sasha, where are you going?” Jared sank further into his seat like a ground hog in a hole. He was nose diving into shock.

      “C’mon, baby,” I said, helping him out of the car. “Let’s find a well-lit café and call a tow-truck.”

      Jared looked at his smashed car, shaking his head in loss. “But my car is here…”

      “I know, baby. We’ll just go get help, and then come back for it, okay? No one will try to steal it, I promise.”

      He stared at me like he didn’t believe me. “Okay,” he whined.
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      We took off at a fast walk, Jared limping by my side.

      “Where is everybody?” I asked myself, scanning the streets ahead of us. Then risking a glance behind.

      The street lights in this area worked as often as they didn’t, leaving the deserted street in a murky kind of gloom. The stale hum of distant cars seemed out of place in this weird vacuum. It was like this couple of blocks was stagnant; the night holding its breath.

      “Invisible men and strangely vacant city blocks,” I muttered to myself. “Oh yeah, this is normal, all right.

      I stopped at the corner of Farrel and Market, eyeing my options. Straight on was a dark sidewalk with only two working lights. Alleyways dumped out into the street, giving dangerous street urchins multiple places to hide. If we went right, it would be safer, with limited outlets and hiding spots, but also less traffic to come to our aid if something awaited halfway down. And in this neck of the woods, something almost assuredly awaited half-way down. Jared couldn’t run, and I was barely able to support him as it was.

      I opted for the hope that the larger thoroughfare would bring a car, or dare I hope, a cab, that might help us. Or at least keep people from openly mugging us.

      “Okay, baby, we’re almost there.” I started forward, muttering, “Kind of.”

      Fifteen minutes into our walk, we were halfway along the still-empty street. Garbage littered the sidewalk, and old crates, half rotted, dotted the alleyways. Shopping carts stood idly by, blankets, cans, and other manner of survival items left unattended.

      “But where are the inhabitants?” I mused aloud.

      “Scattered or dead.”

      I jumped and clutched Jared. It was a voice out of a nightmare, rough and low. We stood in the mouth of an alleyway under a blackened street light. Darkness gaped in front of me. I could feel more than see a presence.

      “Wandered a little far from home, hey pet?” By the laughter in that voice, it was clear we were the red ball to his dodge ball game.

      Darkness moved. Coalesced. A shape stepped out of the black, huge and lumbering, circling around us. Oh crap.

      Another shape stepped forward after him, just as big, heavy arms poised to his sides. This one passed to the left.

      They were monstrous. Both. Easily over six-and-a-half feet tall, pushing seven.

      Freaking crap!

      “What shall we do with you, little pet?” the first man asked, crossing behind us.

      “Oh, yes. That’s nice.” Jared’s hands dropped away from me like fluffy clouds. His expression turned dreamy. The guy looked like he was at a sauna rather than about to get mugged by two ginormous men!

      “Jared!” I whispered furiously. “Keep with me, baby.”

      “She hasn’t tried to run from us, Charles. What do you think about that?” the dangerous man droned as he stepped closer, herding me toward the alley.

      “That means she’s feisty, right?” Charles asked, emulating the other guy and lazily stepping closer.

      My skin broke out in goose bumps with his proximity, weird tingles creeping up my arms and legs. The sensations, largely pleasurable, hazed my brain, creeping into private places and producing an extremely terrible feeling of desire given the situation. I blinked in confusion, trying desperately to clear my head.

      “I get this one,” Charles said, taking a step closer. “Called it.”

      “Figures,” the other mumbled, his attention slipping past me to a patient and gooey-eyed Jared. “Mine has already succumbed. Look at him. He’s begging for it. Weak-willed, boring human.”

      “You must lay it on too thick, that’s why.”

      “What do you plan to do?” I asked in a firm voice, a surge of adrenaline boosting my courage. They’d started acting like we wouldn’t fight them off. Which was just silly. Sure, they were colossal and I, solely, represented our combat unit, but I did not intend to be mugged without at least putting up some resistance. Despite the weird urges of my Stockholm Syndrome-corrupted body, I did not intend for this to be easy for them.

      “Screw you. Bite you. Maybe bleed you, depending on the time,” Charles said patiently. The other guy moved back around, aiming for Jared.

      “A whole day planned then, lovely,” I muttered without meaning to.

      I clutched Jared tighter, unsure why the hell he was groping me, and took a step back, trying to get Charles to step with us. My half-cocked plan was to make a hole between them large enough that I could shoot us out into the middle of the street. If I had any luck we’d get hit by a car—at least then it would be forced to stop and help.

      “Smells like you like that idea,” Charles grinned.

      I swatted Jared’s hands away from my butt. We took one more step back, each large shadow stepping with us, stalking us like predators. One of Jared’s hands reached between my legs, making me jump. Before I could turn that movement into a dart between the domineering shapes, the Danger Shadow reached out, faster than expected, and swept Jared from my side.

      “No!” I screamed, reaching for him.

      Large hands swung me toward the alley. My back bumped the wall as Charles pushed in close. Six-five or more, his arms braced around me. His torso was robust and barrel-shaped, no fat to speak of.

      He bent down to my neck and inhaled deeply. “You smell like fresh rain in the forest. No, wait. Warm, chocolate cake. Yum. I’ve never had a human that smelled as good as you. You don’t have to be coaxed. Delicious.”

      “Gross. Get away from me!” I pushed at his giant chest, panic thankfully starting to fight my faux arousal.

      “You’re squirrely. Seriously, you’ll like this, human. I know what I’m doing. Girls rave.” His hand landed on my shoulder with implied intimacy.

      A wild urge rose up from deep inside, the part of me that always found fast cars and high-impact sports exhilarating, unfurling gratefully from my usually carefully controlled persona. It screamed one word like a siren.

      Fight!

      I punched Charles in the chest as hard as I could, jarring him away from my neck. His face backed up, eyebrows dipping low. “Well that wasn’t very nice. Or do you like rough play, because usually humans aren’t this feisty……”

      “Yes, exactly, roughly screwing bullies on street corners is my gig,” I said through clenched teeth. I kicked his shin. A stab of pain screamed up my leg.

      He grabbed my hair and yanked my head back with an assessing glance, startling a cry.

      Cue hysterics.

      I slapped at his face like a five-year-old, panicking. Then turned palms into fists and tried again. My fists splashed against a hard, square jaw. Crying out, gritting my teeth against the pain, I tried to poke an eye, aiming for vulnerable spots. He didn’t seem to have any.

      What was this guy made of, rocks?

      I was losing the fight. Fear started to drip down my body like acid. I welcomed it, chasing away the weird, completely unnatural arousal that would not go away. But he wasn’t relenting and I was no match for his size. Hell, not many people, women nor men, were a match for this giant.

      Tears near the surface, brain scrabbling for some way out of this, I heard, “Stop.”

      Like a whip-crack, the command echoed through the alley. Charles froze. A dissatisfied whine came from somewhere across the way, but I couldn’t focus on that. I couldn’t even focus on Charles, still too close. My attention was sucked toward the speaker.

      “Release her.”

      My head dropped forward as Charles let go of my hair and stepped back quickly, dropping his hands to his sides like a kid trying not to be caught ransacking the cookies. A massive shape dominated the mouth of the alley. The glow from distant streetlights partially illuminated a breathtaking face. His body, poised, ready to fight, stood tall and firm, strength and power tempered with deadly grace.

      It was him! The guy walking under the street light yesterday!

      Something inside me sparked and started to glow, the draw of him once again tugging at me. His eyes swept past me to the other side of the alleyway. I followed their journey.

      And then squeaked in horrified shock.

      Danger Shadow stood with a ramrod straight back. He’d frozen like Charles. My boyfriend, who never even wanted to have sex with the light on if he could help it, and preferred the missionary position, was railing against the stranger with a serene expression.

      What. The. Hell? Charles’ words suddenly made a lot more sense. My not responding like normal humans made no sense at all.

      “You’re supposed to be securing the area,” the newcomer continued through my confused haze, his voice tight with anger. “We’ve had territory breaches every day this past week. They’re trying to take down as many of our people as possible. I’m sure I don’t have to remind you that they have a powerful mage. So I ask you again, what are you doing here, playing around with a couple of humans?”

      “We scouted and came up empty, Boss. Whatever it was is long gone,” Charles said with strain, hand cupping the bulge in his jeans. “Then we kinda…got distracted.”

      “You should’ve reported that information, rather than sought out pleasure,” the newcomer growled. He unconsciously flexed, his pecs becoming mountains. He sported useable, workable muscle.

      “My fault, Boss,” the guy with Jared said. “I needed something to take the edge off. Charles was starting to get on my nerves.”

      “Kind of a dick thing to say, bro,” Charles muttered.

      My mouth dropped open. What the hell was going on? Did someone slip me acid, or something? Was the circus in town and no one mentioned it?

      Ebony eyes flashed to me. “Why is she lucid?” The Boss’s eyes flayed Charles. “Pain is forbidden, unless requested. Judging by her shrieks, it was not requested.”

      “I’m at full strength!” Charles bleated. “I have been for a while! I’ve never met a human that didn’t go for it. I thought she was just roll-playing or something. How am I supposed to know…?”

      Charles sputtered to a stop within the hard glare of the boss. He lowered his head. “Sorry, Boss.”

      “I’m at full, too,” the other guy noted. “You can see what it’s doing to this guy.”

      “I want to speak with the girl,” the Boss said, stepping forward. Charles hastened away to the side, giving him room.

      “I hope this is an incredibly screwed up nightmare,” I managed.

      The newcomer—the Boss—stopped in front of me. His eyes glued to my face. “Why are you not frightened of me?”

      Great question. I had no idea. I just knew that I absolutely wasn’t. Not even a little bit. I faced off against his size, pure brawn and bulk with a killer’s grace, and wanted to melt against his thick, muscled chest. It was as strange and not normal as Jared’s sudden interest in men.

      So I lied. “Because you’re not scary.”

      His calculating black eyes analyzed me. “You are human.”

      “Ten points to you for your powers of observation. Bloody good show, Watson,” I retorted automatically.

      “How do you know me?”

      “I don’t. Look, let us go so I can go home and try to find some amnesia pills. I have no idea what’s going on, what you’ve done to him, and why I’m not normal, but if this weird shit goes on any longer I am going to self-destruct. I can feel it.”

      “You saw me last night. You saw me earlier this evening. You show up here, in my territory. You engage with my crew. You have some sort of strange effect on my senses. I don’t believe in coincidence. Who are you working for? Tell me, and I may let you live.”

      A shiver started at my head and worked down my body, flash freezing my blood. It stupidly never occurred to me that death was a variable with this man. Although, nothing made much sense, anymore. My brain had hit the snooze button and disengaged.

      Then something struck me. “What do you mean earlier this evening?” My mind recalled the shape near the tree; the motionless stranger, watching me as I watched him.  “That was you…”

      “You can see my dilemma.”

      I shook my head slowly. Then started babbling. “I didn’t know that was you! I couldn’t make out features. Or a shape, even. We aren’t in your territory on purpose! I don’t even like your territory. It’s the ghetto. We ran over something. The car hit a tree. Honest! We are trying to get somewhere safe to call for a tow truck. We were just passing through and those guys stopped us. I go to community college—I don’t even have a real job!”

      “I sense honesty. Odd.” His expression turned thoughtful. “I’ll watch you. If you come looking again, I’ll kill you.”

      I answered by gulping. Loudly.

      The Boss turned to the others. “Wipe their memories. Do a thorough job. Deposit them and deal with the car, if indeed there has been a crash.”

      “Can I have a crack at the girl before we take them back?” Charles asked hopefully, still holding his bulge through his pants. He looked pained. “I’m pretty sure I can bring her around...”

      I got an assessing glance. Some decision tugged down the corners of the Boss’ mouth, his expression mildly confused. Finally, he said, “No. Leave her. I want to see you back within the hour.”
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      I awoke with a groggy head sometime in the mid-morning. I lay on top of the covers in Jared’s bed, completely clothed. I even had my shoes on. Jared lay next to me, face down, partially clothed.

      I labored to sit up, putting a hand to my fuzzy head. I felt like I’d been drinking.

      I thought back to the night before. I remembered dinner. We’d each had a glass of wine. We’d walked outside. Something had spooked Jared—

      A memory nudged my brain. I clutched at it, scrabbling on the slippery thing, trying to fit it into place. All I caught was wisps.

      Sighing, struggling to remember what day it was, I checked my watch, remembered I didn’t have one on, and looked around for my phone. It was across the room, sticking haphazardly out of my purse. On the ground.

      I never put my purse on the ground. I always put it on a chair or counter top to keep the bottom clean. I’m anal like that.

      Another memory wobbled just out of reach, feathering my awareness. There were pieces missing from last night—like everything after dinner!

      “Sasha?” Jared roused, lifting onto his forearms and looking around the room. His head turned to me, eyes bleary.

      “Good morning. I think,” I said as I completed my zigzag to my handbag.

      “What time is it?”

      “I don’t know. I was just getting up to check. You need to get a clock.”

      “What happened last night? Did we drink? How’d we get home?”

      I snatched my phone and touched it. “Nine-oh-five. Huh. Seems later.”

      “I wanna fuck.”

      I froze, my phone still in front of my face. Jared did not talk like that, all husky and labored. He had never referred to sex as anything other than love-making.

      I heard rustling behind me and turned, slowly, incredulous. He sat in the middle of the bed, his erection in his hand. “Come over here baby, I wanna screw you.”

      My mouth dropped open. Wide eyed, I walked on wooden legs, a smile not far from my lips wondering if this was a joke.

      “No, stop there,” he said, hunger burning in his eyes.

      I halted, as instructed, with baited breath, allowing his eyes to rake over my body. My arousal spiked, this new spice kind of exciting. Like role playing. Dirty talk had been on my list of “To Try’s” but Jared always got embarrassed immediately.

      He wasn’t embarrassed now.

      “Strip. Slowly.”

      Feeling a thrill of anticipation, I slowly worked my buttons on my blouse, feeling air raise bumps on my skin as the fabric shimmied down my body. I let my bra fall a moment later, exposing my B-cup breasts.

      “Yes, that’s right. Beautiful,” Jared praised.

      With a growing smile I slowly worked my skirt down my legs, then my panties.

      “That’s right,” Jared murmured in that stranger’s voice, full of need. “Spread your legs. Yeah, that’s it. Now touch yourself. Good. How does that feel?”

      “Good,” I answered in a breathy voice.

      “Do it faster. I want to hear it.”

      I let my head fall back, working my body into a fever pitch.

      “Good girl. Now climb up onto the bed.”

      I wasted no time, giddy. I lay on my back in front of him. His eyes scanned my body, illuminated with a manic urgency. Suddenly Jared had turned into a sex starved creature.

      That damn fluttering kissed my brain again, nudging me to remember something I was forgetting. Then Jared dove between my legs, blacking out thought all together.

      

      I closed my eyes as my foot hit the pavement, the chill of the night reaching out to greet me. The sun was just tucking behind the horizon. Shadows reached, long arms spreading wide, covering the earth in a welcoming blanket.

      Jared stepped out around me. “Do you want to just walk through the park?” He turned the corner of his apartment building toward his car. “Maybe just get some fresh air?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “What the…?” Jared’s voice cut off.

      I hurried in his direction, only to slow with an absurd amount of blinking as I stared at the lime green station wagon parked in his spot. Jared was holding a note in one hand and a business card in the other.

      “What did we do last night?” he asked with a trembling voice.

      Fear tingled my scalp as I stepped up next to him, peering over his shoulder at the shaking note in his hand.

      

      Dear Self,

      I wrecked my car last night. It is in David’s Body Shop.  Here is his card. Insurance was notified. This is a loaner. Be more careful next time.

      Signed,

      Disappointed Me

      

      Memories fluttered, battering against my brain. There was something there. Something to do with the car. It was just out of reach. I couldn’t quite grasp the memory.

      “I remember dinner.” He shook his head. “I remember walking out. That’s it. Walking down the steps holding your hand. Then…nothing.” His eyes probed mine searchingly. “You didn’t spike my drink to shake things up, did you? Slip me Ecstasy or something?”

      I took a step back. All I could manage was, “What?”

      “I just… I don’t know. I mean, why else wouldn’t I remember… And all the sex today…”

      Forcing my breath in deep, even puffs, I used a calm tone. “I don’t remember anything, either. You think I like waking up with dirt all over my back, as if I was scraped against the ground? You think that’s a good situation for a girl? How the hell would I even navigate you? You weigh fifty pounds more than I do! Think about what the hell you’re saying before you start throwing verbal stones, basically saying I’m a shady, untrustworthy creep! Comments like that will get you dumped, quick!”

      So, not as calmly as I would’ve liked, but I made my point.

      The breath went out of Jared’s lungs. “Yeah.” He glanced back at the note. “Well, I’ll call this number. See if this is a prank or what.” Shaking his head in defeat, he stepped away as he dug out his phone.

      “I’ll wait at the bench,” I muttered, still taken aback by Jared’s mistrust. I had no idea he thought of me that way. That he would suspect I’d do something so disgusting in a strange pursuit of this supposed reckless lifestyle. As a person who always followed the rules so as not to be noticed, I found the allegation as absurd as it was offensive.

      I meandered to my familiar waiting spot in the park, a stone bench in the middle of a large copse of trees at the edge of his apartment complex. It was lush and secluded, rarely visited by anyone besides those looking for a place their dog could poop. I could partially see the evening sky, a couple stars fighting twilight before full night fell. A soft breeze tickled my nose, pleasing me with a spring floral bouquet.

      It was then that I felt the disquiet. Something nudging my senses. It was like a weird tug on my chest. I peered into the shadows between two large trees, following the feeling.

      Nothing moved. There wasn’t even a flicker. But I could feel it. I could feel the pull of it, whatever it was. I could feel its presence sucking me in.

      Another item for the secret box, probably. Imaginary people. I would end up in a padded cell one of these days.

      “Sasha.”

      I jumped so high I nearly fell off the stone seat. “Jesus, Jared! I didn’t hear you.”

      I stood to greet him. “What’d you find out?” I brushed myself off. It was a futile effort. I was still wearing the clothes from the night before, which had dirt smears ground in. “What did we do? Play flag football or something?”

      Jared’s gaze caught on my cleavage. He extended a hand slowly, reaching under my skirt.

      “What are you…?”

      “Just real quick,” he muttered, his voice back to heavy and husky, the need overriding his logic.

      Stunned mute, I stayed still; a strange fantasy of doing this outside competed with embarrassment.

      Was that me giggling? What had gotten into me?

      “C’mon, baby.” Jared wrapped his body around mine, one hand running down my back and cupping my butt, the other working at his zipper.

      “Oh my God!” With a wicked smile I peered out through the heavy bushes, seeing no one around. I couldn’t stop giggling! I squeezed my eyes shut with a wide smile. I can’t believe I’m doing this!

      “Okay, but…hurry!” I said excitedly.

      I giggled again as my lust sparked, clutching onto him. As he readied himself, suddenly a strange feeling came over me. Intense guilt. Like I was harming someone. Adulterous.

      With a weight on my chest tugging sideways, impeding breath, my gaze swung left. The shadows moved, dim light flickering off a giant form. Luminescent eyes caught and reflected the light. A face so handsome it hardly looked real was staring at me. Seething.

      Bat’s wings now, flapping at my memories. I knew that man, felt connected with him somehow. I knew that unbelievably handsome, earth shattering face. Those deep, dark, penetrating eyes. It was right there. It was right at the edges of my awareness.

      Why did it feel like knowing him was the most important thing in my life?

      As Jared kissed my neck, guilt unlike I’d ever felt settled down on me like snowflakes, melting into my skin. The stranger took one step closer. To claim me. To claim what was his.

      But that was just crazy. This was all just fucking crazy!

      My mind warped, unable to handle what was happening. Unable to handle the burning of my body.

      I broke away from Jared and ran. Sprinted away. I couldn’t handle the confusing surety and absolute conviction that I belonged with a perfect stranger. That I was meant to be with him.

      I didn’t even know him!

      My secret box had lit on fire and was burning my life down around me.
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      I huddled on my bed later that night with my knees pulled up to my chest. Thinking. Focusing on what it was I couldn’t remember. It was there, hovering around my conscious mind. Nudging me. Waiting for me to pay attention. To remember. It was the key to that insane situation in the park.

      I flung my wet hair out of my face, pulled the sleeves of my pajamas over my hands, and glanced out the window.

      The stranger waited. Outside, he watched, staring up at my shaded windows, just wanting me to know he was there. He was waiting for me to come down to him. He had the same questions I did—I was certain he felt the same things.

      How did I know this? I just did. And that scared the crap out of me!

      “Get a grip, Sasha!” I exhaled nosily, lightly rocking back and forth. There was no way in hell I was going outside. Not with Jared’s strange desires, our inability to remember the night before, a stranger stalking me, and shadows magically coming to life—

      I mentally tried to trap the memory. Shadows, arousal, Jared’s car—why wouldn’t it come clear? It was like a mental block shielding the memories from my awareness. They were there, behind a thick veil, I just had to find a way to them.

      I shook my head, shoving aside the presence I felt loitering outside my apartment like a creep and settled into my bed. I doubted sleep would come, but I might as well try. It was midnight and I had to get up early for a test.

      

      My eyes snapped open. I looked around wildly, my room was still and quiet. The red letters on the clock read 4:09. I’d been asleep for four hours.

      Drenched in sweat, I bolted up into a sitting position and focused on my tweed window shade. Something had unlocked that mental vault in my sleep, and I remembered everything.

      Everything.

      “Oh my God.” My words sounded like gunshots in my quiet room.

      I replayed every scene, from walking out of the restaurant, to Charles approaching me with a hungry smile after the stranger—the Boss—had left. Charles had stopped right in front of me, his eyes raking down my body. Faster than lightening, he grabbed my head and stared into my eyes. I watched in petrified confusion as his smile slipped. His fluffy eyebrows settled over his eyes like low-lying clouds.

      “I can’t penetrate,” he’d admonished, speaking to the shadow man behind him.

      They were real!

      “You aren’t supposed to touch her,” the other had said, releasing Jared. “The Boss will rip you apart if you defy a direct order.”

      Jared stared straight ahead, his eyes glazed and unseeing. He looked like a robot powering down.

      “I can’t wipe her memory.” Charles had leaned closer to me, searching my eyes for a clue to solve his puzzle.

      “Some humans are extraordinarily dimwitted. Here, I’ll help.”

      I’d had time to feel indignation before my mind went blank.

      What had we stumbled upon? They’d called us humans. Somehow, they’d used their minds to assert their will.

      It sounded like a fable.

      That same damned trickle of adrenaline I always got when riding in a really fast car had my heart hammering and my energy zinging. My whole world was topsy-turvy, but one thing was clear.

      I had to see him again. I had to see the Boss.

      I needed to know what was going on. Was I losing my mind? Were the mushrooms on my steak the funny kind that made me see things? Did I ingest some Ecstasy without knowing it? Because Jared had been right: only drugs could explain last night. It was the only plausible reason for what I was sure transpired.

      I slowly lowered my head to the pillow, eyes trying to bore a hole through my window shade. What I had sensed earlier was no longer there. The Boss was gone.

      I still had no idea how I knew, only that it felt like something was missing. Something I longed for.

      

      As the next evening fell, I was in street clothes and running shoes. It had not escaped me that I was doing something so stupid it was life-threatening. At the very least I was heading to a bad neighborhood. Even if I didn’t find man-shaped shadows, and even if I didn’t prove that what I’d experienced was real, if not completely outlandish, I was still heading toward a pack of dangerous homeless hoodlums. There was a reason people on that side of town steered clear of shelters and church-goers offering help. Even wearing grubby black clothes, I still looked like a spoiled brat from a middle-classed family.

      God, I was stupid. But I had to know.

      Some part of me thought only these shadow men would know why I was different. They might be able to shed a glimmer of light on why I noticed them and others didn’t. Why my memory was returned to me, and not Jared, who was still a clueless, humping mess.

      I stepped out into the night, a strange new world now that I suspected what the darkness harvested. I peered into each shadow I passed, and even scanned under my car for hidden villains. I imagined the headlights of my old, dilapidated Firebird scurrying strange critters out of my way.

      “I should go home.” My voice echoed in the quiet car. “I should turn around, right now, and go home.”

      A second later I was walking at a fast pace toward last’s night’s episode with my hood over my head and my hands in my pockets. I’d have to work on self-control another time. A man to my right took a blanket from his shopping cart, his smell churning my stomach as I hurried past. Another man, ten feet down the sidewalk, was lighting a cigarette, the flame flickering light across his focused brow. Eyes the color and cloudiness of smoke peered upwards, noticing me.

      I hurried on, now approaching the alley where I knew we’d stood. I recognized the shamble of a broken chair and the sparse remnants of a car window sprinkled over the curb. The alleyway was empty.

      Damn!

      “Hey pretty lady.”

      A man in a tattered coat stood behind me at an awkward lean. His pants were baggy and tied to his waist with a frayed rope.

      “What you lookin’ for way over here? You needin’ a good time?” The man stepped closer, his face obscured by a matted brown beard.

      Fear stabbed my chest. This was one of the many reasons why I shouldn’t have come.

      I cleared my throat and raised my chin, fingering the whistle in my pocket.

      Yes, that was the only weapon I could procure. A stinkin’ rape whistle. I wasn’t batting a thousand in the preparedness department. It was like all the craziness from my recent experience warped my logic, and now I was just flying by the seat of my pants. I should be outraged at the treatment of Jared and me, and scared of what lurked in the shadows—instead, I just had three times as many questions. My brain couldn’t wrap around everything going on, so it stuck to what I could control, and waited for answers.

      Right now, though, I needed to get out of here or things would get a whole lot worse.

      “I was just leaving.” I turned quickly and headed back the way I’d come, only to realize I’d been followed.

      Two men blocked the sidewalk, dressed similar to the man stepping to my back.

      This was very bad news.

      Before I could run, or even get my whistle to my mouth, rough hands took hold of my shoulders and jostled me, my body crashing against the stone wall. He was on me a moment later, his smell making me retch, his hands fumbling at my breasts.

      I screamed, fighting him, trying to bat his hands away and get my knee in a position to crush his balls. His hand came up, poised, ready to strike my face. I had one second to feel an all-consuming terror, a crawling sensation dominating my panic-stricken thoughts, before suddenly his whole body was ripped away, thrown to the side like he was made of rags.

      The man’s head thunked against the side of the alley before his body slid to the ground.

      I looked up with wild eyes.

      In front of me was the stranger. The Boss. Six-and-a-half feet of lethal muscle, poised over me possessively. He turned his broad shoulders toward the two men cornering me. Everyone scattered.

      Literally.

      As if an invisible shock wave of fear washed over the street, everybody in sight fled. Some men hobbling, some moving in jerky thrusts of knees, some with the speed only PCP could lend, they all took off. One man didn’t even bother to buckle his britches. His lady love in tow, street weathered and down-trodden, wiping her mouth as she galloped after him.

      I turned back to the giant in front of me, eyes wide, fear still pinging through my body.

      “You aren’t real bright, even for a human.”

      I saw him more clearly now than I ever had. He had a chiseled face with high cheek bones and a straight nose. His strong jaw lent him a heavy dose of masculinity, but his long lashes and dark eyebrows softened him into something out of a magazine. The effect was stunning.

      My whole body bowed in a huge sigh of relief. Safety. “Thank God you showed up.”

      “Why are you here?”

      I held up my palm and shook my head. “Wait. Just… wait.” I took a few steps away. “I thought I was going to get raped. God, that was stupid!” With hands on hips, I took a few big, lung-filling breaths. When the bursts of fear completely subsided, I strolled back to my previous position, looking up at the holder of, hopefully, many answers.

      As I met his black eyes, his puzzled expression deepened. “You’re human…”

      “We established that, yes. What I want to know is, if I am human, what does that make you? And why do I notice you when others usually don’t?”

      His head cocked to the side. His easy balance, his lethal edge; he was like a blade resting on billowing silk. “Very few humans are able to withstand our pheromones. Fewer still to break a Kolma once it has been placed. You’ve not been trained, that’s obvious; so how is this possible when you’re definitely human? Do you possess the blood of another species?”

      I could barely think past the pounding ache of my body, begging to touch him. I needed to get a grip! He was revealing some very interesting factoids I needed to jot down in my mental notebook.

      His nostrils flared. “Charles was right; your arousal is a unique scent. Like a spicy, warm drink on a mid-winter’s night. It rises above other smells, entrancing the mind.”

      “Umm,” charged with questions, determination, anger, and demands, I thrust forward, “Listen, what did you mean about withstanding the…pher-thing? Or breaking the other thing? How can you trap someone’s head with pleasure? Because I’m pretty sure—not positive, but pretty sure—that Jared is straight. And also, I really think we should circle back to what the hell you are, and why nobody knows that you exist? Because this whole people scattering thing is not normal, and I think an explanation is probably in order.”

      He stepped closer, not hearing me, or not caring that I spoke. His eyes looked at me like I was a life-sized riddle. They delved, searching. He took another step, forcing me to retreat two steps to keep distance between our bodies. Another step back had my back to the wall.

      A small smile curved his lips. “I exude pleasure, you run. I exude fear, you come calling. You want me, I can smell it. I can feel it, almost like a palpable thing. Give in to it. Yield to me.”

      Oh, God, I wanted to. His body was mere inches from mine, his intense eyes looking down into my soul from a face out of a Renaissance painting. The power of him, the sheer strength, had strange, primal fantasies running amok through my head. My core tingled, my chest surged, and my nipples were so hard they could cut this stone wall.

      Why had I come here, again?

      He bent, sucking in a big breath through his nose. His face dipped to my neck, hot breath soaking into my fevered skin. A large hand landed on the swell of my hip, firm and in control.

      “Nu-uh.” I pushed at him, unable to help my sigh. His leg slid in-between my thighs, pressing up against my core, applying warm heat to an area sodden with desire. My hands fell to my sides weakly as his tongue flicked out, tasting my hot skin. He moaned, a deep sound resonating from the base of him, licking down my body like a tongue.

      “That’s right.” His mouth lightly sucked at the base of my neck. Lingering on my pulse. A scrape of tooth had me moaning, honing in on his fingers as they lightly grazed my skin.

      “Shouldn’t,” I muttered, my eyes fluttering as his fingertips trailed over my body. His groin was moving against me in slow, rhythmic thrusts, unhurried and self-assured I would submit. “Can’t.”

      His mouth glanced across my chin then up to my lips. As his full lips touched mine, my thoughts started to swirl. He tasted like wild wine and spice—decadent heaven. His tongue entered my mouth in needful thrusts, expertly playful and sexy at the same time. His bulge was hitting my sweet spot, turning my body into liquid fire.

      Logic screamed at me to push away. To get away from this.

      But I had never felt like this before. Never been touched like this.

      I’d never had the pounding of my heart echoed in another, almost as if they were two halves of a whole. As if I finally fit somewhere; a niche where I’d always belonged, I just hadn’t found until right now. Every ounce of my being begged to give in; to submit to him totally.

      Then the fire and crazy thoughts started to frost over, starting with my throat and working down the meat of my body. My bones felt like they were turning brittle. Lust was replaced with a tingling of warning, pricks of ice cold pain.

      This wasn’t the logical side of my brain, it was something else. A warning.

      I put a tentative hand to his shoulder, stilling his movements.

      Suddenly he was off me, air replacing his scorching body. He whirled, leather duster billowing out behind him. A gleaming, curved sword blossomed in his hand out of nowhere, the other hand twirling a knife.

      “What the hell?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    
    
      Freezing cold cracked my bones as my fingers and toes were taken over with frost bite. A pressure filled the air, condensing around me, pushing me back against the wall.

      In the middle of the street, like a heat wave taking form, materialized two shapes. They were like disproportioned humans with a monster-like flare. The one on the left had grotesque, burly shoulders. Its arms were stringy, like exposed muscle. Its legs were similar, each limb ending in long, three inch claws. A head like a bull, it had no eyes, just a large, gaping mouth filled with two rows of sharp teeth.

      Next to it was a taller shape, like a man made of leather. Its face was an oval, completely smooth; the only feature were two glowing, green orbs posing as eyes. Its hands and feet also ended in claws.

      What was truly strange was not the monster-like quality, but the fact that as they stood, they threw off an aura of darkness. It wasn’t like the Boss, who cloaked himself in shadow—these suffocated light, killing it until hope turned into despair. It was like an endless night, knowing you’d never be greeted by the sun again.

      I huddled against the wall, too terrified to run, not sure what they were, or what they wanted, but knowing the thread connecting me to life was a meager thread indeed if they came after me.

      The one with the bull head stepped forward, long claws flexing, its gaping mouth opening wider. The maw issued forth a swarm of insects in a plume, the buzz nearly deafening my ears. Five foot by five, the giant cloud rocketed out from its body, heading straight for the Boss, who stood protectively in front of me.

      He surged forward, meeting the plume with swinging sword, the blade glowing a burnished gold. It sliced through the insect horde like a stick through sand, cutting a path that immediately turned into wisps of smoke. Sword moving in a figure eight, over and over, the Boss was pushed back, struggling with the horde as if it was a solid unit instead of thousands of small insects clustered together.

      The Leather-Man-Monster sprung upwards, a huge arc flying through the air. The creature caught and sucked in the light, a streak of darkness slicing through the glow of the distant streetlight. It landed with a soft squelch, claws sinking into the Boss’s flesh.

      It was here I could play hero and save the day. Deep in my bones I knew I could stop this. I could banish these things, rip them from the Boss’s back and ground them to paste.

      I also knew those thoughts were illusions of grandeur, because if a giant man with a sword couldn’t handle this mess, what the hell could a small woman with a rape whistle do?

      So I watched in horror as the Leather Man slid down the Boss’s back, leaving scores deep in the leather coat. The Boss thrashed, having cut through the insect horde, and now reaching back with his gold bladed dagger, slicing the left leg of the lithe monster.

      With a screech that made my teeth grind, the Leather Man convulsed, half its leg falling, turning to wisps of smoke before it hit the ground. The rest of its body flew skyward, hovering for the briefest of moments like Spiderman as gravity grabbed hold, then landing five feet away, claws outstretched. The now-lopsided creature teetered before falling to the ground. It was enough time for the Boss to shrug out of his shredded leather duster, revealing a leather vest underneath with six gaping tears, red oozing out.

      Vivid blue tattoos circled his arms like serpents, before flashing a burnished gold along his skin. He crouched, coiled, and sprung all in one elegant, oiled movement. He slashed at the struggling Leather Man creature, his blade slicing a diagonal line through its chest.

      The high-pitched scream echoed again, making me clamp my hands over my ears. A red slash burnt across the Leather Man’s middle, tendrils of smoke rising where the sword had passed through.

      The Boss, not resting, plunged his knife downward, business end stabbing through the creature’s head. It started to shake violently, but I couldn’t let my eyes remain. A strange chanting penetrated my awareness.

      Still huddling on the ground, I stared at the bull creature. It was making foreign sounds; strange guttural incantations with a peculiar tongue lilt. It certainly wasn’t English, and it definitely was dangerous.

      As that last thought tumbled through my head, a blue cloud rolled and boiled around it, almost like an aura encompassing its chest and head. The blue cloud, like a heavily pregnant stomach with an active baby, gave the impression of shapes moving within.

      “Where are they?” the Boss spat, turning from a strange puddle in the street, like tar with a metallic surface. His eyes swept toward me. “Run, Sasha! I won’t let it follow you. You’ll be safe. I’ll find you after.”

      I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the remaining monster.

      I could feel that pulsing blue cloud, as if it fanned a spark deep within. It sang to me, hinting at wonders so divine a mortal would be hard-pressed to live after experiencing them. Wouldn’t want to. Wouldn’t want to exist in a life devoid of the power and majesty within that blue cloud.

      I felt my heart reach out, as if extending from my chest. My body started to flush, then heat, prickles sticking my arms, my chest and my head—just like acupuncture—and awakening my senses. Something in my middle blossomed, expanding outward until my skin felt stretched over it. I wanted to laugh so hard, my face cracked and my teeth loosened. I wanted to jump so high, I sailed over God; dance so hard, I broke a hip.

      The liquid pulsed and heaved, gaining momentum, but weakly. I had no idea how I knew, but it held only a trickle of power. A card house outdoors; all one needed was a light breeze.

      I didn’t know how to blow.

      The Boss ran at it, slashing. My eyes hadn’t left the monster.

      The bull beast had stepped out from behind its creation. The flow of power stopped and tied, allowing the creator to move freely, leaving its creation to carry out its duty. The bull beast was headed my way.

      “Oh God, oh God, oh God.” My voice sounded frail and weak, a poor representation of the budding strength within my chest.

      The bull beast stepped up onto the curb, its eyeless face pointed at me. It was expectant. Hungry. Its clawed fingers were moving excitedly, talons clicking together as it approached.

      “Run, Sasha!” the Boss shouted.

      Reality snapped like a ruler against the inside of a wrist. Run!

      “I can offer you great rewards.” Words came out in a garbled cluster of syllables, but I understood it. Its power pulsed. Reaching for me.

      Something within my chest tried to reach back.

      “Oh crap!”

      I feinted right like a boxer and bolted left, running smack into an immovable object. I ricocheted off and flew head over heels into a pile of rotted crates, my foot falling through a stack of three and getting stuck at the bottom. “Oh no!” I cried in panic, trying to shake my foot free with a hand on the slimy wall for balance.

      A giant man was standing in my path, sword drawn, red-orange blade. The tip swung backward before it slashed down, nearly poking my eye. I hunkered down, leg forgotten, just trying to not get killed by friendly fire.

      Glowing blade slashed again. The dance of warfare took the giant guy throughout the alley, slicing off pieces of the monster one at a time. Another shape rushed in, huge and bulky, just like the others.

      With three against one, plus a weird blue creation, the fight was over in less time than it took me to realize my trapped foot was in a puddle of sludge currently soaking into my sock. Yanking it free, losing some skin off my ankle in the effort, I finally looked up. Then cowered again.

      The three mountainous men were staring at me in semi-circle, swords loosely at their sides. The blades were all silver again, making me wonder if they were actually light sabers and this was all an elaborate joke on the human.

      “Her again, Boss?”

      I recognized that striking face. Charles. The third addition to this group was unfamiliar, with a mild case of the handsome disease and the same overbearing, yet mouth-watering body.

      “Yes.” The Boss’s tone was curt and his chest puffed slightly, trying to bend his shoulder blades back to ease the tension on the middle of his back.

      “Can we keep her?” Charles persisted.

      “He’s hurt.” I pointed at the Boss.

      It didn’t shake Charles’s single-minded focus.

      “How bad?” said the third addition, speaking in a harmonious, mid-range voice that probably lent extremely well to singing.

      “It’s nothing. Take her to her car and see her home. Do not touch her.” The Boss’s eyes, brimming with the assurance of authority, gripped Charles for a moment, making sure his command was understood. Then he turned to me and said, “Let him get you home safely.”

      Charles said, “I did last time, didn’t I? I can be trusted with your pets.” Charles almost sounded sulky. He suddenly seemed a lot younger than he looked.

      The Boss nodded once, swept a glance past me, and turned away, crimson oozing down the black leather covering his back. The Singer followed, not bothering with a glance in my direction. Charles hovered.

      “I would send you away, but then I’d probably get mugged and killed,” I said, stepping out of the alley, my left foot sloshing within my shoe. Like Jared the day before, my brain was on vacation. Again.

      “Yesterday you smelled so great. Today you smell like dead rat. What gives?” Charles stepped beside me, taking the street-side of the sidewalk as we ambled back toward my car.

      “Don’t talk to me. You tried to force me!” I shivered.

      “Hey! That wasn’t my fault! I’ve only met a few humans. Usually they’re all gung-ho. How was I supposed to know you didn’t want me? Obviously you’re the problem here, not me—all the chicks dig me.”

      I scoffed at him. “Really? Can you be any more of an egotistical jackass?”

      “Sure, if you want. I thought you weren’t into that sorta thing, though.”

      I gave up. The man was dense. Or else really young despite his appearance. There was no other explanation.

      “What are you guys?” I sidetracked. “What were those things? Why did the one make a blue…thing? Why do your swords glow? Am I going crazy? What’s happening to me?”

      Charles whistled as I wound down to a stop. He clasped his hands behind his back in a thinking pose. It was probably a fruitless effort. “The first three would take too long to explain, and we’d probably just wipe the memories from your head anyway, making any explanation wasted time. And if I have extra time, I like to spew batter, not chatter.”

      “Gross,” I muttered, spotting my car up ahead.

      “As for the other questions—well, you aren’t going crazy, but possibly have been for some time. And nothing, yet, but if you’d care to remove your clothes, I will happen to you at least twice, quick or slow, hard or soft—entirely up to you.”

      I ignored him. Suddenly I was bone weary. My limbs felt like they weighed a hundred pounds each.

      “Firebird, huh? Old school. My kinda girl.”

      I sighed hugely. “It goes fast. Look, thanks for the—what are you doing?”

      Charles stopped halfway to stuffing himself into my passenger seat. One eyebrow quirked as his lips tugged down at the corners. “Sitting? What do you mean? Is that a weird, human trick-question? I’m confused.”

      “Why are you getting in my car? Get out.”

      His mouth fell into a full frown. “The Boss gave a command—how are you resisting? You’re human.”

      “Yeah, so you people—or whatever—keep reminding me. Look, I don’t need an escort. I’ve got plenty of gas, my…don’t you sit all the way down or…don’t you shut that…damn it!”

      I fell into the seat with my finger already out. “Get out. Seriously.”

      “This will go a lot faster if you just drive. You’re too small to make me do anything I don’t want to do. And just small enough to make me do anything you say as long as you—“

      “Take off my clothes, I know.” I sighed and started the car. It would almost be easier just to give in.

      I rode to my apartment in sulky silence, which didn’t prevent Charles from gabbing merrily about a whole lot of absolutely nothing. He sounded like a boy barely on the man side of puberty. If I didn’t need my hands to steer, I would have had a finger stuffed as far in my ears as possible.

      I parked in the space designated for my apartment, waited for the monstrous man to unfold from the confines of my car, and beeped the alarm on. I turned toward home, so tired I could barely stand, needing sugar to cure the adrenaline crash and possible shock I was enduring.

      “Wait, one thing.”

      I turned back. “What now?”

      He surprised me with his proximity. Before I could blink, his hand was on my head.

      

      I awoke with a groggy head sometime in the mid-morning. I lay on top of the covers in my bed, wearing a black hoodie and dirty, spotted jeans. My left shoe was covered in a vile smelling brown sludge, as was my comforter under my foot.

      I labored to sit up, moving a hand up to my fuzzy head. I felt like I’d been drinking.

      I thought back to the night before. Then blinked in confusion. I couldn’t remember. Not last night, and not even the majority of yesterday. It was like huge pieces of my memory were wiped clean.

      Sighing, struggling to remember what day it was, I stared at my calendar, and then checked my clock. Red numbers read 7:35.

      Why couldn’t I remember yesterday? Did Jared drug me for kicks or something?

      A memory fluttered at the edge of consciousness. I grasped at it, catching nothing but stale air. My eyes glanced over my room, finding my purse on the ground by the door.

      I never put my purse on the ground. I always put it on a chair or counter top to keep the bottom clean. I’m anal like that.

      After a few moments of staring at it like a hog looking at a wristwatch, I lay back down and closed my eyes. I would skip first period.
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      “Hey, whaddya doing?” Charles stepped forward with Jonas toward the apartment complex, reaching a hand out to stop his brother-at-arms. “We’re just supposed to watch and to make sure he doesn’t go wandering around. We’re not supposed to go in.”

      “The Boss doesn’t care about this weasel. He only cares about the girl. Let’s have some fun.”

      “Okay, but, the girl likes this guy, so the Boss wants this guy safe.”

      “He’ll be plenty safe. I’ll take him to Third Three. He’ll be fine. Time of his life.” Jonas waited beside the door until a human, so unobservant it might as well have been blind, unlocked the apartment complex door and went through, completely missing their presence. Jonas stepped forward in a smooth, quick glide, catching the door before it clicked into its bed.

      “This just isn’t a good idea,” Charles whined, following.

      Jonas often pushed the envelope. His tastes generally bent toward pain, liking when his victims screamed and begged for their life. It wasn’t a perversion, per se, since being a hunter was in their genetic makeup, but it wasn’t exactly normal, either. The majority of their species leaned more toward wanton pleasure any way they could get it, with any one they could get it, pushed higher and harder with another willing participant. Oh sure, there were the dominance games, which could be fun, but all-in-all everyone was in it for a good time.

      It was why Charles was supposed to keep an eye on Jonas—make sure he didn’t do anything stupid. Terrible idea, obviously. Jonas was one of the best they had, brutal without mercy and extremely effective. Charles was an up-and-comer with a lot of potential.

      Which meant he’d get his ass kicked if he got in Jonas’s way.

      They made it silently up two flights of stairs and down the hall without anyone noticing. As Jonas waited outside the human’s door, he snickered. “It’s almost too easy. These humans don’t notice nothing.”

      “That’s because they don’t want to know what goes bump in the night when they’re safely behind their alarms and locks. That girl human does, though. She peeks right into the shadows and picks us out, remember? What’s with that? It creeps me out. We’re supposed to be the dominant species…”

      “Shut up, I can hear him coming. I don’t want him to scream before I can Dose him. That’ll just get messy.”

      Jonas knocked quietly. They heard three footsteps before the door swung open, a chubby male with a shock of orange hair holding a candy bar staring at them with round eyes. “Hello?”

      “Who are you?” Jonas asked in a low voice, stepping into the small apartment. Charles followed quickly, scanning the corridor to make sure they weren’t seen.

      “Whu—” The male’s face went slack.

      “That worked fast,” Charles noticed, eyes dipping to this fellow’s stiffening dick. “He’s dim-witted, then? Is that why he succumbed so fast?”

      Jonas stepped around the human male and walked to the back of the apartment in quick, smooth strides. “Some just have less defense against it. Doesn’t have much to do with their I.Q. Some of the dumb ones can really give you problems.”

      “Oh.” Charles stepped away from the kid’s groping hands. “No thanks, bro, you’re not my type. Sorry. We didn’t know anyone else was home.”

      Jonas stepped out from the bedroom at the back of a frumpy apartment. “He’s not in his room.”

      “Human male,” Charles spoke to the kid, and then danced away from outstretched arms, “where’s your friend?”

      “Roommate!” Jonas yelled, stepping beside the male.

      The kid turned to Jonas with huge eyes, his hands falling to his side. He started to tremble.

      “Now, Jonas, bro, this isn’t the time for screaming,” Charles lectured. “You know what the Boss said; we’re supposed to keep a low profile tonight.”

      “You nag.” Jonas tugged down his zipper, letting his pheromones change back to lustful coaxing.

      “Jonas, Jesus—let it go. We have stuff to do tonight.” Charles blew out a breath in impatience.

      “Takes the edge off. Besides, these humans think they’re the masters of the universe. It’s good for them to know someone bigger is lurking around.”

      The door handle of the front door jiggled just as Charles was about to complain again. The knob turned, revealing the tall, thin Jared they’d met a couple days ago.

      “What the—?” Jared froze, stunned.

      “Howdy partner, good to see ya again. Let’s go ahead and invite you inside, huh?” Charles ushered him in, hitting him with a good Dose of pheromones to loosen him up. Human males had the propensity to scream. They really needed to relax and just let the good times happen.

      Which was exactly what Charles was helping him do with the Dose.

      “What’s happening?” Jared stared at his roommate.

      Charles glanced at Jonas. “C’mon, bro. I’m getting a weird feeling we’re going to get caught.”

      “The Boss is on the other side of the city. He’s dealing with a turf breach. We’re good.” Jonas flexed.

      Charles noticed two slim hands reaching for his crotch. He slapped them away and stepped toward the door. “I’m not in the mood, kid. Jonas, handle this guy, would ya?”

      Jonas stared at the roommate for a second. “You got lucky.” He turned away from the kid and stepped forward. He  slipped a bag over Jared’s head. Before Charles could protest, Jonas had the kid’s hands bound behind his back and over a shoulder.

      As they walked out the door, Charles asked, “Aren’t you going to mind-wipe Carrot Top?”

      “No time. We got what we came for, now we gotta go.”

      All Charles could do was shake his head. He had a really bad feeling about all this.
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      “Damn it!” I sat forward in the still room, silence wrapping me in a thick blanket. A moment of contemplation had me catapulting out of my bed and into some sweats. It was just after ten at night and I knew Jared would still be up.

      “Think they can just keep sucking my brain out of my head, do they?” I jerked my hood over my head. “Well, joke’s on them—just like school, it doesn’t stick!”

      I slipped into my tennis shoes and snatched my handbag. “I am going to give them a piece of my mind! Just as soon as I make sure Jared isn’t in some weird orgy!”

      Just like the last time I spent a whole day with no recollection as to what happened the night before, I awoke remembering everything. Only this time, the recall was faster. It was as if my brain remembered the path out, and took it just as soon as my consciousness got out of the way.

      I hesitated at the door for a brief second…then shrugged and grabbed my rape whistle off the table by the door. You just never knew.

      I really needed to get a proper weapon…

      Fifteen minutes later and I was knocking on Jared’s apartment door. It opened with a swirl of desperation, his red-headed roommate looking out at me, butt-ass naked.

      “Uh…” I cleared my throat and stepped backward. “What, uh…what’s going on, Billy? You, uh…you’re naked…”

      “I wanted to screw a guy!”

      I’d been doing a lot of confused blinking in the last couple of days, and this was no exception. “That’s something. Is, uh, is Jared here?”

      “Did you hear me? Why the fuck did I want to screw a guy, Sasha? Am I gay?” Billy’s eyes were wild and unfocused. His cock was standing on end.

      Suddenly I knew exactly what happened, and it wasn’t very nice to leave his memories intact. Poor Billy was scared out of his head, having known he liked girls his whole life and suddenly unsure; but unlike a drunken night of experimentation, he had been blind-sided. Unfortunately, I didn’t know how to talk him down, nor did I want to get any closer. Billy’s eyes were starting to lose their focus, sliding down my body in unmasked lust.

      “I need to screw you,” he said immediately.

      I took another step back. “Is Jared in there?”

      “Nah, he got kidnapped. C’mon, pretty pussy cat, I wanna pet you.”

      “You need to stay in your house until this wears off, Billy. You’re dangerous.”

      “I’m a thrill ride. Wanna ticket?”

      Ugh! I turned and ran down the hall, looking back before I hit the stairs to make sure Billy turned back into his house. Miracle of miracles, thankfully he did.

      That wasn’t right. Doing that to him wasn’t how to treat people. At the same time, killing strange monsters and carrying around swords wasn’t normal, either.

      Focus on what you can control.

      “Kidnapped?” I asked myself, knowing full well it was Charles and that other, scary guy.

      Outside his apartment complex I slowed to a walk, thinking. How would I know where they took him? Because I had to get him back—that was a given. I could go back to that alleyway where those guys tended to pop up, but having been accosted by a homeless man, and met by crazy monsters that could spit out other, more colorful monsters, I wasn’t in a hurry to go alone.

      I sank into the driver’s seat of my Firebird. Those guys must live somewhere. They may not be human, apparently, but everything needed a place to reside. So the question then became: Where did they live?

      Probably on the bad side of town, since the Boss referred to it as his territory.

      Suddenly, in full action, I started my car and stepped on the gas. Some guy dove out of the way, groceries flying.

      “Sorry!” I yelled out the window, berating myself for not looking first.

      Speeding to my general destination, I couldn’t help but feel a hard pang of guilt. In the back of my head I knew, just knew, this had to do with my secret box. I’d finally found the things I’d been catching glimpses of my entire life (they were real!), and while a huge part of me was relieved I wasn’t crazy, Jared was somewhere right now probably thinking he was. My life had officially started to corrode him.

      It was only a matter of time.

      Slowing as I neared the old crash site from a couple of nights ago, I noticed the fresh scar on the tree. I kept driving, letting out the other contents of my secret box and grasping a really helpful little tool. I’d always thought of it as women’s intuition, just a lot more potent than other people’s. I could find a diamond earring on a soccer field after everyone else had looked all day and given up. I had feelings about pop quizzes. I could guess someone’s intentions a second before they acted on them. It wasn’t failsafe, and it didn’t always work, but when it did, miracles happened.

      I needed a miracle right now.

      In a weird kind of daze, I let my inner voice guide me, my arms dropping to the right on the steering wheel, then the left, taking turns until I slowed in the nicer part of town. Low and behold, looming up on the left, huge and brooding, was a freaking mansion! A fortress, more like, dominating the neighborhood with size and well… weirdness. It had gothic-looking spires and busts, three visible stories, and took up half a block. Oh yeah, and gargoyles huddled along the sweeping roof, snarling out at the street.

      How had people not petitioned? How had I not heard of a relic from Ghostbusters? Where was the key master? All good questions for yet another time; I had found the right place.

      “Homey,” I muttered, taking in the dark brown paint with black trim.

      A woman, moving as if made from silk, made her way down the sidewalk and turned onto the path to the front door. She was tall and lithe, beauty showcased in a shimmery, see-through gown.

      “Yeah, this is the right place, all right.”

      When had I taken up talking to myself?

      I slipped out of my car silently and bush hopped until I was crouching next to the porch, watching the quiet street in the darkness. I had to assume that the other houses were owned by normal people, and normal people didn’t gallivant outside at midnight. That just left me with the non-normal people who were definitely living, or at least residing, in this house.

      I glanced at the door, shifting within my bush. I really didn’t want to go in and face the crazy. I hadn’t forgotten how large those guys had been, or Goddamn strong Charles was. I poked the guy in the eyeball and he just reached out to palm my breast, completely unconcerned! Who was I fooling? What help would I be trying to break Jared out of here?

      I should call the cops. That’s what I should do. Report a kidnapping.

      Except, these non-humans could apparently bend people to their will sexually. I had to imagine that crossed over into just influencing people, period. These people could also somehow hide gothic castles within the city limits. Something told me cops would be ineffective. Plus, I’d been hiding my secrets for so long, I knew better than to stick my neck out.

      So, hero it is. Ugh.

      Steeling my courage, I tiptoed out of the bush and scurried up the steps, pausing at the door. All was quiet. Fingers tingling, I turned the ornate handle and opened the door a crack, braced with flight in mind.

      Silence.

      The breath slowly exited my lungs. Here we go.

      I peeped my head in, eyes scanning furiously for occupants.

      My noisy inhale was not in the plans.

      It was like I had just stepped into a rich person’s house in the early nineteen hundreds. The colors were lush wood and browns with pinky-purple velvet chairs and a marble fireplace. Large rugs adorned the floor and sweeping drapes styled the windows. It was an outer room, made for company and pleasant chatting, and completely clean—no mess, no dishes, and no clutter. If it wasn’t for the muted glow from electric lamps, I would’ve thought I jumped back in time.

      Keeping to the sides, I edged my way deep into the room toward the back where there was a nondescript door almost blending into the wall. This was where my inner sense directed me, whispering that Jared lay deep in the heart of this place. He would be in a room with a lot of people, mindlessly held prisoner, entertaining a great many people as they, in turn, entertained him.

      My stomach twisted, strengthening my resolve.

      I scampered across the spacious room and paused again, turning the handle slowly. Well-oiled hinges, thank God. Another old-timey room waited beyond, but this one was decorated like a study of some kind. A huge rack of books—the term bookcase was too small for this masterpiece—dominated the back wall. A couch and a few chairs were positioned near the middle of the room with a large, mahogany desk sitting against the other wall.

      Empty. Still lucky.

      I once again scurried through, trying to make absolutely no noise. At the other door, I paused to listen, my palm on the handle. It was here I heard murmuring through the heavy wood door. Crap!

      I bounced around like a spider, trying to figure out where to go. The voices got louder—they’re coming this way!

      My eyes dusted the sizable space, lingering on the desk. A few quick steps had me swiping a vicious-looking letter opener. It wasn’t a gun, but it was much more effective than a whistle.

      Except they had huge swords.

      I stuffed the pointy object in my pocket anyway—hopefully that didn’t come back to bite me if I fell—and thought about running toward the other door. Except they’d just follow me. Then where would I go, back to that bush? Counter-productive.

      I closed my eyes, feeling that intuition pointing toward the wall behind the desk. I was there a second later, poking and prodding the thing, dancing like a child that had to pee, trying to figure out if it opened or my secret box was screwing with me.

      “I don’t know why Jonas has a sudden vendetta against the human. Did the Boss call him down, I wonder?” A woman inquired as the door opened a crack.

      Oh holy crap!

      I dove beneath the desk, bumping the chair out of the way, and tried to control my panting.

      Two pairs of feet entered the room, a person with spikey red heels and black fishnet stockings, and a man with shiny black shoes and slacks. I could only see up to about their knees.

      “It is always wise to either compliment, or ignore, items that Jonas finds interesting. He is not a male to trifle with.” The man was headed through the room, the woman on the far side from me.

      Please don’t need to write a letter at this desk…

      “Anyway, Jonas isn’t the one who concerns me…” the woman purred.

      The heels stepped in front of the shiny shoes so their toes were almost touching. I heard a wet kiss, then the guy was shifting on his feet—he marginally spread his legs.

      Seriously? Did these people ever do anything else besides fight and have sex?

      “Well, darling, I must leave you. We can finish this another time. I have a million things to do for the Boss and you know how I hate to keep him waiting.”

      “Let’s be quick.”

      The feet danced, one red heel stepping to the side of the man’s legs, one flying skyward and disappearing.

      The sounds of kissing resumed, the feet starting to rock.

      “One quick one before I leave, then,” the man murmured.

      I nearly groaned in frustration.

      The other heel disappeared as shimmery red fabric pooled onto the floor. The shiny black shoes took a few quick steps away from me, two clothed butts landing on the couch in my line of sight. Fingers wearing red polish to match the shoes scrabbled at the man’s zipper, peeling his pants away to the side eagerly. I squeezed my eyes shut again, wanting to hum in order to drown out the moans and heavy breathing.

      “I hope you aren’t too partial to these tights,” the man said in a low, husky voice. With two hands, he ripped the tights parting in her crease. His fingers snaked under the edge of the red panties—the woman knew how to match her accessories—and stripped the material away. He bent to her glistening sex immediately, licking up the center with a greedy tongue.

      “Oh Rupert, yes!” she sighed, pushing her hips into his face.

      I couldn’t look away. They had so much passion and fire, desperate for each other. It was strangely arousing watching it happen.

      So great, now I could add peeping Tom to my list of accolades.

      “Mmmmm,” the man moaned, climbing up her body. He grabbed his sizable erection at the base and threaded it into her.

      “Oh yes!” The woman moaned, gripping his body with her legs.

      Squeezing my eyes shut didn’t stop me from hearing the rhythmic squeaking of the couch, his thrusts punctuated by a wet slide and springs shifting. His panting got more labored, pounding into her. She received him with clinging legs and throaty moans.

      “Yes!” the man exclaimed, the couch creaking wildly, skin smacking skin.

      “Oh, yes, yes, yes!” she exalted as the rocking began to simmer down.

      She totally faked it!

      Oh God, could Jared tell all those times?

      Maybe not, because this guy didn’t seem to notice. Or maybe he didn’t care. He climbed off when he’d finished and buckled up his pants.

      “I’ll see you soon,” he said while getting his breath.

      “Don’t you want to share your blood…” she asked hopefully.

      My mind focused, listening harder, trying to verify what I thought I’d just heard…

      “You have a house full of partners, I must leave you to them. Try the human. He must be good for something.”

      “But none are as powerful as you.” She rose from the couch to stop his retreat.

      “I must go. I’ve tarried too long.”

      He was away a moment later.

      In a fit of temper, she stamped her expensive shoe and bent to scoop up her dress. For a brief moment we could’ve met eyes. Had she looked to her right, she would’ve found me staring like a mouse hiding from a snake behind a leaf. Dumb, basically.

      Luckily, she couldn’t smell whatever the men did, and she wasn’t under the impression people skulked around and hid under desks. She started walking back the way she’d come. As the door opened, the unmistakable sounds of chatter drifted out and filled the room, only cut off when the heavy wood door was closed once again.

      So going that way wasn’t an option. Crap.

      I crawled from the desk and stared back at the oil painting. My inner compass said go through there. Unlike Mary Poppins, however, I didn’t have Dick Van Dyke with his terrible accent to help me jump in.

      Sighing in frustration, I held up my hands, feeling for air. Nothing. I felt along the frame for bumps or something, anything. It was here, I felt something. An inner twitch maybe, but my fingers stalled halfway down the gilded frame.

      I heard more muffled voices through the door. Hurry!
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      I leaned closer to the tarnished metal, only then seeing two hairline cracks. Hearing the door handle jiggle, I stuffed my fingers into the space between the metal and canvas and yanked, lifting the metal an inch as if it was on a hinge. A loud pop echoed in the room, the left side of the picture pushed out farther than the right side. A crack formed in the wall under the frame, indicating that it was, indeed, a doorway.

      A muffled voice drifted through the door. “I might go find a human of my own for the night. I’d forgotten what fun they can be. Plus, I could use a little drinkie.”

      The far door was opening, but I didn’t want to wait. I struggled with the weight of the secret door, slipped through, and pulled it shut with the gleaming handle on the back. It closed with a soft click, cutting off another man saying, “Let’s share one—”

      These people—or whatever the hell they were—had an absentee view on morals!

      I turned into the room and blinked. It wasn’t from confusion this time. It was pitch black. I couldn’t see anything; not even my hand in front of my face. Not even my hand touching my face!

      “Not good,” I whispered, just to have something to focus on.

      I took a big breath, preventing myself from groping blindly. Partly I was scared what my hands would touch, and partly I’d look a fool, and had a sneaking suspicion that whatever these beings were, they could see a lot better than me in the dark. You don’t have shadow clinging to you when you move just to have a hard time navigating the night…

      Closing my eyes so the darkness felt like a choice, I focused on that feeling in my chest, looking for guidance from my female intuition. The heat pulsed and throbbed, opening up like a flower and spreading out, making my skin feel tightly stretched trying to contain it.

      Opening my eyes again, the medium-sized, rectangular room before me burst into life. Colors of the rainbow swirled and flexed around me, running through the walls and along the ground. In the middle of the room crouched two couches, defined by the absence of color within that space. I noticed a few other pieces of furniture, like tables and a chair or two, also identified by a black hole, but if I wasn’t hallucinating, the room seemed pretty bare.

      At the end of the square space to the right was a corridor. My feet were moving straight ahead before my mind caught up with it. I crossed the room with easy strides, dipped into the corridor and started jogging down what must be the middle of the fortress-house.

      Before I got far, though, a strange feeling nudged me. I’d just passed through the Boss’s secret room, I was sure of it. Just like I could sense when that nosey bugger waited outside my apartment, I just knew. And something—the same sixth sense that led me to this house—told me I needed to leave my mark. He needed to know without a doubt that it was me. When that voice spoke, I listened, end of story.

      The only problem was, there was only one way that he’d be sure, without a doubt, who passed through.

      “I cannot believe I am even contemplating this!”

      I went to one of the plush couches that my butt identified as leather, laid down, and paused.

      “No. Just…no.”

      As I moved to get up, a surge of doubt washed over me. I had to leave a mark. He had to know. Why? I had no idea. But I knew he did.

      “Damn you, inner compass,” I whispered, settling back down.

      “What has my life become when I’m in a stranger’s room, about to—“

      I didn’t bother finishing that thought. My hand snuck into my britches. I could feel my face burning in embarrassment.

      Almost unbidden, the image of those people on the couch surfaced. Of his greedy plunges and her writhing body under him. Then the Boss’s body and intimidating pressure pushing into me. His hands, coating my body, feeling between my—

      “Holy—“

      I shuddered barely before I’d even begun.

      “—crap,” I panted. Well, that was pretty painless.

      That done, I jumped up and sprinted down the corridor, my inner compass probably laughing its butt off that I actually went through with it.

      The walls climbed with colors, throbbing as if they had a heart. Letting that weird sixth sense continue to guide me, stronger now than I could ever remember, I wound my way through the building, ignoring occasional doors to my left or right, until finally my skin was crawling and my butt cheeks tingling. It was my danger sensor.

      That aggressive shadow guy was on the other side of the door in front of me, I had no doubt. And he was dangerous. Breathing deeply, I suddenly wondered how smart this was.

      And yes, that thought should have occurred to me long before now.

      I took stock of the situation—I was about to barge into a scene with a huge, violent guy who wished me harm. He had wanted to hurt me that other night, I could feel it. He wasn’t good or just, he was bad news, untrustworthy and vile. But he hadn’t hurt Jared. He obviously didn’t have morals, but even still, Jared was most likely physically okay.

      Plus, how the hell was I going to save him? I wouldn’t come out on top in a fist fight, my sword only scared envelopes, and I had no combat experience.

      That’s when a muffled scream pushed through the wall and pierced my gut.

      Never mind. Jared needed help, and this just got real.

      I stepped through the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    
    
      Jared lay on his back, his expression one of alarm. A naked woman bounced on his hips, a smile curling her lips. Crouched by Jared’s head was Aggressive Shadow—I’d never caught his name—holding a knife. A circle of spectators watched the scene, most naked, almost all touching themselves or each other, getting off on what was happening in front of them.

      If my vengeance had a smell in contrast to my arousal, these people would’ve been covering their noses and retching!

      I lunged across the room with letter opener in hand before Jared could issue another scream. Without thought, all action, I had the woman’s hair clutched tightly in a fist, her neck taxed from pulling her head back, and the “blade” at her throat, for all the world pretending it was a knife.

      Everyone froze.

      Aggressive Shadow looked up at me in complete surprise.

      “What the hell is this, Jonas?” the woman seethed, her body going a worrying type of fluid.

      Aggressive Shadow—Jonas—sat back on his haunches, a quizzical smile playing across his face as he analyzed me. “Well, well, how did you get in here?”

      “Walked. Which is exactly how I’ll be getting out. Get off, she-bitch!” I yanked the woman’s hair, dragging her off of Jared.

      “Why is she not responding to my fear pheromones?” a man with a buzz cut against the wall asked, mystified. “This has never happened before.”

      “Seriously, can everyone stop stroking their penises? It is rude, strange, and distracting all at the same time! Social etiquette, people,” I shouted, staring at Jonas, the “knife” still at the woman’s throat.

      I had a sinking feeling the woman was humoring me, based on the bored glaze to her eyes.

      “Sasha?” Jared struggled to sit up, bleeding from at least twelve shallow gashes on his chest—some looked like nail scratches.

      “Oh God, Jared!” I whispered hoarsely.

      White hot rage vibrated my body and clouded my vision. Something shook loose in my chest, removing a blockage I hadn’t known existed. That same sixth sense I’d been using got a surge of power, sizzling my limbs as it traveled my length, my skin no longer feeling stretched, but now electrified and translucent.

      “Did you feel that?” someone asked in a hushed voice.

      I didn’t pay attention. I could only focus on Jonas as he rose slowly, uncoiling from the ground in a smooth, graceful lengthening of muscles. His face wore a malicious smile, his eyes lit with a manic fire.

      “It was not wise, coming here,” Jonas said as he took a step closer.

      A burst of sweat coated my body as adrenaline surged through my blood.

      I flung the woman to the side, stepping away into a crouch, something primal taking over. Letter opener held in my right hand like a knife, I took my whistle out and put it to my lips. I had no idea why.

      “Is that a whistle?” someone asked, dumbfounded.

      Obviously, no one else knew why, either.

      A smile slid up Jonas’s face like an oil slick on wet cement. “I wasn’t supposed to seek you out, but since you’ve come to me, I think I might just have a little fun with you.”

      “Nothing you do with me will be fun.”  I stepped toward Jared as Jonas circled me, intending that last line to be threatening, and missing the mark somewhat.

      “For you,” I clarified.

      “You are impervious to our pheromones, which means your screams will be heartfelt, and my cock pounding into you won’t be welcomed. I wonder if you’ll like it anyway.”

      Bile rose in my throat.

      Skin swished as the crowd shifted position, sounding similar to fabric rustling, only much grosser. But at least what Jonas said made them uncomfortable, too.

      I did not harbor false illusions that it would matter in the least.

      “You’ll have to do it bleeding and deaf because you won’t get me—“

      He rushed me. One minute he was stalking me like a cat stalks a beetle, and the next he was upon me, his movements so fast and powerful, they’d gotten lost in my vision. Heat pulsed within my chest, sending a throb of electricity down my arms, sizzling my skin as I tried to wrestle my wrist away from his tree-trunk arm. He flinched back with a hiss, giving me enough room to stab the strangely crimson glowing blade downward, sticking into his chest. It didn’t go far; I wasn’t strong and it wasn’t sharp.

      They didn’t take good care of office supplies in this place.

      His hand rose to strike me or choke me, but I didn’t wait to find out which. I blew for all I was worth, the whistle hollering in his face and echoing into his ears. He flinched again, his head swinging back, his hearing apparently more acute than mine because he acted like I blared a blow horn at the side of his head.

      I dodged around his giant body, still blowing the whistle, and launched at Jared. He was sitting up distractedly, fear still on his face.

      “C’mon, Jared, hurry!” I yelled, tugging at his arm and trying to turn my body to face the attack I knew would come shortly.

      “I need to screw, Sasha,” he whined, breaking down before my eyes in fear and self-loathing.

      Guilt shriveled my gut even more, but anger fueled whatever new power coursed through my midsection. I throbbed with it, a weird sort of fire pounding in my head and pulsating down my limbs.

      As Jared tried to stand, Jonas was on me again, his face a mask of violent brutality. The game had ended for him when the first gush of blood pumped out of the new hole in his chest.

      He grabbed my arm and flung me, his hand once again flinching back from my skin as if burned, but not before I was airborne. I hit the wall with a thud, my head banging painfully, making Jonas sparkle within my vision. I fell to the ground, needing a second for the stars to dissipate.

      Before Jonas could pounce on my prone frame, I jumped up as if my legs were made from a pogo-stick and dove for the letter opener that had fallen when my body hit the wall. Crouched once more, dull “knife” at the ready, I squared off, waiting for that blur of movement I knew would come; but this time, I let my sixth sense feel for it.

      Sure enough, my warning butt tingle had me moving a fraction of a second before he launched, slipping out of the way then stabbing down, slicing a red gash across his back with my, once again, crimson glowing blade. It was the first time I was happy he was naked.

      Jonas howled and rounded on me.

      “Can someone stop stroking their damn penis and help me out?” I yelled. “What the hell is wrong with you people?”

      My “knife” strikes were doing no good, and I was tired. Worse, Jonas wasn’t. I wouldn’t be able to do enough damage to escape before I passed out from fatigue. If one of these yuck-ups would give me a little distracted cover, I could probably salvage the situation.

      Unfortunately, no one even so much as slowed in their personal hand-combat.

      These freaking people had something seriously wrong with them!

      This time, the butt tingle had me staying still, somehow knowing Jonas would anticipate my movement to the side. I stabbed, poking another shallow hole in his body, before sprinting across the room.

      He caught me by the hair and yanked me back. My upper body fell toward the floor, my legs swept out and useless. Jonas pinned me to the ground with a hand on my throat before flinching back again, shaking the hand and squatting over me, intent to do me harm, but confused why he couldn’t.

      “Enough.”

      A spatter of titillated laughter sounded from the peanut gallery. Jonas, his eyes full of hate, straightened up slowly, regret that his retribution was called off. His body bled from three different gashes, but he seemed unperturbed.

      On the other hand, my head pounded, my scalp hurt, I was exhausted, my muscles were sore, and, oh yeah, I was freaked out of my face because Jonas wanted to kill me slowly and with much pain. I’d just made an extremely violent enemy that melted into the night like butter onto hot bread. I had a sickening feeling I’d just waved goodbye to safety.

      All eyes turned to the speaker, one of two clothed people in the room, me being the other, standing just inside the invisible door, staring at me with an unreadable expression.

      The Boss had followed my trail. I was suddenly glad I had stopped to listen to my inner guide, however gross.

      “Jonas,” the Boss said, eyes lazily sliding from me to him, “you are on probation and banned from this house and duty. Dismissed.”

      Jonas flexed, his eyebrows drooping dangerously. He stepped toward the Boss, coiling. It looked like he planned to take out his vengeance on the Boss.

      The Boss continued to stare, but did not change his relaxed posture in any way. He seemed unconcerned.

      After a tense stare-off, Jonas dropped his eyes and spit—narrowly missing my head—and walked out.

      I wanted to go home.
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        Into the Darkness

      

    
    
      “Sit.”

      I didn’t need to be told twice. I sunk into a velvet upholstered couch in a decked out master bedroom. The 1900’s Victorian style carried through to this room, with a lovely chandelier twinkling in the middle, electric candles instead of wax, cream painted wood paneling up to the high ceilings, drapes, rugs, and the lot. It was beautiful. I was almost too tired to appreciate it.

      The Boss had taken a seat to my right in a chair, his legs up on a footstool and his fingers intertwined on his lap. Since Jared was being stitched up and calmed down somewhere within the house, there wasn’t much I could do but wait. I had decided to trade the Boss for answers, mostly because I didn’t have much choice, but also because he seemed to think I had leverage.

      “How did you find this place?” he asked in a deep, calm voice.

      “I thought I got the first question?”

      That perfect face beheld me for a second, utterly patient. “Very well.”

      He was humoring me. I was too tired to be indignant. “What are you?”

      “To your kind, I am a fable, for the most part. A myth. A representation of me exists in stories and ballads, in histories, and within popular culture.”

      I sighed tiredly. “I hate riddles—I can never figure them out. Can you just tell me like you’re talking to a five-year-old?”

      “You’ve heard of vampires?”

      I scoffed. “You’re saying you’re a vampire?”

      His lips hinted at a smile. “No. Vampires aren’t real. I—my species—inspired the stories of vampires. We’re not unlike humans, very similar, actually; but yet, we’re not of the same race.”

      I was not following along. “As in…you’re from somewhere else?”

      “You use race to denote color, religion, difference in appearance, and other unimportant things. When in fact, those are just differences in genes. Not large differences, either. We, on the other hand, use it to denote somewhat…larger alterations to the fundamental principles in genetics. Our heritages, yours and mine, originate from the same place, but along that evolutionary road, there is a fork. We are on one side of that fork, you are on the other.”

      “What if I don’t believe in evolution?”

      “Then God wanted a little more diversity. Either that, or He has a sense of humor.”

      “Oh, He definitely has a sense of humor,” I mumbled. I was proof.

      “How did you find this place?” he asked.

      “Wait, you didn’t actually answer the question. So you aren’t human, but you’re like human?”

      “Correct.”

      “What are the differences?”

      “That’s another question.” His eyes twinkled mischievously, giving me a hot flash. “But I’ll answer. We, my species, are physically superior. We’re larger, faster, stronger, and have more acute senses. Our eyes work better in low light, like a nocturnal predator. Your kind thinks you’re hunters—you’re incorrect. We evolved as hunters. It’s the difference between a domestic cat and a lion.”

      I opened my mouth to ask more questions, especially since it seemed humans got the crappy end of the gene-pool, but he held up a pointer finger. “My turn.”

      I let my mouth snap shut. Fair was fair.

      “How did you find this place?”

      I shrugged, relaying the story of my night. As I got further along, the crease in his brow deepened. When my babbling came to an end, the only sound in the room was the ticking of a clock.

      I took that as my cue to ask another question. “Why don’t people see you guys or notice you?”

      “Your boyfriend’s roommate had full memory?” he sidetracked.

      “Yes—wait! You have to answer mine first!”

      “Very well.” The crease didn’t lighten. “There’s more to this world than humans can tolerate while still hanging onto their oblivion. Humans like their experiences to largely fit in a few categories. Another branch of human, our species, gives them trouble to no end. They don’t understand us, making them uncomfortable. What humans don’t understand, they fear. What they fear, they kill. There was a lot more burnt at the stake than just witches. We’ve been found and persecuted often in our history. It then becomes necessary not to be found.”

      “But if you’re kind of human, why don’t you just fight back? Especially if you’re stronger or whatever.”

      “First, let’s return to you. How did you know this was the right place?”

      I sighed. “I saw a lady looking like a super model wearing a see-through gown walk into the house. You guys have a strange fascination with sex—I connected the dots.”

      “Only we have a strange fascination?” His eyes were twinkling again, looking at me in a knowing way. It was the wrong time for a burst of arousal to drench my panties.

      “Since I doubt you care about the answer to that, I won’t count that question.”

      Laughter rumbled out of his muscular chest. “Generous of you.”

      “Okay, so, why don’t you guys just fight back?”

      “Another of our traits is a problem with procreation. Humans procreate like a virus. You don’t live as long, but you replace yourself multiple times within your life. We’re faster and stronger, but not nearly as populace. Plus, we’re violent—preferring to tear our enemies apart face-to-face, rather than creating weapons to do it on a massive scale. Even if we could compete with your numbers, we cannot compete with your bombs and other weapons of destruction. Humans have become absolutely ingenious with inventions, many of which are bent on destruction and monitoring. It’s best to steer clear.”

      “Okay, but—“

      He held up a hand again. “How did you find my secret chamber?”

      I once again told my story, as fast as possible. Part of my mind, the one raised in a protective bubble, couldn’t believe what I was hearing. It sounded so far-fetched—surely I would have heard about this. There was a giant mansion in the city, for cripes-sakes. Someone might have said something along the way.

      The other part of me, however, that had seen shadows moving in the darkness since I could remember, was soaking up every word. I could understand how they could move through the world undetected, since no one had ever believed me when I’d pointed them out. This man had walked through a street light, in public, and stared at me; but Jared, walking right beside me, hadn’t noticed him. The part of me that demanded proof had it, which made my brain immediately soften to what the Boss was saying. Plus, though they were larger and muscled, they did look human. Even if they did get noticed, why would anyone think they were anything different than a football player? Or a really pretty, scary chick?

      “How do you stay hidden? And why can I see you?” I fired at him as soon as I could.

      “I will count that as one.” He waited for me to nod impatiently before he went on. “As you’ve noticed, we each have various abilities offered to us. Most of us can affect humans with our pheromones, inspiring lust, fear, and a few other emotions with fluctuating degrees of effectiveness. Some are better than others, because some are stronger in magic than others. That trait is one that has become invaluable to staying firmly behind the veil of myth.”

      My brain stuttered on magic, but couldn’t process until the issue of my, once believed, craziness was put to rest. “But why can I see you?”

      “Anyone who looks hard enough, or opens themselves to it, can see us. Like a magic show, if you pay attention, you can find the strings and hidden doors. I assume you’re open to it. What I don’t understand is why our pheromones don’t work with you.”

      I shrugged. I had no idea, but I was intensely relieved.

      He nodded, guessing as much.

      I didn’t know whose question it was, so I snuck another one in. “Why do people classify you as vampires?”

      The Boss smiled. “That’s not how they classify us, it’s the myth they created on our behalf. Faster, stronger—“

      “Beautiful,” I blurted.

      A smile ghosted his lips as he nodded. I got the impression he was thanking me for the compliment. “My species is not always beautiful, but some are, yes. We also drink blood.”

      I choked on my spit. “You drink blood?”

      He smiled, his eyes sparking with hunger. My body cultivated a similar spark in response.

      “There is much power in blood,” he explained, his eyes on me steadily, as if I were prey. “Some people have more than others, making them taste sweeter. Like chocolate, or candy. It’s better with arousal. Better still if we don’t pollute them with pheromones during the extraction. Though that’s much more work. Too much, usually, as I have previously explained.”

      “That’s a lovely way of saying it—extraction.”

      His smile got bigger.

      “So you only, uh, drink the blood of humans?”

      He closed his eyes and said, “Hmmm. It’s amazing that your smell constantly changes. Is it based on your level of arousal, I wonder?” His dark eyes flashed open, analyzing me.

      I flushed within that stare, the tug becoming ten times more pronounced. It felt like my body woke up—all the tired and achiness from earlier evaporating, leaving me clearheaded and exuberant. My skin started to tingle and I broke out in goose bumps, wanting to touch him so badly my fingers trembled.

      “I have a boyfriend!” I proclaimed abstractly, struggling to regain control.

      His eyes never wavered. “Humans are peculiar when it comes to mating. Although, that’s probably necessary with a species that procreates so excessively that diseases have bloomed into existence to hinder the ability.”

      “Right, yes. Uh…” I nearly banged on my head to get it back in gear. His gaze was doing strange things to my stomach. “So you don’t take each other’s blood? Your own, uh, kind I mean?”

      “As I said, within blood is power. Humans have determined magic does not exist, deciding instead to explain everything they can with science. When that fails, they turn to God. In today’s age, very few can harness the magic around us even though they have the potential, and those who can, limit it to reading palms, balls, or cards. You did a good job of killing off the magic users throughout history—men and women.

      “My kind, and a few other species, do know how to access that power, harnessing it to our own ends. If we take blood from someone stronger, our power will grow. For that reason, since I work within a high level of power, I am extremely careful who I let take my blood. It’s a dangerous weapon to lend out.”

      “So…you can give each other blood, but it would give people unfair advantages. Like a car that can go a lot faster after a shot of NOS, but slows as the NOS runs out?”

      “Yes.”

      “How long does it take to run out?”

      “Depends on the power—or magic—level of the drinker, and that of the…donator.”

      ”So, what about the other myths? Does your skin burn when the sun hits it?”

      “No more than yours. Or maybe less—you are fairer than I. Irish decent?” He smiled at my furrowed brow. “As I said, we’re nocturnal, mostly. We prefer the night. Our eyes are sensitive to light, for that reason. But some of my race has to blend in with humans. We have to do business and act like members of the community to maintain our assets. Protective lenses help that, but it’s like one of your kind working a night job. It plays hell on the system.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not quite following.”

      “Humans have a chemical in their brains that reacts with light. Daylight means wake up. As night falls, their brain signals sleep time. That’s a common issue with newborn babies—their brains are confused, thus having them waking and sleeping on—what humans deem—the incorrect schedule.”

      “And so…yours is backwards to ours, then?”

      “You can be taught.” His dark eyes sparkled. Seeing my glower, he changed the subject. “Were you taunting me earlier?”

      “With the whole…secret room, thing?”

      He nodded.

      No sense beating around the bush. “Yes. Kind of.”

      His head quirked. “That’s a dangerous game to play.”

      “I fought a giant with a whistle and a letter opener. I’m a slow learner.”

      “Yes, about that…” He shook his head and shifted in his seat. “How were you able to…fight Jonas off for so long?”

      I shrugged. “I could…kinda…sense him coming; so I got out of the way.”

      He leaned forward, studying me, his gaze turning hard. “Your blade glowed red.”

      “Oh, thank God you saw it—I thought I was hallucinating!”

      “But you’re human…”

      “Are you trying to convince me or yourself? Because I just want you to know I’m on board with those findings.”

      He shook his head. “Humans can’t harness their power unless extensively trained. That’s assuming we’re able to find a human as open as you are. And yet…”

      “I’m just as stumped as you are. Starting with that strange bull-headed creature talking to me. What were those? We haven’t even—“

      “What did you say?” the Boss stood in a rush, now towering over me. His eyes blazed, his face perfectly blank. “Did you say it spoke to you? Did you understand it?”

      “Is that…bad?”

      He was just about to take two steps toward me when the room froze over.

      Speaking of strange…
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      “Hey, bro, where you goin’?” Charles asked as Jonas burst through the door like his ass was on fire.

      Jonas rounded on him, stabbing a finger back the way he’d come. “Fucking Boss has lost his mind! That stupid bitch-human attacked me! What the fuck was I supposed to do, let her continue to stab me?”

      Charles reeled for a moment, trying to get his bearings. “The…bitch-human? You mean Sasha? She’s here?”

      Jonas stared at him. It looked like he was deciding if he should answer, or hurt Charles in some way. Charles kept talking to forestall a terrible decision.

      “Well, what’s she doing here? You didn’t go get her, did you?”

      “No I didn’t go fucking get her! I don’t know how the hell she found us, but she’s got some tricks up her sleeve, I’ll say that much. She can make her blade glow red—though her choice of blade is strange. Still, that’s not normal for a human bitch. And her skin…she’s not what she fucking seems—I’d bet she’s working for the enemy, that’s what I’d bet… Already been trained and trying to get in close to the Boss.”

      “She can…” Charles was having a hard time focusing within Jonas’s hard stare. “But she’s just a human.”

      “Exactly. She’s just a fucking human. But yet, she’s got magic. So now you tell me, is that fucking normal?”

      Now Charles was having a hard time navigating the landmine of F-bombs, mostly because they were emphasizing Jonas’s rage. Nothing good ever came from Jonas being in a rage. “Uh…”

      “No! That is not fucking normal!” Jonas shouted into Charles’s face. “But if fucking Boss thinks I am going to go slinkin’ into the woods, hiding my face, then he’s a fucking fool! I don’t need this outfit! I got my own shit in the works!”

      Confusion settled over Charles like a fog. “What’s that suppo—“

      Charles cut off as a prickling sensation tickled his scalp. “Can’t be…”

      Jonas swung his body toward the front of the house, disbelief masking his face. “Get the weapons!”

      

      *****

      

      The Boss burst into action, movements so fast I could barely make them out. He rushed to the far end of the room, touching and then swinging a lamp to open a hidden door in the wall’s paneling. Next, he dashed inside a closet, coming back with leather, swords, and knives. He bee-lined straight for me, all humor dried up. He was the man I’d always seen before tonight.

      “Here,” he said, thrusting a wicked looking dagger at me.

      “What do I do with this?”

      “Hopefully nothing. Otherwise, use it like that letter opener. Only this will work better.”

      As I gingerly held the shining hilt, curved like serpents at the end, the Boss shrugged out of his plain, long-sleeved tee-shirt, revealing his upper body. I stared, drool forming at the corners of my mouth. His body was perfection; toned and cut, meaty pecs and a chiseled six-pack. My brain shuddered to a stop as my body started to tingle. In addition to the tattoos on his arms, ancient runes cut down the side of his stomach, scrolling curled over his shoulder like smoke, or draped across a pec like a muscle accessory.

      It was so. Damn. Hawt!

      “You’re distracting me,” he said, shaking his head and taking a few steps back. He shrugged into a tight leather vest, then fastened his knives into holsters around his body. Next, he strapped on that wicked looking sword before shrugging on his large, leather duster.

      “Why not a gun?” I asked, watching the ebb and flow of his body.

      “Swords are cooler.” He threw me a grin as he finished securing heavy boots, his hands blurring they moved so fast.

      “But seriously…”

      He straightened and grabbed my arm, narrowly missing my reflex to poke him in the arm with my knife.

      “You’re good with blades. What a surprising human you’re turning out to be.” He hustled me to the hidden doorway. “I’ll explain about weapons at a later date. For now, make your way to the secret room.”

      He bent down and got right in my face, his commanding presence shocking into me when his beautiful dark eyes connected with mine. “Stay in that room, and stay safe! I will come for you when the danger has passed.”

      I barely felt the gentle shove into the dark corridor. The door banged shut, pitching me into total darkness. Still I stared and blinked, half confused how I could possibly be this turned on without bursting into flames. More, what the hell was this feeling that hated a separation from him, no matter how short, no matter how dire?

      “I have absolutely lost my mind. There is no other explanation.”

      Taking a deep breath, my chest glowed warm, making the magic along the walls flash into color. I followed dumbly, my mind not in the present, still focusing on the non-man that tugged at my soul like he owned it.

      When I stepped into the rectangle room, after nearly falling down two flights of stairs, I had no recollection of getting there. I was burning with lust, but freezing with that strange presence like I felt in the alleyway only a few nights ago. Or was it last night? I was losing time along with sanity.

      I sat on the leather couch, watching the colors swirl around the room, wondering how many there were and how long this would take, when suddenly the air wrenched with a bang.

      “What the—“

      BOOM!

      The walls shook.

      What the hell is happening out there?

      The colors in the room started to swirl madly, looking like the cartoon, Alice in Wonderland, on acid.

      BOOM!

      I paced, not liking to be caged up and safe, while a fight raged. Call me crazy—or just plain stupid—but I wanted to join the ranks and push back. That same feeling that always loved the thrill of high speed sung in me now, wanting action.

      Then another thought struck me. Where was Jared? Why wasn’t he in here?

      In another flash of thought, I knew why. He was just a human, whereas I was a special kind of freak. In the land of insanity, where normal is mundane, Jared didn’t rank nearly as high. Which meant, he was lying somewhere, hurt and afraid, completely forgotten about.

      I was running before I knew which way I should go.

      I burst out into chaos. Moving bodies were everywhere, clashing and fighting, flashes of light gleaming off colored blades, hacking and slashing. Women fought right alongside the men, faces aggressive, stabbing and slicing.

      I had no idea which people represented my side. Or if I even had a side.

      I weaved in and out of the large beings, hardly noticed, dodging and feinting with each butt pucker of warning. I allowed my sixth sense to lead, no idea where I was headed, just knowing that I needed to steer clear of the flying metal and somehow get to Jared.

      Thank God these non-people didn’t use guns—I wasn’t lucky enough to effectively dodge stray bullets!

      I sneaked through another room, having to weave through fewer numbers of fighting people—I could tell which warriors belonged to the house a little easier in this room on account of some were still naked—and let myself into a brightly lit space. Most of the house thus far had dimly lit, or hardly lit, rooms. This was the first with glaring bulbs and I found myself shielding my eyes for a minute while I adjusted.

      Jared lay in a bed in the corner, huddled up and hugging his knees, clothed in a loose sheet. His eyes were wild and hair a mess. It looked like he was having the worst day of his life. And I was the reason for it.

      Guilt would have to wait until tomorrow.

      I darted after him as another colossal BOOM shook the foundation.

      “C’mon Jared, let’s get to safety!” I yelled over the noise.

      BOOM!

      “What’s happening?” Jared asked in a small voice.

      “Weird magic things, I think.” I moved a shade and peered outside through the window.

      Something with glowing purple eyes looked back.

      “Oh crap!” I dropped the shade as if it was on fire. “Jared we’ve gotta go!”

      “Home?”

      “No—I don’t know. Wait…maybe! Yes, home!”

      Being that these people were predators worried about their territory, and I knew a thing or two about that since I was an avid fan of the Discovery Channel, I figured that this fight was the equivalent of one lion trying to kill the other lion and claim its mark. Only on a larger scale.

      Even if I was wrong, this had nothing to do with me, and I didn’t see any reason to hang out any longer than I had to.

      I grabbed Jared and helped him to his feet. He gingerly waddled after me, and I didn’t want to think why that was. He would need a blast of Forgetful Juice, but he’d need to be alive to get it, so first order of business was to get the hell outta here!

      We made it halfway through the room when the window exploded. Glass sprayed the floor, nearly reaching us with its sharp and deadly blast. We turned slowly, mouths open, fear blossoming, as glowing purple eyes stared at me through the ragged shade hanging loosely in the jagged glass window.

      “Oh shit!” I swore, feeling that feeling again. The one I felt before. Where my body started to flush, then heat, prickles sticking my arms, chest and head like acupuncture, awakening my senses. That substance in my middle blossomed, expanding, filling every inch of my body. My skin felt like it turned translucent, faster this time than the last, joy and ecstasy giving me a buoyancy unlike anything I have ever felt. I could have been flying, my feet soaring through the clouds. My laughter, pure and clean, bubbled up, drowning me. No man-made drug could possibly relate.

      Purple eyes sparked. “I can promise you great rewards.” The voice was disembodied, echoing in my mind, louder than thunder. Subtle. Curling into my ears with finesse. Stroking my brain and hugging that power blossoming in my chest.

      My blade glowed red-orange, reminding me that these things were bad news. Whatever was zinging through my body like Prozac on steroids allured this thing, and I had a feeling my version of rewards were different than its own.

      “Go. Now!” I yelled in the deadly quiet room.

      Jared startled next to me, but continued to stare at the pulsing purple eyes.

      “C’mon!” I ripped his arm with me, jerking his body to a start.

      He staggered behind me as the foundation quaked beneath us, another blast sounding off to the far right. As we emerged into a dimly lit room, the walls started to glow again, not having been able to compete with the light from a moment before. The glow was weakened, though, as if whatever was happening outside was aimed at the very fiber of the house.

      Clutching Jared’s hand tightly, I contemplated which direction to go. Towards the front was the way I knew, but it was also bombarded. On my best day I might be able to sneak out, but no way could I get a lumbering Jared out behind me. The back was the next logical direction; but assuming there was a backyard, there had to be people loitering around. With swords.

      So, Mr. Wizard, where did that leave us?

      I took a deep breath, watching distractedly as a naked man shimmied his way across the room like a fencer, his long, pointed sword glowing blue-red as it whipped back and forth in front of an overwhelmed opponent. It wasn’t the only thing whipping back and forth…

      “Why is everyone always naked here?” Jared wheezed beside me.

      “I’ve been wondering the same thing. C’mon, let’s go.”

      Following my sixth sense, I walked quickly across the nearly empty room, turning a quick right, then another left, yanking Jared around, through and under fighting people waving swords. No one so much as glanced our way. I thought it very strange, but didn’t want to stop and ask for a survey as to why.

      We hit the room with the desk, the one where I’d watched the couple fornicating, and then halted. Being near the front of the house, this space was alive with activity. Swords and knives of all different colors tore through the air, landing ripping blows to opponents. Blood splattered the floor, people screamed and shouted, someone went flying past my line of sight and smashed into the wall like a floppy pile of limbs.

      There was no way we could get to the secret door.

      BOOOOM!!!

      Jared and I fell back into the doorway, the ground quaking beneath our feet. The swirling colors in the walls swelled, like an electrical surge, before they dimmed. Then went out!

      The hair rose on my arms. Something seriously wrong just went down, I could feel it. Whatever that color shifting was, it was meant for protection, and now it was gone.

      The first monster entered the room.

      It stood ten feet tall, like a Viking of old made out of rotten cheese, holding a flaming staff. It had no eyes, no nose, and for a mouth, a gaping hole filled with molten fire. As the first people from the house rushed it, the staff swept in a great arc, splitting two people in half as though they’d been made out of paper. The third person, holding a glowing red sword, a color to match the staff, blocked the sweep, causing a spray of red sparks from point of contact.

      Another monster entered the room—it was the purple-eyed beast I saw earlier. And it was looking right at me!

      “Run, Jared!” I hollered as that blossom in my chest rose, hearing a strange call in the air, and humming to join it.

      I turned and pushed into Jared, like a kindergartner in a fire drill without a teacher to maintain order. I pushed him through the door, then dragged him behind me as I ran blindly, knowing those monsters entering the house were now looking for me. The word was out—whatever strange kind of thing I possessed, it was exactly the kind those monsters were looking for. Whether they were looking to extract or use, I had no idea, but I didn’t get a rosy, sparkly slippers kind of feeling from the beasts.

      I twisted and turned until I found another secret entrance. The only problem was, I was too rushed and freaked out to concentrate on how to open it! I closed my eyes and concentrated, a droplet of sweat working down my forehead.

      “What are we doing?” Jared asked in hushed voice dripping with fear.

      “Shhhh!” I put my fingertips to my temples, as if that would help. It didn’t. I pinched the bridge of my nose, trying to will that sixth sense to be more obvious.

      No luck.

      I was in the beginning stages of kicking the wall when I felt it. My blood froze. My tongue got thick and my muscles sluggish. Jared had stopped breathing all together.

      I turned in trepidation.
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      Three human-shaped beings stood in the room with us, monsters all, each more horrible than the last. One had purplish horns covering the length of its body, blackened skin like a log after the fire has burned away. Another oozed some sort of liquid onto the floor—green, but pus-like; it emitted a putrid smell. The last was easily the worst. Its enormous head nearly touching the ceiling looked like it was made of writhing, angry worms, reddish in color, like maggots feasting on a bloody carcass.

      It dawned on me that every monster I had seen had some sort of color attached to it. Each of those colors had existed in the swirling walls. These represented green, red, and purple. My knife was currently glowing a faint blue. That all meant something.

      Since I didn’t know what it meant, it didn’t help me now.

      “Jared, get behind me,” I said in a shaking voice.

      “What are you going to do?” Jared whispered, inching toward the wall.

      “I haven’t gotten that far, yet. I’m terrible at strategy.”

      My eyes darted throughout the room, looking for an exit, and finding three. The monsters blocked one. They were closer to another than we were, and we were backed against the third, unable to figure out its secret in order to use it. This was not looking good.

      “Join us!” Puss Body said again, the horrible liquid creating a pool by its heinous clawed feet.

      “I don’t even want to touch you, let alone join you!”

      A body emerged slowly from the side exit, hesitantly, trying to sneak. I kept my eyes on the monsters, hoping it was friend and not more foe. Jared touched the small of my back, sharing hope through touch.

      Jonas appeared, blade in hand glowing dull orange. His eyes swept the room, lingering on the monsters. His hand tightened on his blade and his body bent slowly, ready to spring. As a stray thought, his gaze finished the sweep, finding me standing in front of Jared, tired and sweaty, dagger held in a meager arm. His eyes squinted. An evil smile curled his lips. He winked, and then backed slowly out of the room.

      He was leaving us here to die.

      Jared’s hand started to shake.

      The monsters advanced. They were coming to claim me, no doubt intending to kill Jared. He would get the better end of the bargain.

      Knife in hand, tears in my eyes, I crouched. I would not go down without a fight. I’d get at least one or two holes in them before they got me!

      It felt like electricity filled room, like a lightning bolt right before it touched down. My scalp tingled and my body broke out in shivers. The reddish maggot infestation monster was chanting.

      “That is probably not good, Sasha,” Jared warned, flattening himself against the wall.

      He was right. A strange reddish smoke shivered in front of us, wafting in our direction.

      What the hell did I do about smoke? How the hell did you poke holes in smoke?

      I took a big breath, willing calm. My dagger flickered brighter, the color greenish now. Another breath. One more. The smoky circle came closer, within a few feet. The monsters advanced behind it, chanting something like a net into existence.

      “Oh good, a net. That’s not obvious or anything,” I muttered, hand tightening, warmth in my chest now pulsing through my limbs.

      The cloud wafted closer. I struck, slashing at it with my now -orangish knife. Where the blade passed, the smoke wilted like a flower, leaving the circle lopsided. I slashed again, and again, taking joy in the destruction of whatever the thing was, my hand moving faster than I would have ever thought possible, fueled by whatever warmth seeped from my chest.

      “Sasha!” Jared pointed, his arm next to my face.

      As the last of the smoky thing wilted and vanished, I looked up into the middle of the magical net, floating on its own.

      Fear coursed through me. I didn’t live through this much of my life to go down like this. And I certainly owed Jared a helluva lot more than what he’d been subjected to in the last few days.

      Fear turned to anger. Anger boiled into determination. Determination dribbled into my chest, giving that warm blossom new life. Fresh blood. More power!

      It surged and bubbled, filling me up and exploding over. My body was simmering, past joy, into an otherworldly plane. I reached farther, sucked in more. I pulled from the ground beneath me, from the walls surrounding me, from the charged air. I brought it in and lit it on fire.

      As one of the monster’s swords reached past me to Jared, and the net drifted around my body trying to capture me, I threw out my hands with one thing on my mind, DIE!

      From my palms materialized blackness darker than night, more potent than acid. It flashed through the net and into the beings. Rather than bouncing off like light, it soaked into them, filling up the holes in their design—because someone else’s design they were, like a constructed nightmare. The monsters exploded into wisps of air, like a dust bomb. Power shimmered in front of me, a nightmare vanishing with the dawn.

      As the room cleared, my body wobbled, strength having left me with whatever I’d blasted from my palms. I fell to the ground in a limbless slide, already trying to shut off my brain from glowing knives, walking nightmares, and flashing palms.

      “C’mon Sasha, we should go!” Jared whispered in a terrified voice, clutching my arm.

      I staggered up, completely depleted. Everything was dark, objects in the room hard to see. We ambled along, Jared basically leading, until we got to a door standing wide open, screams drifting through like fog on the ocean.

      “This is the way they brought me in. There is a parking lot beyond here,” Jared hissed, plucking at my arm.

      “That is very useful information, Jared. I only wish you’d said something earlier.”

      I lurched through the door, hitting the door jam and careening off, landing on my face in the dirt. Jared hoisted me back up, practically dragging me along, until we got to a car. I had no idea how he opened the door, but I do know he shoved me in right before I saw black.

      

      *****

      

      A blood curdling scream pierced the fight right before every Dulcha in sight exploded, bursting outward like dirt clods, and then vanishing. The air electrified, as if great power had been unleashed in a wild, raw upsurge.

      Warriors looked around, unsure of what just happened or what might’ve caused it. Enemies stared at each other across their swords. Suddenly, they realized the scales had tipped. No longer was the aggressing party winning. It was universally known and seldom disputed that the Boss and his men could not be beaten when it came down strictly to sword work.

      That is what had the Eastern Territory running—fleeing down the street and out of sight.

      “What the hell caused that, Boss?” Charles asked with panting breath and bleeding arms, stepping up beside him as they watched grown males sprinting to their cars or down the street.

      Stefan shook his head. “I would’ve said their mage, but it was his creations that were destroyed.” He shook his head again, putting his hands on his hips and surveying the landscape. Small fires lit the grass and small shrubs. Bodies lay strewn in ragged clumps, skin slick with blood. This had been a grizzly battle with a lot of power—Stefan was afraid to count their losses. He lost good men tonight, not to mention friends.

      “They’re getting bold, now.” Stefan looked back out to the street where his best spell casters were trying to do damage control. This neighborhood was more oblivious than most, thanks to their constant spell working, but the magnitude of the fight would draw some notice, even with their thick charms. “We haven’t had an attack directly to our castle in…I don’t even remember a time.”

      “Boss!” Jameson sprinted up, winded and bloody. But alive. “The human police are on their way. I’m trying to clear the house, but it might be best if we get Luke.”

      Luke was the best they had with pheromones. He was subtle but effective, easily able to navigate even the most difficult human. Stefan wanted to pit him against Sasha and see if the male had some effect.

      “Go to it,” Stefan said with a nod, thoughts sticking to the pesky human that seemed to follow him like a bad smell. Good smell, actually—it turned him on something fierce. It didn’t change the fact that she seemed to turn up wherever he was, staring at him, bringing others toward his hiding places, and needing constant pushing to make sure she stayed gone. Only to find out she wasn’t gone at all. It was almost laughable. And would have been, if it had been somebody else’s problem.

      He longed to be rid of her. She had a strange effect on him; he was aware of her, always. If she was anywhere close, he could identify her whereabouts without thought. It were as if a cable connected them. He had no idea how to get rid of it, and now that they knew she could withstand their influence, and also had magic, things would only get more complicated.

      He needed to figure out who he could pawn her off on.

      He entered the house and groaned. The furniture was mostly in tatters, the walls coated with burn marks, and bodies littered the floor.

      “How many have we lost?” Stefan asked Charles, trying not to let his head slip downward or his voice waver. He couldn’t allow the others to see his weakness. He would mourn the losses on his own time.

      Charles shook his head in small movements. “They’re being rounded up. What should we do with the enemy?”

      “Put ‘em on a tarp in the front. If the E.T. want to come back for them, so be it. We will not stoop to their caliber of disgusting.”

      “Yes, Boss.”

      “Fetch the humans. I want to get them out of my hair.”

      “Yes, Boss.”

      Stefan bent to a body, realized it wasn’t one of his, and then froze. Not ten minutes ago he’d reflected that he knew when that blasted human was near. At the moment, she wasn’t. Which meant, she took off.

      With the enemy.

      The building shook with his anger, swirls of power called up in his rage. He did not tolerate spies.
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      “Sasha? Are you okay? Sasha?”

      I opened my bleary eyes to Jared’s worried face. I raised my head a fraction, then immediately lowered it again, my cheek resting against my soft down comforter. The squashy material didn’t help my pounding headache. I moaned.

      “Sasha?”

      “I’m alive, Jared, please stop yelling in my ear.”

      “Okay, but do we need to go to the hospital? You don’t look good.”

      Knowing that Jared was prone to over-reacting, I closed my eyes again. “Aspirin.”

      “Yup, sure, you got it!”

      I sat up slowly, my head swimming in dizzy circles, to receive a glass of water and two white pills. After swallowing those down, I steadied myself against the nightstand. I felt like I had a fever. My skin was oversensitive, my forehead slick with sweat, and my body shivering with cold. Every muscle ached to the bone, my hands shook, and my head pounded. I also might…

      I barely made it to the toilet.

      Hanging with my head half a foot from my dinner, I sprawled out, still shivering, waiting for the next wave of…

      “Do you want me to hold your hair?”

      I waved Jared away as I dry heaved. After I finished, another feeling washed over me.

      “Get out, quick!” I screamed, needing to swap ends.

      As Jared sprinted from the bathroom, not arguing with the next wave of bodily fluid to pay homage to the porcelain god, I started a marathon of moaning. I felt like I was dying.

      And if I wasn’t dying, I wanted to.

      “Sasha, we gotta get outta here!” Jared screamed through the door.

      “I can’t go far without creating a very messy trail of bread crumbs…”

      “He’s here! That big one! He’s here!”

      Fear pierced my gut. It wasn’t the only thing. I definitely wasn’t moving. “Who? Which guy?”

      “The one they are all scared of!”

      I pushed the wind out of my lungs in a huge sigh of relief. The Boss. Then I moaned, leaning against the wall in utter misery. Even if it had been Jonas, I wouldn’t be able to do much. I wouldn’t even be able to move off the toilet.

      A horrible bang permeated the door to the bathroom, a follow-up chorus of wood splintering. Male shouting competed with my moans of agony. My vision wavered and my thoughts muddled. I was getting worse.

      The door next to me burst open, the hinges cracking and frame splintering. I barely heard the thud even though I was three feet away, shivering on the toilet. The Boss stood over me, some sort of accusation on his lips, before his eyebrows dipped low over his eyes.

      “While this situation probably couldn’t get much worse, you are certainly making it ten times more awkward,” I slurred, barely able to keep my eyes open. My arms hung loose at my sides, dragging my shoulders down like weights.

      “What’s happened?” He bent to me, opening my right eye with his big thumb and finger.

      “Careful,” I warned, trying to pull my head away.

      I felt my head clutched in his mighty paw before I, once again, lost consciousness.

      

      “C’mon Sasha, take a sip. Just a sip, Sasha, c’mon.”

      My head lolled across a large shoulder. I couldn’t feel my body. It was light outside, the sun’s rays filtered through heavy curtains, sprinkling my face.

      “C’mon now, sweetie, drink a little.”

      What felt like skin pressed against my lips, a warm liquid dripping into my mouth. I tried to move away from the salty, metallic taste, but I had no strength. More of the substance oozed between my lips, my throat involuntarily gulping it down to clear it from choking me.

      More dribbled into my mouth, filling it up, before I swallowed again. And again. Warmth started to spread throughout my chest, making my limbs tingle.

      “That’s enough,” a man’s voice said to my right. “She is unused to this. We don’t want her body to reject it. She’ll surely die, then.”

      I knew a moment of panic before sleep gobbled me up.
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      Stefan sat down at his desk, tired and strung out. He should get some sleep; it’d been over twenty-four hours since he last lay down. But there was work to be done.

      He rubbed his eyes and stared down at Jameson’s report. They’d lost over a dozen men and women—decent fighters, but not the best. It was nowhere near as bad as he’d thought. As far as his people could tell, most of the injuries had come from blades in the hands of mortals, not the Dulcha. It was as if magical creations had lost interest in the battle half-way through.

      Stefan shook his head and leaned back. He needed to call a council. They needed to train someone to fill Stefan’s clan’s mage role. The E.T. were the biggest upstarts wanting to expose themselves to humans in a great many years. Stefan was fighting lopsided without a strong magic thrower to compete. All Trek, their White mage, did now was hone his craft, readying his crew to take out Stefan and reach out their hand. This turf war would become a national war quickly, with everyone seeking grandeur stepping up by Trek’s side. It would be damned hard to stop him, especially since the Council, which should’ve already stepped in, were a bunch of old fools waiting around and hoping for a peaceful resolution to fall out of their asses.

      “Boss?”

      Charles stood in the doorway with a plate of food.

      “Yes, Charles, come in.”

      The young male approached the large desk and laid the tray of stew to the side. He took a seat in one of the visitor chairs facing Stefan. “You wanted to see me, sir?”

      Stefan willed himself wakefulness as he beheld the eager warrior. “Yes, Charles. I’m assigning you to the human. I want her watched at all times. She very nearly died from excessive magic usage, which means she has it in large enough supply to pose a threat. We will want to test her, see if we can train her; use her. Until then, however, we’ll need to make sure she doesn’t harm herself or anyone else.”

      Charles looked like he’d just swallowed a slug. “And the boyfriend?”

      “Will lose his memory and never be touched again; is that clear?”

      “Absolutely! Yup, yes it is. I didn’t even want to in the first place—guys aren’t really my thing. I mean, yes, they’ll do in a pinch, but if I had—“

      Charles stopped babbling as Stefan hardened his stare. The other male’s eyes found the floor in a hurry.

      “You will need to change your schedule to match hers. I want to be updated on all large goings-on. I want her kept away from here, by force if necessary, and I do not want weapons at her disposal.”

      Charles bobbed his head in acknowledgement.

      Stefan matched the nod with one of his own. Then sighed. “It is a damned irritating distraction at a time like this.”

      “Can I take a shot at her?” Charles asked sheepishly. “I’ve wanted to since I saw her.”

      A sudden flash of rage burst through Stefan’s insides. He had to stop himself from clenching his fists. “It seems we can’t beguile her, though I plan to test that theory, and she’s hung up on this boyfriend of hers. I doubt she’ll have you. But…” He let his breath out in a controlled exhale. “You’re welcome to try, so long as you don’t push her boundaries in any way.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The male sounded gleeful. And yes, the human had something that seemed to call, seemed to tug a male’s vitals until he could barely think, but she wasn’t worth the hassle. Not to mention she had yet to really explore her sexual side, and was probably entirely boring in the sack.

      So why the hell was the thought of her with another man pinching his insides and making him want to rip someone’s arms off?

      Charles interrupted Stefan’s thoughts by saying, “Have you chosen a mate yet, sir?”

      And then there was that little problem. “No.”

      “Excuse me for saying, but you have the pick of the breed-able females—anyone you want can be yours…”

      Stefan rubbed his eyes. There were some exquisite beauties with high levels of power, all right; each ready to throw herself at him. Based on his position and his own high level of power, he needed to bond with someone and create offspring—or try, anyway. He just…didn’t want to bother. He didn’t want a female to have a claim on him. They were all too concerned with his position, or his time, or his conversation. Plus, he hated sharing his bed. He could never sleep when someone was breathing on him.

      He waved the thought away. “I don’t have to make the decision for a few more months.”

      “Eenie, meenie, miney, huh?” Charles grinned. Then dropped his eyes again when he felt the heat of the stare.

      “You’re excused,” Stefan said in clipped tones.

      Stefan was just about to get up and finally head to bed when Charles stepped aside from the door and turned his body. Thinking the young man wanted to discuss something further, Stefan waited, then wished he hadn’t. A slinky woman in four inch heels and a see-through chemise wandered in, all hip and breast.

      Speaking of possible mates.

      “Hi, baby,” she said in a lioness purr.

      Charles hovered in the door, wondering if he’d be invited to play. Which would just take longer. Stefan minutely shook his head.

      “Hello, Darla. What brings you?”

      She wound her way to his side of the desk, her nipples puckered in arousal. She heaved herself onto the desk in front of him, legs draping to each side of his chair, her bare sex spreading for his inspection.

      He felt a stirring in his groin as she said, “I just wanted to drop in and say hi. See how you were…” She gracefully pushed herself forward until she sat high on his lap, pushing down on his hardening manhood. Her body leaned back, putting her perfect breasts on display through her sheer top.

      He was dead tired, melancholy from the men and women he lost, distracted from the irritating human and her magic issues, and really just wanted to head up to bed. But now he had an erection.

      First thing’s first.

      He ran his hands up her thighs, pushing the fabric up with it. Up her stomach and over her chest, he slipped the fabric over her head and into a bunch on the desk. He bent forward, taking a taut nipple in his mouth and sucking, lightly sticking it with his teeth. A small amount of blood trickled out over his tongue, tasting of sweet cherries.

      “Hmmmm,” she moaned, rubbing her crotch against his in graceful hip swings, experienced and practiced at the best way to get a man off.

      Suddenly he needed a good, hard screw.

      He grabbed her hips and lifted her body off of him, placing her butt onto the desk. She leaned back like a stretching cat, her feet out to the sides, exposing that lovely pink center. As he ripped down his zipper, he ran his tongue up her slit, tasting salt and sex. She’d been active earlier, he could taste it on her, which wouldn’t be unusual if it wasn’t for the battle.

      Taking himself out, he kissed and licked up her body, once again focusing on a perfect breast while he stroked himself up, getting hard enough to get this underway. At the right level of turned on—which, these days, was usually just good enough—he laid his body over hers and pushed the head of his dick just past her outer lips. With one big push, he pumped himself all the way in, his hips hitting against her ends. Not wasting any time, he slammed into her, deep and hard, taking out his frustration on the world with her sweet sex.

      “Yes, Boss. Harder! Yes!” she moaned, clutching her hair in fistfuls as her breasts bounced up and back with his rhythm.

      Stefan put his body low over her, swiveling his hips, his cock working up a nice, wet friction against her inner walls. He worked harder, thinking of the human’s smell trapped in his secret den—a place which she shouldn’t have found on her own. It was spicy and fragrant, trapping his senses.

      “Oh you’re so hard!” Darla moaned, pumping her sex up to meet his thrusts.

      Stefan’s balls were starting to constrict, the room ringing with wet slapping as his body hammered off of hers. Sweating and panting, Darla reached forward, her eyes closed, her face one of bliss, and clutched onto him, scraping those sexy nipples off of his chest.

      Stefan’s eyes rolled up in the back of his head as his cock erupted, filling her. Three more thrusts and he was emptied.

      “Hmmm, that was nice,” Darla said, leaning back on the desk, her hand trailing down between her breasts.

      Out of breath, Stefan straightened up and fastened his pants. He nodded. “I’ll see you.”

      “Soon.” She laughed in a low, throaty voice as he made his way out of the room. She was under the impression she all but had the mate title.

      And realistically, she was probably right.

      

      *****

      

      I blinked my eyes in the bright sunlight. I was positioned directly under a window with the shade up, in direct line with the sun. I blocked the glare with my palm, squinting around the room. One glance told me where I was, and the second told me who I was with. I rolled so my head was on the pillow and groaned.

      “Good mid-morning,” Charles said in a tired, gruff voice.

      He sat off to the side in a large, vintage chair with velvet arms. He held knitting equipment that he quickly let fall to his lap in anticipation of conversation. Which apparently meant we had to have one.

      “Hi.” My voice was just as gruff and tired. “I feel like a drowned rat.”

      “That’s because you look like a drowned rat.”

      I grunted, rolling to the very edge of the bed so the sun wasn’t beating down on me. I sat up slowly, clutching my head to keep it from exploding. “What happened after I passed out?”

      “A few things, mostly concerning bodily fluid. All over my car.”

      A humiliated glance told me he wasn’t upset somehow. I mumbled out an extremely embarrassed, “Sorry…”

      “Eh,” he shrugged. “Once I threw up all over Jonas when I had too much to drink. Then I got my ass beat. It happens.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that.

      “So anyway…feeling horny? I know I am…”

      I couldn’t help but wheeze out a laugh. It was hard to take the guy seriously. “No, I’m not really in the mood.”

      He shrugged, unconcerned. “I figured, what with the near death incident, but it never hurts to ask.”

      “I nearly died? What do you mean?”

      “Too big of a magical release. Who would’ve thought a human would have enough magic for that, huh? Go figure. But there you go.”

      My head wrapped around the information slowly, the term unfamiliar anywhere but with a clown and a wand. “Magic? Me?”

      My memory drifted back to that black stuff that shot out of my palms. It had felt like my insides were pulled out through my fingertips until I had nothing left to fill my body. Shortly thereafter I’d felt like I had the worst fever imaginable.

      It made a lot more sense than I wanted it to. So I switched gears immediately. “Where’s Jared?”

      “His mind was wiped and his body deposited back with his orange headed roommate. They’re both being kept in their rooms until all our influence wears off. Jared’s going to be a little spacey for a while, though—we had a lot of emotional damage to try and hide.”

      “How do you do it? Erase memories?”

      “Oh, we don’t exactly erase them. They’re still there, we just, kinda, cover it up. Hide it. Like really old memories that you thought were gone. Dreams will bring them back up, but everyone assumes dreams are just imaginary, so…”

      My head felt like it was stuffed with cotton. I nodded, unable to process any more. “When can I go home? I have a class later this afternoon.”

      He laughed, picking up his knitting. “You couldn’t even walk out of here if you tried, but you want to go to school? Tenacious. And dumb. No, Mira is taking care of that. She’ll go in your place until you’re well enough. She’s pretty smart! She has her doctorate in physics, I think. A little glamour in the right places, and actually doing your homework—something you apparently fail to do half the time…” he tsk’ed at me, “and voila, great grade.”

      “But…”

      “Plus, we’re still not 100% sure you’re accepting the Boss’s blood. You seem like you’re recovering, but sometimes humans’ bodies reject the potency of the magic. Usually, the first few times, you’d get blood from someone with a lower level of power to see your reaction, but you were too far gone.”

      “The Boss’s blood?” My voice sounded hollow. I vaguely remembered choking down metallic tasting liquid, but I’d had no idea what it was. Or whose it was.

      “Yes. Shocking, right? I know. He hasn’t given his blood to anyone since he became the leader of this territory. But he’s the strongest, most powerful of us, and if anyone could’ve saved you, it was him. His idea, too. Good guy, that Boss. We’re in good hands with him, even though we’re against a pretty powerful mage.”

      Half of me found all this fascinating. This was another life, one I hadn’t known even existed outside of my weird hallucinations, a few short days ago. The other half of me just wanted him to stop talking. Even though he seemed sweet, he was uncommonly chatty, and with the state of my body and head at the moment, I just wanted quiet.

      To that end, I lay back down, then immediately tried to fight off an overanxious sun. Eyes squeezed shut, I turned my face at Charles. “Can I ask you to lower the shade, please? The sun is blinding me.”

      “And here I thought humans worshipped the sun.” He shook his head, his large body crossing the room to wrangle the shade. “Makes me tired, that’s all I know.”

      “What’s with the knitting?” I asked sleepily, shifting to the center of the pillow. It felt like my veins were filled with lead. It hurt just to be awake.

      As Charles sat back down, he said, “What do you mean?”

      “Only old women knit.”

      “Well, now, that’s just rude. And not true. I have made many a fine scarf, which I will prove by knitting you a fine scarf.”

      I shook my head, a smile working onto my face. I meant to ask if he was guarding me, or comforting me until I felt better, but sleep pulled me under before I could harvest another thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

        Into the Darkness

      

    
    
      “Ready?” Charles asked, holding open the door.

      I’d spent two days on bed rest, letting my “natural resources” regenerate within the confines of my designated room within the mansion. That’s all Charles would tell me about my situation, “You were depleted, and you need to regenerate your natural resources. The Boss is powerful, but he isn’t a pack of gods.” Peppering him for information yielded no results, but plenty of requests for sex. Worse, I wasn’t even allowed to wander the halls or have a peek outside; I was on lockdown, Charles being my chatty and jolly jailer.

      When the order came down the line that I could go, which was ten minutes ago, I didn’t need to be told twice. I was tired of the constant surveillance, I wasn’t a huge fan of the scarf in progress—red and orange wouldn’t go with anything in my closet—and I needed some freedom. I needed my life back! This new world was interesting, and the prospect of having magic fascinated me, but I could only handle so many changes at one time. I needed a little time to get used to all this.

      “Ready, Freddy!” I snatched up my car keys.

      “Who’s Freddy?” Charles asked in confusion, guiding my arm toward the right.

      “Your momma.”

      “Is this some weird human joke?”

      “Yes, and you are the butt of it.”

      “Well, you are just a butt. Head!”

      “Terrible joke.”

      “You suck,” he pouted.

      “Now you’re just being mean.”

      We strolled at a measured pace through empty halls and rooms, the damage from a few nights ago greatly on the mend, the replaced furnishings a little more modern, but with the same quality.

      “Do you guys work? How do you afford all this?” I asked, scanning the art on the walls with interest. They were largely oil paintings, huge, and appeared expensive, though I was no art dealer. “And where is everyone?”

      “We are often left a portion of people’s estates—usually a new friend that happened to grow a firm attachment right before they died. We then have excellent investors and business personnel within our fold.”

      “Your fold?”

      “Yeah, you know, our bros. Anyway, if we don’t make it ourselves, kind humans are nice enough to donate it to us, and then we take great care of it. The Boss is excellent at management.”

      “Ah. And the half-naked people having loud, obnoxious sex that occasionally woke me up over the last couple days?”

      “Probably fully naked, and they are most likely sleeping. It’s late. Or early, depending on your take.”

      “Oh yeah, I forgot you guys keep the opposite schedule.”

      “Better get used to it, because once you start testing for magic, you’ll have to change your sleeping schedule around. Thankfully! I’m not used to this. We need to get you in trouble soon so I have something to do.”

      As we emerged from the house, I stopped, preventing him from stepping outside with me. “What do you mean?”

      “Didn’t the Boss tell you? You’ll have to be tested for magic. We’ll bring you back here for that; but we can’t keep an assessing team up for you…”

      “No, I mean, why would my getting in trouble give you something to do?”

      Charles tilted his striking face, one shapely eyebrow quirking quizzically. “I’m confused.”

      “Because he’ll be keeping an eye on you,” said another voice.

      It felt like my stomach was on a rollercoaster, launching high into the air, and then plummeting a second later. I turned to the right slowly, my body tingling.

      The Boss stood next to me, having snuck up without a sound. He wore a vest, his bare arms cut and defined, circled by those swirling, and sometimes vicious looking, tattoos. His perfect face was turned down to me, his eyes squinting in the noon sun, but the velvety black within sucking me in and turning my chest to goo.

      I unconsciously stepped forward, my body too weak to resist the pull. The invisible string attaching our bodies tugged, warming my limbs.

      A female throat cleared as my eyes held his. Only then did I realize someone stood next to him. A distractingly beautiful woman, over six feet tall, glared down at me, her dark brown eyes hard. It was then I noticed the red high heels, the same ones I noticed when I was under the desk a few days ago and she was with someone that was not the Boss.

      The way she was standing, though, pushed in close to the Boss’s side, her chest angled toward him, immediately registered as having a claim on him. Or wanting one. Being that the Boss allowed the body proximity, I got the impression the feeling was mutual.

      A surge of jealousy reared its head as I took a shuffling step backward, backing down from her territorial stare.

      “Aren’t you going to introduce us, Boss?” Her voice was melodic—if playing a xylophone made of icicles could be called musical.

      The Boss, apparently having a real name, glanced at her before focusing on me again. “No, she is unimportant.” To me, he said, “Charles will be watching you. Our memory charms don’t seem to stick, which means you’re a liability to our lifestyle. I cannot risk a loose mouth. Should you decide to mention us to anyone—including your boyfriend—I will kill you and the receiver of information. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Wow, when did you become such a jerk?” I muttered, stuffing my hands in my pockets.

      “An occasional side effect of power,” Charles commented absently. He quickly lowered his eyes and hunched within Stefan’s hard stare, trying to turn invisible.

      Black eyes flashed back to me. “I will contact you in a few weeks for testing. Stay out of trouble.”

      He walked into the house, his back straight and muscled, the memory of his handsome face etched into my consciousness, quickly ruined by the slinky body and condescending stare of his lady love as she followed him inside.

      “What’s her problem?” I muttered in a sulky tone.

      “First off, she’s a bitch.” Charles stepped outside and immediately fastened some sunglasses on my face.

      “I don’t need—“

      “Shush, the sun is hard on the ol’ peepers. C’mon.” Charles gave me a shove in the direction of my car across the street, a few new scratches worked down the side of the fading red paint. He put his own sunglasses on, following me, before saying, “Second, she is probably going to be mated to that unlucky bastard—don’t tell him I called him a bastard—and is most likely pissed that he gave some dumb human blood but won’t pony up to her. No offense. You’re not dumb, but she probably doesn’t care. Anyway, she is an ambitious little soldier—she tries to use her beauty and great knack-in-the-sack to suck as much blood as possible to improve from red level to orange. People are on to her, but she can be…persuasive. I steer clear.

      ”Unfortunately for the Boss, she is prime real estate for a baby maker. She’s had one miscarriage already, her mother had two kids, and her grandmother had three. Good blood line. And you know, there’s the beauty, and the swirly hip thing she does, and her father is high in politics—she’s the best choice in a textbook sort of way. Although, you don’t seem to read your textbooks, so I guess you wouldn’t subscribe to the same views.”

      “She miscarried his baby? That’s a good thing? Also…what the hell does baby making have to do with marriage? Don’t you people like each other?”

      Charles laughed as he folded into my car. “It probably wasn’t his that she miscarried; but yes, it’s good. It means she is fertile. He is powerful and our leader, he needs offspring. He also needs stability and a co-leader. She can provide all that. Just sucks she’s a bitch, know what I mean? Hot, though.”

      “So…you guys have sex all the time, not protected, and get excited when you randomly get pregnant, father unknown?”

      “Humans wouldn’t understand—you guys breed like rabbits. You so much as look at each other with heat and you get pregnant.”

      “So, you’re probably super sexual because of a need to reproduce?” I guessed.

      “No, Dr. Over-Analyze-Everything, it feels good. But we don’t protect ourselves hoping we can work up a little procreation. Otherwise, we are just a dying breed of amaze-balls.”

      “Seriously, how old are you?” I mumbled, turning into my parking spot. “And more importantly, where do you plan to sleep?”

      “In human years, probably about sixteen. In our years, I’m thirty-eight. And in your bed. With you. Naked.” He waggled his eyebrows, probably trying for some sort of suggestive turn-on.

      It had the opposite effect. “You aren’t sleeping with me, and do you use human years like we use dog years?”

      “If the shoe fits.”

      I shook my head. There was no point trying to figure out the fork in the evolutionary road all in one sitting. Especially with the equivalent of a teenage boy. I cut our dialogue off by calling him a douche.

      As I got out of the car, I restarted the conversation with, “Why was Stefan such a dick to me?”

      “Eh,” Charles waved the comment away with his hand. “He’s just trying to be all big-time and all that. He’s cool on a personal level, but a little stressed out and bitchy when he’s got a lot of people following him around. Plus, I don’t think he knows what the hell to do with you. You’re a complete anomaly, and he doesn’t like unexplained crap. Freaks him out. Although, admitting that would basically be saying he’s a weak Nancy-boy, which would then make him have to kill somebody to set the record straight, so…yeah, he can be a dick.”

      “You need to work on summarizing.”

      “You need to work on opening your legs. Crap, I forgot how small this apartment is.”

      

      I woke up slowly, something eating away at my conscious mind, dragging my thoughts out of the dream world. Someone panted, as though in pleasure. A small sound, like a continual slide of hand on soft velvet, drifted to me from the floor.

      “Charles?”

      The sound stopped. “Yeah?” The sound started up again.

      I sprang to a seated position, spying Charles lying on his blow-up mattress with the sheets around his ankles, his fist pumping his large erection.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I screeched.

      He stopped again, hand halfway down his shaft. He blinked up at me, his well-built chest halfway lifted off the mattress. “What do you mean?”

      “Are you masturbating?”

      He shook his head with a dramatic eye blink, ending with wide, disbelief filled eyes. “I’m certainly not trying to rip my cock off. What else would I be doing with it?”

      “Well cut it out! I’m in the same room, for God sakes. What’s wrong with you?”

      “For one, I have to do this myself. What has my life come to that I can’t get someone to play with my bells and whistle? Wait, speaking of whistle, didn’t you say you had one? ‘Cause I bet this blows the same as that. Care to try it out?”

      I couldn’t stop a crooked smile from working up my face. “Just…cut it out, okay? I don’t need you jacking off in here.”

      “It turns you on…”

      “Everything turns me on lately. I have no idea why, but only animals succumb to it.”

      “Animals obviously have more fun. Seriously, I can prove it—“

      “Gross!”

      “No! You took that wrong. I meant, like, I was wild ‘n shit. Not that I’d done it with an animal. Gross. Although—“

      “Stop right there!”

      “No! I was just—” Charles cut off, his expression melting from humor to slightly concerned.

      That was when I felt the chill descend, settling firmly into my bones. “Please, no. Not again!”

      Charles was up in a second, braced in front of me with an erection and a glowing orange blade. I didn’t even have time to wonder where the weapon came from before my door burst inward, catching me with a corner and hurling me off the bed.

      I popped up from behind the mattress, my hand antsy to grab a weapon. Instead, I only had that Goddamn whistle! I snatched it anyway as a glowing blue blob filled the doorway.

      “They didn’t send the heavy artillery, but why did they send anything at all?” Charles mused, his blade whirling so fast all I noticed were streaks of orange cutting through the dark room.

      “Is it just the one?” I asked with an even voice.

      Why the hell wasn’t I scared? I’d almost been captured by a couple of these things not that long ago.

      “Charles, are you scared?”

      Charles leapt forward, his sword slicing through a projectile object separating from the blob body in the rough shape of a claw. The severed tentacle poofed into blue vapor, wafting through the air before disappearing.

      “Don’t ask…” He lunged again, his blade whirling, slicing a chunk out of the entity before it could form another claw. “...stupid questions.”

      A third slice had the thing cut in half, the pieces not able to slide apart before two more slashes carved it out of existence.

      Charles stepped back, wiping his forehead with his forearm.

      I stared at his glistening body, droplets of sweat working down his corded muscle, identifying each groove with precision. My mind slipped to the Boss without my control.

      I registered a phone ringing as Charles slowly turned to me, his manhood starting to rise again. His eyes burned into me as his head tilted to the side. “For a prude, you are sure turned on a lot.”

      That snapped me out of it. I deflected immediately. “You’re freaking naked while fighting monsters and swinging a sword. You have all that bare muscle!” I stabbed a finger at him in accusation. “How is that my fault?”

      A smile wormed up his face. I registered my phone ringing again.

      “Aren’t you going to answer it? Or are you ready to give me a go?” Charles’s expression was gleeful.

      “Oh, shut up.” I snatched my phone out of my handbag, registering the name as Jared.

      A jolt of fear pierced my gut. I gouged the phone as I raised it up to my ear. “Jared?”

      “Sasha, help! Something is trying to get in!”

      Charles stood right in front of me, bent at the waist, his ear angled to my head. After hearing Jared, his body straightened with a jerk. His eyes bored into mine, the shadows sprinkling across his face, one smoky gray eye standing out.

      “I have to go.” I threw the phone back into my bag.

      Charles shook his head slowly. “You have magic. He doesn’t. I can’t let you.”

      “They’ll kill him!” Heat engulfed my body, my awareness now recognizing that as magic. My limbs tingled, my chest felt like it flexed, then opened, the magic coating my skin and branching out, at my beck and call.

      “Sorry, Sasha, I can’t let you go.”

      His hand grabbed my arm so fast I didn’t see it coming. Which didn’t change the result. As his fingers clasped my skin, the tiny sound of skin searing had him flinching away a second later.

      “What the—“

      I was running before he’d finished the sentence.

      Bare feet slapping on pavement, my handbag flapping at my side, I flew to my car in desperation, knowing that Charles would be right behind me. Sure enough, just as my door closed, his giant fist smashed through the window.

      “Same side!” I screamed, fragments of shatterproof glass raining in on me.

      I slammed the car in reverse and stomped on the pedal. The car lurched backward, Charles falling, naked, onto the empty parking space. I flung the gear into drive and punched the pedal again, taking off as Charles started sprinting after me.

      Another thrill of fear slammed into me, only this time, it energized me. My smile took up my whole face as Charles chased me, butt-ass naked, sprinting with bare feet on concrete, muscles rippling, a phone to his ear.

      He grabbed a phone but no shoes? What was the story with his priorities?

      He was quick, but he couldn’t match the speed of my Firebird. Especially when I’d been given a green light to go fast. Recklessly fast.
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      I screeched to a halt in front of Jared’s apartment complex. It took me three seconds to register that unnatural cold. One or more of those beasts were here, and judging by the freezing marrow in my bones, it was probably leaning towards more.

      I sprinted up the walkway and through the door balancing precariously on one hinge. The light in the entryway of the apartment complex flickered, a telltale sign that something was horrifically amiss. At least, that was always the case in horror movies. Then again, the rent here was cheap, and the landlord never got around to fixing anything. It might have been normal.

      Still, the door was broken. Something was amiss.

      I sprinted up the stairs, my sanity having been left in my apartment. On Jared’s floor I heard screaming. Loud, high-pitched, unnatural screaming, like a rabbit that felt the first pinch of the wolf’s jaws.

      A burst of speed had me standing in the doorway of Jared’s apartment, staring at two…things. One looked like a four legged spider, equipped with red mandibles and grisly brown fur. Maybe human once, maybe all creation, this thing was so unnatural my stomach started to twist. Beside it stood an alien—oval head, long limbs and bulbous kind of fingers.

      I blinked a few times, not believing my eyes. Somehow, the weird spider thing made sense. I’d seen some pretty gross monsters lately. The alien-looking thing, though, seemed a bit…childish somehow. Like the conjurer was telling some sort of joke.

      Or it really was an alien…

      Clearing my mind of the panicked fog, I zeroed in on what could only be the remnants of a human. Red head lulled, eyes staring, face slack. His body bent unnaturally, his heels able to touch his head, like his back had been broken.

      I stared, horror creeping into my awareness eradicating every other feeling. Rubber limbs fell to the floor, the body splayed unnaturally, dead.

      At the back of the apartment another scream erupted. My gaze drifted that direction, my body numb. A giant held Jared by the hair, my boyfriend crying and screaming, scratching at the hand carrying him by his scalp.

      This wasn’t a monster.

      Hazel eyes flashed to mine, connecting us in a moment. Power pulsed inside of me, registering the danger. My forehead beaded with sweat. That’s when the monsters turned toward me slowly. They honed in on me, sensing the magic I knew called to them like a turkey leg to a starving man.

      The man’s eyebrows dipped in confusion, his head tilted. He slowed.

      “What is this?” A voice of masculine honey poured across the apartment floor, crawling up my legs and covering me with slime.

      Something wasn’t right with this man, besides the fact that he carried my boyfriend by his hair.

      “Come to rescue your love? I heard him calling someone—you? Why not the police, I wonder. And why…” The monsters stepped toward me. My chest throbbed.  The man’s eyes turned calculating. “Bring her with us.”

      Power pulsed through the room—from me or them, I had no idea. Sweat dribbled down my forehead. The man kept coming, Jared screaming and crying in his grip.

      I tried to push them back, like I’d done before. I stuck out my palms, desperately trying to destroy them somehow, but I didn’t know what had caused it. Maybe fear deterred me. Maybe my near-death experience had me holding back. Whatever it was, nothing came!

      “Shit.” I grabbed a baseball bat, ready to go down fighting.

      It didn’t glow. Maybe that was reserved for metal?

      No matter. I played softball once.

      As the first creature reached me, I swung with all my might. Then staggered sideways and forward, the bat going clean through the creation.

      A cartoon-like hand reached for me, fire erupting on my shoulder where it touched. Blisters formed, the pain consuming me, when suddenly I was flying.

      I fell to the left, barreling into a cheap bookcase that splintered under my weight. A leather clad man stood in my wake, burnished gold sword flashing, bare arms swirling with the same burnished gold light, his tattoos glowing and crawling around his skin.

      I felt a strange stirring in my core, like I lay in the middle of a feather storm. Burnished gold materialized around me, forming a cage. A churning, vibrating cage, keeping me imprisoned.

      What a dick! Did he want me dead?

      Jared’s body went airborne, the scream wrenching my insides. He hit the wall with head and right shoulder, the scream cutting off.

      “Jared!” I surged forward, only to realize this cage held an intense electric shock that knocked me on my ass.

      Stunned, I followed Stefan with my eyes, his sword slicing through the air, his arms glowing in moving designs.

      “Alas, we meet again,” the hazel eyed man drawled, drawing a sword. His voice was like honey, but his movements resembled a badger. “How did you know I’d be here?”

      “You reek of human death. You’ve gone too far, Andris, and for what results? I’m still better.”

      The two circled each other, their swords held loose. Both their steps were nimble and elegant, the more deadly for it.

      “Tell me,” the man said conversationally, “why waste power on that human female? Or did I go after the wrong human?”

      “You? Make a mistake?”

      “It is rare, yes, but when concerning humans, I’m sure you’ll—“

      Pale gold blade of the smooth talking man whipped out, aimed for Stefan’s head. Stefan dodged, graceful like a dancer, joints moving as if oiled, then countering immediately.

      The man dodged also, stepping away, forcing space between them. Assessing.

      “Why wait, Andris?” Stefan asked, eyes calculating. “Why stall? What are you after?”

      “Unsolved mysteries. For example, that male seemed rather usual, as far as humans go. Crying and begging—so much drama. Conversely, that female never showed fear. Then here you are, wasting valuable power to protect her. Is she a pet? Is that the draw? She certainly is pretty—I can see the allure. Maybe she wasn’t scared because she thinks she is always protected?”

      Stefan lunged, his sword swiped through the air. Andris dodged, the blade cutting through the air right next to his head. He countered immediately. Stefan met the attack and countered again, fast as lightning. Each time the blades met, sparks flew. The men evenly matched for height and brawn, but Stefan was faster and more skilled. Andris retreated, a step at a time, eyes darting, looking for a way out.

      “Another time, then.” Andris gave a slick smile.

      I screamed as two more beings lumbered into the room, not much more than smoky wisps of purple. Both apparitions stopped at me, my chest once again surging outward, sensing something in them and wanting to call to it. Or maybe they called to me.

      Before I could think more on it, one palpitating blob floated toward me like a plume of smoke. I shrank back from the swirling burnished gold cage. Tendrils reached for me, connecting with magic. A spark lit up the room, the vapor creature flashing color and imploding, winking out.

      Stefan flagged, momentarily slowed. Andris’s blade found his flesh, slicing a huge red gash in his arm.

      “No!” I screamed.

      “And why do the Dulcha keep reacting to her?” Andris’s voice became suspicious. “What have you found, Stefan? What is worth your life?”

      Stefan switched his sword to his other arm, the color of the blade fading to orange. The cage around me did, too. His power was weakening as he tried to keep me out of harm’s way.

      Rage and fear consumed me in equal parts seeing Stefan struggling. I registered the look of triumph on Andris’s face as he raised his sword. Without thinking I struck out, focused on that blade.

      Black bands rose in the air around Andris like ribbons, wrapping around his sword and squeezing, breaking the blade into shards. Andris screamed and convulsed, drawing his sword arm into his chest, staring, wide-eyed, at his hand where my magic had burned him. His fingers shook, starting to turn a molten red. The color climbed, as if soaking into his skin, burning and blistering as it went.

      Andris screamed, still staring, fixated.

      Stefan, sword hanging loosely at his side, his face a blank mask. He was damn good at hiding his emotions.

      I would have kept staring as well—I had no idea what I’d done—but the last blob of magic drifted toward me. I screamed again, drawing Stefan’s gaze, scared that if it touched the cage something more would happen to him.

      Charles burst through the door, blade whirling, cutting across the pouf of magic in his rage. His eyes swept the room, landing on a fleeing Andris. His gaze darted to Stefan, now hot on Andris’s trail, then to me.

      I spared a glance for Jared, his arms flailing limply. Good, he was alive.

      I didn’t get long for relief. Charles stared at me with crazy eyes.

      I probably shouldn’t have ditched him. He seemed slightly…perturbed.

      “What the fuck, Sasha?”

      Maybe more than slightly…

      “You trying to get me fired?”

      In three quick steps, he reached toward my neck, probably meaning something awful, only to hit Stefan’s cage. A bright orange spark flared, singeing Charles’s skin.

      “Damn it! You come outta there because I got a score to settle with you! I want to shake you like a crying baby!”

      “What a horrible thing to say!”

      “Yeah! I am a freaking Watch Captain, Sasha! Yet I had to run down the street, in bare feet, naked, with nothing but a cell phone and a sword! Obviously I drew some notice! Plus, I had to go back to your damn apartment for a sword before I even followed you! It was locked!”

      “You remembered your phone but not a sword? How is that my fault?”

      “Because you flustered me. I’m going to—“ Another flash of orange. “Damn it! You aren’t worth his protection!”

      “Another horrible thing. To think, I thought you liked me.”

      “You—“

      Moaning interrupted my cringing from Charles. One of Jared’s limbs tweaked. He moaned again.

      “Go make sure he’s okay,” I instructed.

      “No. And you know what, I don’t even want to have sex with you anymore. That’s how mad I am at you right now!”

      “Over-dramatic, hmm?”

      Stefan stepped into the room. He’d gone out through the window after Andris, he’d re-entered through the door. Judging by the lack of enemy blood, he didn’t catch his prey. Judging by the huge gash on his arm that he tried to ignore, but brought protectively into his body, it hurt a lot.

      His eyes found me, deep and dark.

      “Can I get out, now?” I asked, shrinking back from his intense stare.

      “Charles, grab Jared and get out.”

      Charles gave me a smug look of retribution before he did as instructed, gently lifting a moaning Jared and stalking from the apartment.

      Stefan closed the door slowly, turning toward me and lowering to the ground, legs crossed. He stared at me through his self-made jail cell. “You…used magic. You attacked with magic.”

      “I didn’t mean to! Well, yes I did. I just wanted him to stop hurting you. He was about to kill you!”

      Stefan’s eyes squinted. He leaned forward. “Are you okay?”

      “Scared, a little. But…” Sweat dripped down my temple but I started to shiver. I looked at my arms. They glistened with moisture. My cheeks burned right before my head swirled.

      The fever gripped me.

      Suddenly the cage disappeared and Stefan had me in his arms. The last thing I remembered, he was running.

      

      *****

      

      “She’s lucid, sir. Somewhat. No response, though.”

      Stefan approached the wide bed, looking down on the limp human, her angelic face devoid of color. Her arms rested on her chest, her body so still she looked dead.

      A shot of fear pierced Stefan’s chest. “Will she make it?”

      Luke’s head shook before he sighed. “She shouldn’t have made it last time. Yet she did. Something is holding her to this life.”

      “My blood helped last time. Will it help again?”

      Luke studied him, trying to read Stefan. He’d keep on trying, too. Stefan didn’t maintain a leadership role by giving away his motives.

      Stefan hadn’t told anyone what he’d seen: That Sasha had used the black magic level, the most powerful, rarest level of magic that existed. That level of magic, nearly a pure shot drawn directly from the elements, hadn’t been seen in hundreds of years—the use of it not more than legend. Even Trek, the enemy’s mage, could only go as high as white, a step down.

      “If you give her too much, too often, you will develop a link to her,” Luke cautioned.

      Stefan remained immobile. They already had a link. Before they’d even met they had a link. Another thing he didn’t feel the need to divulge. “I understand.”

      Luke’s head tilted. “This is extreme for a pet, don’t you think? She’s pretty,” he shrugged, “but she is still just a human. They die early, they can rarely access their magic with any consistency… Plus, this human has caused a rare amount of trouble. I would advise you to reconsider.”

      Stefan barely kept his eyes from drifting to Sasha’s face. “How many pets have I had, Luke?”

      The doctor’s eyes squinted marginally, thinking. His eyebrows rumpled.

      “Exactly none. I don’t keep pets. They are a nuisance and a waste of time, not to mention dangerous if they fall in love. As I’m sure you agree, humans can be unpredictable when they love or hate. Especially both at the same time. She is not a pet. I have had no interaction with her sexually. This is business, and she needs to live. Will my blood work?”

      Luke sighed, raising his eyebrows in a facial shrug. “If you can get her to drink, she might pull out of it. Might. She should be dead already. But…well, she survived last time, so who’s to say?”

      While some cultures of human did ingest blood regularly, it was the blood of cattle or goat, and generally localized to that culture. Most of the time, a person or animal had to have specialized digestive mechanisms to filter out the excess iron consumed in blood. If they didn’t, a person could easily sustain an iron overdose. Just another difference between humans and his species.

      Luckily, Sasha’s body had proved to be able to handle his blood, which was both high in power and highly taboo to most human cultures. He didn’t understand why, but given the circumstances, it would save her life. Again. Hopefully.

      Stefan nodded, allowing himself to bestow his gaze back to this woman that had a firm hold on his vitals for reasons he couldn’t understand or explain. The only thing he knew with certainty was that she could not die. Not just for her magic ability, but also because…

      Stefan shook his head. He refused to think about it. This was business, she was a rare find, that the enemy now had wind of, and she could-not-die!

      “Get out,” Stefan barked. He swung his gaze around the room to the half-dozen attendees.

      As expected, everyone scattered, including the meddling Luke.

      Stefan approached the bed slowly, his body tingling, his dick starting to pound. He should feed her his wrist. That’s what he’d done before. There was distance in the wrist—an arm’s length to be precise.

      But he wanted to be closer. He wanted to be inside her while she drank his life’s blood. Unfortunately, that would be similar to tricking her, since his pheromones didn’t work on her and she would never consent to it with her boyfriend still in the picture. Damn unfortunate, because he knew she wanted him. Her self-control was just as slippery around him as his was around her.

      He stripped his shirt and pants and crawled under the sheets, stretching out his bare body next to hers. He would bring her to his neck, only touching G-rated parts even though her clothes had been removed, and if she reacted so be it.

      He slid his hand along her flat stomach, spreading out his fingers so he covered as much skin as possible. The length of his body touched hers, her skin soft and supple. She let out a faint, melodious moan. She turned on her side, breasts flattening against his chest. The need to crawl on top of her and plunge into her feminine depths nearly overcame him. He squeezed his eyes shut, holding back with everything he had.

      He jabbed the right spot on his throat with his dagger before throwing it across the floor and out of the way. Bending quickly before control completely fled, he gently pulled her upper body up his chest so his neck butted against her lips.

      Her hands came up weakly, trying to bat him away, her lips curling under to shut her mouth tight.

      “C’mon, Sasha, just a little bit.” Stefan held her tight against him, her lips pressed against his neck where a slow trickle of liquid begged her to suck.

      She opened her mouth, but with the intention to kiss him rather than drink. Her smooth lips grazed his skin, firing up his body and making his erection throb uncomfortably. Her mouth fastened over the cut, her tongue flicking at the liquid. With a soft moan, her lips applied pressure. Glorious suction pulled at his body, reaching all the way down to the center of his being and tugging. His cock jerked, the tip tingling.

      She sucked harder, rendering a moan from him this time, his hands sliding over her well-proportioned hip and down to her butt. Having lost control of his limbs in the sheer pleasure of the draw from her lips, he pulled her lower half closer, his cock sliding into the space between her upper thighs.

      “Mmm,” she breathed, back to kissing him instead of drinking.

      “Drink more, love. You need more of me to heal.”

      Her hand felt up his chest, her delicate fingers tracing his muscles, stopping on his flexing pec. Eyes closed, she bent her head to him again, the fire from her mouth consuming him. His fingers worked in between her butt cheeks, circling that small hole lightly. His cock skimmed her wet sex, working against it, parting her outer lips.

      She groaned, taking a long, deep pull from his neck. She let go of his neck with a pop, her tongue flowing over her bottom lip, clearing it of the last drops of him. Against his neck she murmured, “Take me.”

      He lost his shit.

      Feeling like she yanked a string directly tied to his stomach and cock, he rolled on top of her, flame licking his skin where she touched. Her hands glided up his arms, over his shoulders, over his neck, and to his head. She pulled him toward her.

      Stefan allowed her to lead, sinking between her spread legs, his manhood pressed heavily against her heat soaked, wet sex. He couldn’t remember ever being this wild; this desperate to take a female. He pounded with it. Throbbed.

      Her lips touched his lightly, assessing. Her tongue darting out to lick his lips, tasting. More pressure, their mouths opening to each other. Her tongue entered his mouth, seeking him, and then drawing him out. Playful and fun, experimenting. She tasted like chocolate, spice, and his essence, she smelled like fresh everglades in the crisp dusk.

      His hips pushed forward, his tip parting her folds, her heat scorching him pleasantly. Further still, her body so tight he wasn’t able to push any farther without causing her pain.

      Her head fell back. A small smile played around her lips as her chest heaved and her legs climbed up his hips. She was trying to work him in. In the meantime, she was driving him fucking wild!

      Sweat beaded his brow, dripping down with the exertion of pulling out that two inches, then slowly, grindingly, threading it back in, allowing her to wiggle and squirm, trying to get it deeper.

      “Ohhhh!” Her breath wound around his head dizzyingly, flirting with his ears. Her smell, so intense, he wanted to stop breathing lest he thrust into her blindly, stealing his willpower.

      “More,” she whispered.

      He pushed in slowly, his body quivering, needing release with a fervor that wasn’t natural. He was halfway there, stretching her, filling her, getting squeezed by her. Fuck he was getting squeezed! How could a person be so tight and not be a virgin? Madness.

      Speaking of madness, his sanity slipped. He pulled out, his body slick with sweat, his hands braced on each side of her. Taking her tightening of arms and legs as they wrapped around him, he pushed in again, riding low, laying his body on hers but keeping his weight off by his taxed arms.

      “All the way.” Her voice drifted over him like smoke, infused by her smell, and flicked away the last trace of constraint.

      He thrust in desperation, emotion riding the action. His cock burrowed into her tight depths, making her squeal as he forced her to accept him. He paused a second, his dick wrapped in an earth-shattering, liquid fire, before pulling out again, starting a slow rhythm.

      Her hands clutched at him, her mouth seeking his. He met her lips, their tongues dancing, their bodies grinding together pleasantly; a thick fog of pleasure covering his awareness. He thrust blindly, over and over, the friction of her, the intoxication, driving all thought from his mind.

      “Oh, yes,” Sasha said into his mouth, her eyes fluttered. “Oh…”

      Stefan deepened the kiss, wanting to take her blood as well. He wanted to exchange their power, merge it, become one with it.

      Before he’d realized what had happened, his mouth was at her throat, her hands at the back of his head, pulling down, wanting this as much as he did. He barely registered the blaring siren in the back of his head. If he took what little strength she had, he’d kill her.

      Ripping his head away, shivers covering his body, then heat, he regained his control. She clutched at him, dragging his body closer, wanting as much contact as possible. His body pushed down deep, trying to hit the center of her. Her hips swiveled up to meet his, accepting his manhood in surges. He plunged and retreated, filling every inch of her. Raw desire fueled her frantic movements, having her panting and sweaty, moaning. Her eyebrows lifted, her expression turned to anticipated wonder. Her legs tightened, her fingernails dug into him.

      “Going to…oh!” Her body shuddered, her already tight core constricting like a fist.

      His body blasted apart, his cock shooting his seed deep into her, pumping it deeper still, needing a piece of him to remain within her as long as possible. Knowing that that wasn’t enough. Knowing he’d only be content if he remained in her forever.

      He let his body push her down into the mattress, trapping her under him, unlocking a secretion that his race hardly ever used. He remained within her, meeting her lips and holding, while the primal side of him slipped out from under his logic. She was his. He’d always known it. So had she. It was as permanent in their hearts as it was now in their bodies. Fate had chosen.

      So he let the primal side take over, lowering his neck to her once again, needing her to take more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

        Into the Darkness

      

    
    
      I awoke with a glorious stretch. “Ow.”

      “Serves you right.” Charles sat in a chair off to the side, his knitting needles clicking.

      “I’m sore.” Which was an understatement. Every single muscle felt like it’d been stretched.

      Speaking of stretched… My lady bits ached, as if I’d been violated in the most pleasant of ways.

      A dream came back to me, of Stefan moving over me, crushing me to the mattress, my body entwined with his. It had been the best dream I had ever had, equipped with the absolutely best orgasm I could imagine.

      “Did…” This was going to sound really dumb. “Did the Boss…hang out in here? At all?”

      Charles didn’t even look up. “Yup. He gave you more blood, pissing off that super bitch Darla to no end, and saved your life, yet again. Not that you deserved it.”

      “How long are you going to be mad at me, exactly?”

      “At least another day, then I’ll see how I feel.”

      “You didn’t have sex with me, did you?”

      I got a scathing glance. “As it stands, I will only consent to screw you because it would be a waste to refuse, but I will still be pissed.”

      So no, then. “Huh.”

      Click, click, click.

      He tilted his head marginally, as if he couldn’t help asking, “So, does that mean you’re offering?”

      I scoffed at him as I sat up slowly, my body feeling strung out and my lady bits sending shooting remembrances of pleasure to my body. “The Boss didn’t…”

      The glance was sardonic this time. “He barely screws people of his own caliber, let alone dumb humans that ditch their faithful, loyal guards for a ridiculous human boyfriend that always manages to need a woman’s help. Talk about thinking highly of yourself…”

      Right. That’s what I’d figured; but still, I was sore. Maybe it was just an effect of the magic. The rest of my body felt beat to hell, why not that part as well?

      I tossed it out of my mind, stowing that delicious dream to the back of my head for later remembrance when I had some alone time to take matters into my own hands. My mind drifted to Jared. I cringed.

      “How’s Jared?” I asked in a tiny voice.

      Click, click, click.

      “I’ll blow you for information…” I kept my voice even. He was just young enough to believe me.

      “Lies.”

      Or not.

      “Jared has made a full recovery. This time. What’s going to happen next time…? I wonder. It isn’t him they’re after. For some stupid reason…”

      I sighed. He’d hit directly on the problem. Since my infatuation with Stefan, and more so when I went searching for the living shadows, he’d been in danger constantly. I’d had to try and save him just as often. For a girl who could barely walk in a straight line without getting sidetracked by moving objects in the darkness, I wasn’t the best person to hang his hope on. Oh yeah, and I had no fighting skills, no arsenal besides a whistle and a letter opener, and no muscles. Jared was in the wrong hands.

      I loved him, but I couldn’t play this game with him anymore. I didn’t know what my life held in store for me, but I had a feeling that, with that knitting oaf following me around, and my wires constantly crossing with a guy that tugged at the fibers of my being every time I saw him, it wouldn’t be normal.

      All Jared had ever wanted was a wife, house, picket fence, and family. And while I might want that, too, I would have to go about it in a very different way. Part of me always suspected that—the part that figured I’d never have those things.

      “Why were they after you, anyway?” Charles had lowered his pastime to stare at me.

      I sighed, trying not to let my sinking heart squeeze out tears. Charles wouldn’t understand. “Because I rock, that’s why. Can you show me to Jared’s room?”

      “Whatever gets you to stop the terrible jokes?”

      Ten minutes later I sat in front of Jared at a tiny table used for teatime. As such, delicate cups with pastel flowers adorned polished, mahogany wood. Books sprawled behind us, lining giant, floor to ceiling bookcases.

      Jared’s eyes stared at me with equal parts wariness and distance. A chunk of his hair was missing, leaving an angry red patch of scalp in its place. A bandaged wrapped around his shoulder, a Band-Aid by his ear. I hadn’t even opened my mouth and my heart ached.

      “Hi, how are you feeling?” I started in a gentle voice.

      “Does he have to be here?” Jared hid a point under the table, his finger aimed at Charles in the corner, back to his knitting.

      I nodded sadly. “He’s here to protect us.”

      Jared shook his head sadly. “I can’t handle any more of this, Sasha. I wake up forgetting, then I end up in horrible situations where everything comes tumbling back. Then I forget again. I can’t do it anymore.”

      “I know, baby. It’s my fault. All of this. It’s all my fault.”

      “I always thought you were eccentric, with your imaginary men in the shadows. I thought you lived in a secret romance novel or something. But this…I just…I can’t keep up, you know? We aren’t the same people anymore. At least…well…I am, I think, but…”

      He let the words trail into the air, hanging, sprinkling guilt down onto me like the first rain drops before a storm.

      I hung my head.

      “I’ve been offered a great opportunity in Florida,” he went on, “and I think I’m going to take it.”

      My head snapped up. “A job?”

      “Yes, a job. I think I should take it.”

      “But…how? When?”

      Jared reached forward to pat my arm, but stopped halfway and lowered his hand into his lap. “It’s for the best. I hold you back…maybe. I think. Just…this is for the best.”

      I stared at him in something close to disbelief. A heavy weight filled my chest. We’d been together for years. He’d been my first. I’d learned to partially trust with him. I learned what love was supposed to be. Sadly, I also learned that love was beyond my ability to grasp.

      He was right. He needed a stable woman with no demons. With no weird past and strange magical abilities. Even if I hadn’t stumbled into this world where I now found myself, we wouldn’t have worked out. We were different in our very foundations, in different worlds.

      This really sucked.

      As a tear leaked down my face, I said, “I didn’t know about any of this, Jared, if that’s what you think.”

      “I think I know that, Sasha. I just… You’re too…sparkly. You just…we don’t fit anymore. You grew into your body, and I…well, I’m still just the same ol’ me.”

      I wanted to argue with this absurdity. With this nonsense. But I also knew that my future would only drag him down; drag him into danger. It was time for us to part ways. I needed to let him go, and it would be easiest on him if he had no resistance. If I didn’t cause him to doubt. I knew this, but…

      But God it hurt.

      I sucked in a big, sob ridden breath. “I don’t know what to say.”

      He smiled, his eyes glassy. “How about goodbye?”

      The second tear fell, followed by many others. I bowed my head, moving to him painfully. My arms wrapped around his neck, our cheeks touching. After a minute, he disentangled me, and I moved away, my eyes overflowing.

      Jared got up slowly, painfully. With a final smile—the smile I had grown to depend on these last few years—he walked out of the room. The heavy door closed with a faint click.

      I bowed my head into my hands, letting go. He’d been my everything. I had lain in his bed, looking out the window, talking about my dreams, and then listening to his. I had learned to trust, to depend on someone. He had been a huge chunk of my life.

      I heard movement before two strong arms came around me. Charles held me tight, patting my back awkwardly like the young guy he was. I sobbed into his chest, my heart aching as part of myself walked away forever.

      

      *****

      

      Stefan’s eyes snapped open as dusk fell. He had a ton to do tonight. His enemy continued to roam his territory and prey on his people without his people sensing the territory breach. He needed to stop that; give his clan back their reassurance.

      He also needed to figure out the new situation with the human.

      Snapping straight, sheets falling away, he thought back to the night before. He’d pushed himself on a weak, vulnerable woman. He had acted like a drunk teenager rather than the leader of this territory!

      And he’d marked her.

      Stefan groaned. What had he been thinking?

      But that was just it—with her, he found thinking difficult.  But marking just wasn’t done anymore. Their clan—their race, actually--was sexually liberated. Multiple partners at any given time, his clan held nothing back, experimenting and engaging as often, with however many, as possible. A long time ago, when the humans ravaged their numbers in crusades and witch burnings, their current sexual outlook had saved their race from extinction; sex as often as possible, without pregnancy-hindering protection, meant his race started to bounce back.

      Now it was a thing. It felt good, it helped identify possible breeders, and it was to everybody’s gain.

      He’d nearly ended that for Sasha. Granted, she wasn’t of his race, but she exhibited traits his clan could understand and appreciate. Even though she didn’t understand her sexual side, like her fearlessness, it lurked. It popped its head up and played peek-a-boo every time sex tumbled into the room.

      Or even just when Stefan hesitantly wandered close to her.

      Damn it! Just thinking of her gave him wood.

      Her only saving grace: he didn’t take her blood. He didn’t complete the marking. Not yet. At this half-done job, his clan would sense his presence around her, like a ghost sitting on her shoulder, but it wouldn’t be an open challenge if they touched her.

      Stefan clenched his jaw and breathed through his nose. She was his. Something deep and primal knew that. Had faith in it. He wasn’t sure what he would do if she chose another.

      Yes he did—he would challenge that male and rip his throat out.

      Stefan took another deep breath. His life had been hard enough without her barging in and confusing it all to hell. And now she had some pretty potent magic. Worse, Andris suspected it. What a pain.

      Showered and dressed, Stefan waltzed out of his room. He crossed the campus of their estate, ducked into a hidden door, and walked into Sasha’s room a moment later, ignoring Charles as he bounded up.

      Sasha sat in a large velvet chair across the room, her eyes bloodshot and puffy, a book open on her lap. A cotton pajama set covered her body from head to toe, only her hands, feet and face peeking out. Her hair hid within a towel.

      She looked up, sadness radiating through their new blood line, intensified by their normal link.

      “Sasha.” His voice carried across the room. Testing the waters.

      A spark ignited in her gaze, then dulled immediately. “Hey. Sorry I nearly got you killed.”

      “I trust you…slept well?” Stefan asked evenly. Do you know that we slept together? That I want to do it again?

      She shrugged, her gaze sinking to her book. “Thanks for saving my life. Again.”

      He crossed the room, taking a chair next to hers. “You’re sad. Why?”

      She shrugged again. “I ended it with Jared. Well, not true. He ended it with me. So, I guess it was mutual, all said and done.”

      Sorrow radiated, this time accompanied by her bottom lip quivering. Stefan had an impulse to wrap her in his arms until she cried herself healthy.

      Deep breath.

      “Why did you end it?”

      He listened as Sasha recounted the story. Nowhere in there that she’d cheated. Not even a hint. Finally, he tiptoed closer to the mark. “How is your body today? Are you sore?”

      Her eyes showed the first glimmer of suspicion. “Why?”

      “Last time this happened you could barely move. I’m wondering if you’re adjusting.”

      Suspicion winked out. “Oh. I’m okay. Much the same.”

      She didn’t know. How could she not know? She’d never opened her eyes, but she’d spoken to him. She’d directed him!

      His heart sank before he could get himself back online. How had this female—this human female—worked so thoroughly past his defenses and captured him? It was stupid and dangerous, both for his rank and his way of life. It needed to end. Now.

      

      *****

      

      I watched in confusion as Stefan’s face and body language shut down. He looked pissed. At me?

      “You okay?” I ventured.

      “Great.” His jaw tightened as his shoulders hunched. “Look, I’ll cut to the chase. You’re in danger. The enemy, E.T., now have an interest in you. You demonstrated magic in front of them. They’ll return for you—“

      “Wait.” I held up my hand in disbelief. “Did you just say ET?”

      Stefan’s eyebrows made a flat line over his eyes. “Yes…”

      “As in ET phone home…?” I felt like crap, my heart hurt, Stefan had a stronger tug than normal, nearly rising me out of my chair to connect my body with his, but suddenly none of that mattered in the spotlight of this absurdity.

      Or maybe I needed something to focus on that didn’t matter.

      Stefan shook his head, his gaze flicking to Charles. Knitting needles stilled as Charles tilted his head.

      “Don’t you guys ever watch movies?” I asked.

      Their eyebrows looked like sheets billowing in the wind. They had no idea what I was talking about.

      “Right. Anyway. Continue.” I waved Stefan on diplomatically. Charles rolled his eyes.

      “Anyway, the Eastern Territory has an interest. They won’t stop trying to acquire you until that interest is extinguished, whether by them kidnapping you, killing you, or killing us all.”

      “Lovely. You should know, they’ve been trying to take me with them since that first monster-thing talked to me.”

      Charles dropped his knitting in surprise, but Stefan just nodded. “What did it say?”

      “Well, basically that I should join it—them—for vast rewards and what not.”

      Stefan nodded uncomfortably as Charles gawked.

      “So…I’m a freak, then?” I looked back and forth between the two, my heart sinking. “I’m still a freak, even with you guys?”

      It was Stefan that recovered first. “No. Extremely valuable, though I don’t have the expertise to know what exactly that means.” His leadership mask clicked on. “No matter. You will need protection. You will live here, in this room, using this area for your—“

      “No.” I crossed my arms.

      Stefan’s stare hardened. “I don’t hear the term ‘no’ often…”

      “It isn’t a term, it’s a word. And…no.”

      Charles started to fidget.

      Stefan flexed from head to toe. Each powerful muscle on his giant frame snapped to attention. I gasped, my sexy systems swelling, the ache in those sexy systems more pronounced. I suddenly needed him inside me with a ferocity that both terrified and excited me. My cheeks flushed and my head beaded in sweat. My body and soul both seemed to be screaming destiny! The pain from losing Jared was still so acute, but when presented with Stefan…I couldn’t explain it. My being didn’t want anyone else. I only wanted him.

      Charles groaned in the corner.

      “You will live here. End of story.” Stefan’s jaw clenched again, as did his fists. The pupils in those dark eyes, barely definable, got larger.

      I wanted to get up and walk to him. Drape myself across him. Feel his arms tighten around me and make everything okay. Destiny!

      “Boss, I might need to step outside…” Charles groaned through tight vocal chords.

      Stefan looked like he was wrestling with something. Probably the memory of that stupid, although gorgeous, woman that had a claim on him. He shook his head in two jerks. “We’re almost done.”

      His eyes honed in on me. “You leave here, you die. Even if you manage to fight back with magic, the fever that follows will kill you if someone powerful isn’t around to…help you…” Lust flashed before a scowl reformed. “You will die. Which means you stay. You stay, you learn to use your power, and you advance. If you can reach the end of the lessons without killing yourself, you are free to go. That good?”

      “Well…let me think….” I was poking the bear in the nose with a stick, yes, but defiance was my go-to defense mechanism. Besides, I didn’t feel in control of my life anymore. It was worrying. “I’ve survived this long. I’ll take my chances a little longer. So, thank you, but still no.”

      “Or, you will go home, find a few monsters, as you call them, and get captured. Trek has no shortage of creations to send your way.”

      “I’ll keep her here, Boss,” Charles said with bravado.

      He so wouldn’t.

      Stefan’s eyes still delved into mine as he said, “You will be attending school with her. You will eat and breathe each other—“

      He cut off. His eyes closed, as if pain lanced his body. He sucked in a deep breath. A moment later he relaxed. “You two will go to school together, live here together, and come out better for it.”

      “But, I’ve already been to school,” Charles whined.

      “You have learning to do, and I have a feeling Sasha will push you to greater heights.”

      By the shake in Charles’ head, he didn’t have the same ideas.

      Stefan got up to leave. I wanted to stop him. I wanted to talk to him about these feelings—even though it was a little awkward with Charles in the room. Before he left, though, he said, “Oh, and Sasha, your apartment had a forced entry. A fire started shortly thereafter. Jared is leaving, so you say. Where will you go, if not here?”

      All the thoughts fell out of my head. The click of the latch as he left was surprisingly loud.

      My gaze slowly traveled the walls, taking my time in disbelief, landing on a cringing Charles. “You forced entry. What is this about a fire?”

      Charles tried to sink into himself, an impossible feat for a muscular man over six-and-a-half feet tall. “I may have, accidentally, left a candle burning.”

      “When we left there were no candles lit…”

      “I may have lit one so I could see.”

      “I have electricity, Charles. Why would you need to light a candle?”

      “Lights are so bright!”

      I started to hyperventilate. Everything I owned was in that apartment. All my memories, all my knick-knacks, all the things I had collected throughout my life, sat on my shelves or in my cubbies. I didn’t have a whole lot, but now I had nothing.

      “How much of the apartment burned?” I asked quietly.

      Charles slouched lower. “About three-fourths.”

      Three-fourths of my whole life, gone. Just like that.

      It wasn’t the happy-go-lucky Destiny at all, at least not in this. Destiny’s cousin, the mean and often brutal, Fate had left me no way out.

      All my life I’d seen the shadow men roaming the darkness. I’d seen human shaped silhouettes where everyone else had seen nothing at all. I’d always wondered, about them and about my sanity. And when it came right down to it, I knew I belonged here like I’d never belonged anywhere else before. I knew that my secret box would be largely understood within this new fold of people. I wouldn’t have to hide, anymore. I wouldn’t have to worry about people locking me up.

      I sighed and looked around at my new life. Clean surfaces and empty shelves stared back. It was bare bones, like I was brand new. Basically, I was starting from scratch.

      But at least I had something to work from. Stefan saw something in me. He would’ve given his life to protect me. That had to be something. His faith didn’t seem easily bestowed. If I truly did have magic, then I could truly fit in. Right now I was a freak human, sure; but if I could prove myself an asset, I could be a cool foreigner. Maybe I could finally be good at something. I could finally let myself trust and form real friendships, or meet a guy I didn’t have to hide half myself from.

      My mind flashed to Stefan—to the dream of him. I felt him moving away from me, leaving the area and going about his business. I still had no idea how.

      Glass barely half full, I lay down, my head starting to pound.

      “Can you make me forget?” I asked Charles quietly.

      “That doesn’t work on you.”

      “It works long enough to help me go to sleep.”

      “I’ll try. Usually you have to be strung out and not anticipating me. But I’ll try.”

      I closed my eyes and let blackness consume me, closing the chapter on my old life. I’d found my shadow men, and they’d opened a new chapter in my life.

      

      THE END
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        Braving the Elements

      

    
    
      My alarm clock was a flick to the head.

      “Ow!” I rubbed the offending spot as I opened my bleary eyes.

      Charles, my once jovial and immature sidekick, would, starting this evening, become my grumpy and brooding fellow student. I had been warned of this several times in the last two weeks as I got used to my new home in Stefan’s mansion. With a bunch of vampire-resembling people.

      “I’m a light sleeper, all you have to do is tell me to wake up,” I said in a matching grump, climbing out of the bed, which just felt wrong at five o’clock in the evening.

      “Not as gratifying. C’mon, we have to go.”

      Wiping my puffy eyes, I groaned. Charles’s kind was largely nocturnal, sleeping all day and active at night. They didn’t have a phobia of the sun, they just preferred the night—the reverse of humans. And because it was the reverse of humans, I’d found this new schedule—one I had tried to acclimate to over the past fourteen days—grueling. I wasn’t sleeping well during the daylight hours, and had a hard time keeping my eyes open near midnight and beyond, especially because I was using the time to work with knives and run obstacle courses to try and get in shape. It was a rough start to my new life.

      But hopefully soon it would be different. I started instruction tonight to learn my craft—which was apparently magical in nature. How cool was that? So far I had done weird things while in the throes of danger, but now I would hopefully learn how to do weird things whenever I wanted!

      Not only that, but I would get to make friends without worrying about that part of me that was always different from everyone else. The part that saw human-shaped shadows lurking in the night and had a sixth sense about pop quizzes or someone’s intentions. Since the shadow-people had turned out to be real and not some mental disorder, and my intuition could probably be explained with magic, I no longer had to hide. I could just be me, with the possibility of real intimacy and lasting friendships—something I’d always been denied until now. I would finally fit in!

      I squeaked in excitement.

      Charles answered with a glower. “You’re excited for nothing. This is gonna suck.”

      “Oh, relax. It’ll be fun.”

      The glower intensified.

      I did sympathize with him. I would be seriously pissed if I had to go back to high school. Or college for that matter. Charles had been through all this magic stuff before. He was a big shot in Stefan’s band of warriors even though he was really young for the position. But now he had to guard me, in case their enemy came after me, and go through school all over again because Stefan thought he’d benefit from it. Charles was not enthused, but I got the feeling no one said ‘no’ to Stefan.

      My stomach filled with butterflies. Just thinking of Stefan had my heart leaping. Since the first time I’d laid eyes on him, I’d been hooked. Uncommonly handsome with a lethal grace, Stefan could melt my body with a look. In the last two weeks, as I wandered around the mansion trying to learn about my new residence, I’d seen him from a distance. He’d be crossing the hall or exiting the house, busy and important with people leaning on his every word. He ran this establishment and everyone in it. He’d always look my way, without fail, seeming to feel my presence as I always felt his. His eyes would linger on my face, and then sweep my body, before his brow crumbled in something like guilt. His stare always turned frustrated and hostile right before he looked, and walked, away.

      Charles assured me it was just because he was busy. That he was always like that. I really hoped so. I wanted to fit in here. Also…I had a weird attachment to him. Attraction bordering on distraction—whenever he was near; it was like my heart reached out to join his. When he wasn’t around, I constantly thought about him, wanting to be closer. I’d never felt anything like it. It was like a sweet addiction I never wanted to give up; but at the same time, needing someone that much scared the pants off me. It was a dicey situation.

      I wiped my mind clear and followed Charles out of my secret hideaway at the edge of the huge property. It was a small house with a crap-load of spells, chants, incantations, and what not. Basically, it was invisible unless you knew it was there and stared really hard. Or, if the sun or moonlight hit it just right. Only three people could gain entry without some sort of alarm going off—me, Charles and apparently Stefan, though Stefan had never come to visit.

      I suddenly felt like kicking something.

      “What class is first on the agenda?” I asked, nearing the back entrance of the busy mansion. Tall and graceful people sauntered about their business, mostly attractive and all slightly sensuous. These people had an extremely loose view of sexual relations, which was putting it mildly.

      “We only have one for a few months. Elements. The most basic freaking class of magic workers. And I have to be seen taking it again like some flunky.” Charles released a noisy breath and steered me to the left.

      I patted his meaty shoulder. “Yes, but what would I do without you? You aren’t a flunky, you are an important and necessary element to a human fitting in. You’re like, the top of your class because you were chosen. Right?”

      “Think you’re awfully important, don’t you…” Charles answered dryly. I could see the quirk of his lips, though. The pep talk seemed to help a little.

      As we entered a dimly-lit hallway, my shoulder blades tingled from the stares. This had been happening since I started living here. People glanced at me because I was short and different, and then did a double-take, their eyes either stalling in confusion, suspicion, or like I had a ghost sitting on my shoulder rattling chains.

      “Are you sure they’re staring because I’m human?” I asked in a hush as a heavy, unyielding hand steered me around a corner. “Because I’ve occasionally seen a human or two—even though they were all dazed out by pheromones—and no one stared at them.”

      “You’re different than them. You’re unbalanced in the head.”

      “Why are you so grumpy? So you have to learn about these elements again, so what? You’re still getting paid.”

      “Sasha, I like to kill stuff. I like to stab things with my sword. And yes, you can take that with a double meaning. If I’m sitting in a stuffy classroom, I can’t do what I like. You could at least rectify one of those problems, but you refuse since you’re a prude. Where exactly does that leave me?”

      “I didn’t know you knew words like ‘rectify’…”

      His eyebrows crawled down his nose as the corners of his mouth curled upwards. He wanted to hate me at the moment, but he did love to banter. Conundrum. “I might start beating you to take the edge off.”

      I snickered as we climbed the stairs and turned right. Then another right. Then a left. The place was massive! Eventually we strolled through an area that housed people who apparently didn’t keep normal business hours.

      “I feel like an ant in here.” My gaze took in more than one naked person. “An overdressed ant.”

      “Well, you look like a jackass.”

      I rolled my eyes in Charles’s general direction.

      “Oh, Charles!” A man wearing a hat and a boner stopped us. “Is this your new pet? She is simply divine! Might I borrow her?”

      “She bites sensitive areas,” Charles replied in a dry tone as he steered me around the man and down the wide corridor.

      “A red ant, then,” I amended.

      We scaled a grand staircase to the third floor and took a right.

      “In you go.” Charles opened the door and shoved me in front of him. I’d never seen him in such a bad mood.

      After a second, I knew why.

      A crowd of teens stood in the middle of a ballroom—all turned toward me, gawking. All different shapes and sizes, like human adolescents, they awkwardly stood, still growing into their bodies.

      “They’re all kids!” I exclaimed to Charles in a frantic whisper. “Isn’t there a class my own age?”

      “They are your age.”

      My gaze swept the room again. Baby fat in plenty, the girls stooped awkwardly, often taller than their male counterpart. The boys bounced and jostled each other, a few steps behind in maturity and none the wiser. They were definitely going through puberty, one and all.

      I had lived on the other side of puberty for a great many years. These kids were not my age. I said as much.

      “They’ve had the same number of trips around the sun, then. We just age differently. We live way longer. They’re basically considered adults now, since their magic is coming in.”

      “They’re still kids, though, Charles. Are there any other classes?”

      “Magic hits at puberty, even in humans, though you seem too dimwitted to realize it—“

      I elbowed him in the side. My arm bounced off muscle.

      “I’m twenty-two, Charles. Way past puberty…”

      “These children are here to develop their magic. I have already developed my magic. You have not. You belong here. I do not. I blame you for this.”

      “You burnt my house down! You owe me one.”

      His bushy eyebrows made a shelf over his eyes and his bottom lip protruded slightly. “Touché.”

      Point in my column.

      “Hello, hello!” A man with a tall red hat and a cheery disposition strolled into the room. His smile would’ve been twinkling if this had been T.V. “Welcome everyone! I am your instructor, Master Hilbert. You can call me Master Bert. I will be helping you develop that very special little gift inside each and every one of you. Do you know what that gift is called? Mmm?”

      “Magic!” an enthused student in the front row yelled.

      “Maw, why yes! Good for you. Magic!”

      “What does ‘maw’ mean?” I whispered.

      “I think that’s just a weird sound he makes,” Charles answered just as quietly.

      “First, let’s get in a circle so we can see each other and introduce ourselves to the new pupils,” Master Bert enthused.

      While all the kids stood about my height, still growing, Charles topped the crowd and then some. The strongest and brawniest fighters with high power levels found themselves in the upper ranks of Stefan’s army. It meant that Charles stood out a little. The young girls noticed.

      “They’re giggling!” Charles seethed.

      “Yes, but just so you know, they are giggling at you, not with you.”

      “Shut up.”

      “Soon they will be laughing at you, not—“

      “Shut up, I said.”

      I smirked, realizing I hadn’t been listening to any of the names, and now Master Bert stared at me expectantly, a supportive smile on his face.

      “I’m Sasha.”

      “Maw, yes! And you are a human, is that correct?”

      A few girls gasped. A few boys’ eyes sparked, and then roamed down my body.

      Uncomfortably, I said, “Yes.”

      “Maw, yes! That is wonderful. I have trained humans before, so don’t you worry. Now, who is this big, strong male next to you?”

      “Charles. I’m a Watch Captain. Here to monitor my charge.” He jerked his head in my direction.

      “Wonderful, yes.” Master Bert’s gaze slid down Charles’ body, noticing each bump and groove, stopping at his crotch.

      In human-land, this teacher would get fired for that kind of behavior. But here in crazy-land, he got an erection and Charles preened at the notice. Good Lord.

      “Alrighty. Elements. How exciting!” Master Bert rounded the room, eyeing each student. “Some of you are closer to harnessing your magic than others. Some will work with the elements immediately, and some will slide into it slowly.” His eyes touched me and then moved on. “Maw, we are not here to race, we are here to stroll.”

      A couple students puffed up with a smug grin—overachievers. I could spot one immediately.

      “Is it possible to cheat in this class?” I whispered out the side of my mouth. I was terrible at school and great at survival. I wasn’t proud of how I got by, but I did get by.

      Judging by Charles’s scoff, he didn’t think cheating was necessary. Although, he’s not a valedictorian, either, so who is he to judge?

      “Now, let’s talk elements, shall we?” Master Bert fluttered around happily. “Maw, as we know, we need to receive the elements. We need to open up, spread our arms wide, and pull from the very fiber of nature. Maw, yes, what a treat!”

      My mind slipped sideways, like it always did when teachers started to drone on about important information. I tried to rein it back in, forcing myself not to care about the ballet bar against the wall…

      I’ll bet the padded walls actually covered mirrors, though. I wonder if they have ballet lessons. I’d love to dabble with a shuffle ball change or two. Wait, is that ballet or tap…?

      The nudge nearly had me sprawled on the floor.

      “Pay attention!” Charles whisper-yelled at me.

      I scowled at him, rubbing my arm where an elbow-sized bruise was sure to crop up.

      “Maw, so let’s give it a try, shall we?” Master Bert waved everyone on, the rest of the class scrunching their faces in concentration.

      “What are we trying?” I asked quietly.

      “He talked for, like, two minutes. You can’t pay attention for two minutes?”

      My heart sank. Because no, I couldn’t. Learning magic turned out to be no different than math or social sciences—I just couldn’t retain information when it was lectured at me. I tried to pay attention, and soak it all up, but my focus just wouldn’t stay put. Before I knew it, I’d been staring at a butterfly and thinking about random goings-on.

      It had always been like this. In the past, I’d been so scared about all my secret box items, I didn’t want to tell my foster parents that I might have a learning problem. Through high school, I’d always had Jared to help me manage.

      Tears clouded my vision as I once again felt the loss of my ex-boyfriend. He was in Florida in a job Stefan hooked him up with on the sly. I’d wanted to be mad that Stefan was reorganizing my life without my say-so, but in this instance, I couldn’t. Jared was doing extremely well, making a lot of money and approved for a loan to buy a house. Without me to drag him down, he was rising like bubbles in champagne.

      But now I had no safety blanket and no tutor. Just a brooding giant pissed off that he had to learn elements with a girl who couldn’t even pay attention long enough to learn names.

      “Sorry,” I muttered, lowering my face. I took a breath through a constricted chest and tried to feel for elements. Opening my mind, and feeling that heat in my chest, got me a firm feeling of expectation. But nothing happened.

      “So?” Charles asked, trying to bend down to get a peek at my expression.

      “Very good, Salline! You’ve pulled water. Maw, congrats!” Master Bert clapped for Salline, a beaming girl owning her overachiever status.

      I took a deep breath. I could do this. I’d done it before. Somehow.

      I closed my eyes and focused. Blackness greeted me, like I was meditating. I mentally searched, feeling for fire. I wiggled my toes, thinking of dirt. Air was easy—it was everywhere. I strained with it, trying to suck at air somehow.

      “It is okay not to touch the elements on your first few tries,” Master Bert reiterated, but then quickly followed with, “Oh Marc, fabulous! Great work. And James—great!”

      “You don’t have to hold your breath to wrangle an element,” Charles said with amusement.

      Desperately, I strained harder, searching. I needed to be good at this! Without this, I had nothing. No job, no place to live, no friends—

      Panicking, trying to turn my misting eyes away from Charles, who was grinning at me in mockery like he thought I was joking with him, I tried to pull. Except, I didn’t know what I was pulling at or with. I tried to focus on the heat in my chest, which usually meant magic; but it just sat there, like a lump. I scratched my palms against my jeans—a nervous habit I did when I was staring down at a test filled with foreign information. It was a telltale sign of failure.

      A light hand pressed my shoulder gently. Master Bert wore a kind expression. “It’s okay—it often takes humans much longer to access their magic. Maw, some are never able to—it is cultural conditioning, not a personal matter. You should not take it personally.”

      A glance told me that every other person—every single one—was smiling in jubilation. Salline had a pale purple flicker in her palm.

      Oh goodie, I’m the dummy in a class full of achievers. Something new and different for me…

      Sarcasm wasn’t helping.

      Fear and the common feeling of failure welled up inside me. I shrugged at my stupid brain, the act practiced.

      “Fantastic, class, fantastic!” Master Bert applauded. “Now, let’s talk some theory, and then we’ll try it again.”

      The rest of the lesson passed in a haze of foreign information, elbows from an increasingly solemn Charles (who had realized I wasn’t joking), and another practice session containing everyone else’s accomplishments.

      “What’s wrong?” Charles asked quietly when the class finally came to a close. “Usually you’re all peppy and excited. Why’d you stop trying?”

      I shrugged, slowing so a couple boys could file in front. “I just don’t get it. I don’t know what I’m doing.”

      “So? Since when do you give up?”

      I shrugged again as we waited to get through the door, the usual traffic jam of everyone in a hurry to get out after class was no different here than anywhere else.

      A boy in front of us pushed his friend. “You were the last one. What an idiot!”

      “Shut up,” the other boy spat. “I wasn’t raised with an older brother like you were—how could I’ve known how? And besides, the human didn’t get it at all.”

      “The human doesn’t count. And hardly anyone has an older brother. Idiot!”

      “Shut the hell up or I’m going to shove my foot up your ass!”

      The first boy laughed harder, taunting. They would’ve gotten in a fight right there if not for Charles grabbing each by their shirts and tossing one first, and then the other, out the door. Limbs went flying.

      “Don’t worry about them, Sasha,” Charles said in a low tone for my ears alone. “We know you can do it. You’re just new to all this. You’ll figure it out.”

      I shrugged.

      “Stop shrugging and have some faith in yourself.”

      Jared said that to me all the time. Have faith in myself. I’d always commented that it was his job. And he always had. Except now, he was gone.

      We hit the first floor. I paused, feeling that familiar tug from the back of the house. Where we should be headed for dinner, or to just go to bed. A glance told me the weird connection to Stefan was right—he stood in the center of the wide hallway, his body pointed directly at me, his eyes boring into mine. Like Moses parting the seas, people gave him a wide berth, his advisors standing by like a swat team on steroids.

      He probably wanted to check up on his investment; find out what saving my life had yielded.

      Goose egg, that’s what.

      Pity party. Who brought the confetti?

      “Can you beguile cops into deciding they shouldn’t hand out tickets for going outrageously fast?” I asked Charles, not really caring if he could or not.

      “Uh…maybe we should head toward the Boss. He seems… I think he wants you to go to him. See how your first class went…”

      “My, my, Charles. I had no idea your analytical skills could deduce the obvious. Well done.”

      “I don’t like this defiance thing you got going with him. Someone’s going to get hurt, and it’s probably going to be me.”

      “I thought you wanted a little excitement.”

      “Excitement, Sasha. I didn’t say public execution.”

      Stefan kept staring, the pull on my chest trying to drag my body toward him. And there was absolutely nothing in the entire world I wanted more than to let him fold me in his arms and make everything all right; to smooth all this away. But I would just be the human who got special treatment from the Boss—assuming he’d even leave his drop-dead gorgeous girlfriend and play nursemaid to a pain in the ass. His help would look like a hand-out if he stooped low enough to give it.

      Jesus. Forget a pity party, I was throwing myself a pity bonanza.

      “I’m going to get in my car and drive really, really fast. As in danger-ville fast. Can you keep the cops from hauling me to jail?”

      “Yeah,” he whined, staring at Stefan.

      “Then let’s go for a ride. Speed always makes me feel better.”

      A half hour later, the car was screaming down a two-lane road in the wooded area outside the city. Trees flashed by, a blur of shimmering green as the first rays of the sun sprinkled their leaves. I had to admit, I was partially testing Charles’ resolve, trying to see if he could hack it without the jitters. I took turns like the car was on rails, using both lanes of the road when the car got a little squirrely—which was often—dodging other cars when there were any. He’d screamed like a little girl, twice.

      “Oooohhhhhh sssshiiiiittt!” Charles clutched the dashboard as my Firebird pitched over the crest of a hill. Tires left the ground for a beat before crashing back down, and jousting us forward.

      A manic grin spread over my face. I needed this.

      “We should…oh shit…we should…slow down!” Charles braced for a turn, grabbing the handle on his door with a white-knuckled grip.

      “C’mon, Charles, I’m not going that fast. I thought you were a tough Watch Captain.”

      “I can face my enemies head on with a sword,” Charles said through clenched teeth. “I have no control over dying right now, Sasha. Watch out for that tree!”

      The car squealed around the turn, drifting to the other side of the road. Where another car was waiting.

      Oh crap!

      A punch of adrenaline rocked my body. I let off the gas, easing the car back toward my side of the road as a horn blared. I tucked the wheels back beyond the yellow line as the crawling sensation of a close call permeated my limbs. Warmth took its place, hot and spicy, ready for action.

      I let out a huge, silent breath and let the speed dwindle. Not today. I was exhausted.

      “Done now?” Charles asked through a tight throat. “Can we go home?”

      “Yeah, I think I’m good. That helped.”

      “What’s the deal with needing an adrenaline rush?” Charles asked as we headed back. “How can it possibly help anything?”

      I shrugged, the warmth in my chest still zinging through my body, smoothing out my nerves. “It thrills me somehow, which then seems to just calm everything down. I get a big high, and then just, kinda…level out. I don't know.”

      Charles squinted. “I bet the thrill wakes up the magic, and then it fills you. That’s why you think you level out. You’ve probably learned to use your magic with that intuition thing you’ve talked about. You didn’t have teaching so you learned a rough version of controlling it on your own.”

      “Quit analyzing me. My crazy needs no definition.”

      A frown joined the thinking squint. “When you try to reach for the magic, nothing comes. When you sprint at death, you apparently access it easily and then save the day. As the mastermind behind this operation, I find it my duty to figure this out.”

      “You figuring something out—yeah, that’s going to happen….”

      Charles sighed and shook his head. “Sarcasm. How helpful.”

      

      The next day went the same. And, so did the day after. I just couldn’t grab those danged elements. I didn’t even know where to look! I was supposed to open up somehow, see them pulsing out there (no one would identify where there was), and pull them to me. What kind of cockamamie directions were those, anyway? Yeah, sure, just open on up and pull at some imaginary, universal power streams. Good call. I’ll just do that, shall I?

      It made no sense.

      Each day after class, Stefan would be waiting in a place where I was sure to run into him. The weird link I had with him, which seemed to have gotten stronger since the last time he saved my life, hinted that he was worried. About me? About his clan? I didn’t know; but yesterday, when I finally wanted to give in and sob in defeat on his chest, that tart, Darla, had been loitering around, giving me eye-threats. No way did I want to mess with her. Plus, I looked like a rat after it’d gotten spit out of the sewer, and she looked like a super model in the middle of a runway. I wasn’t winning any glamour votes.

      Day four and I still had no idea. No one gave me condescending looks anymore—now I got pity or indifference. When I pointed this out to Charles, hinting that this whole experiment into magic land was probably a mistake, he’d said, “Don’t give up yet, Sasha. We’ll get it. I’ve been thinking about when you use your magic, and I think that maybe I just need to threaten your life. That’s bound to wake your magic up. I’ll just, like, ruff you up a whole bunch. Or, I know—I’ll get Jonas in here. If there’s anyone who wants to choke the life out of you, it’s Jonas. I betcha he’ll spark your magic survival reflex.”

      He meant well.

      Master Bert clapped with a beaming smile as he sashayed into the room. “Okay, everyone, I have a special treat for you today. Maw, I have been reminded by the Boss himself that it is often easier to connect with the elements when we are out amongst them. He personally sought me out to tell me this!”

      “Jesus, he sounds like a groupie.”

      Charles smirked and rolled his eyes.

      “So let’s go, let’s go. Follow me!” Master Bert gestured everyone out through the doors.

      As everyone shuffled outside—the girls all throwing red faced glances Charles’s way, as usual—Charles said, “You’ve hit red, I don’t understand the problem…”

      I didn’t, either.

      I stepped through the backdoor of the mansion and onto a stone path. We followed the rest of the students through swaying trees, huddling in the darkness, the inky black licking my senses.

      I closed my eyes as we walked, feeling that pulsing in my chest—the one I had tried to find inside, but hadn’t been able to. Now, with the night looming around me, pressing on all sides, it felt like something was released. Something inside me relaxed, the block dissolving away.

      Suddenly, I felt the magic crouching in Charles where he touched my back to direct me. The darkness whispered in the form of leaves rustling, of night birds calling, of the tickle of the wind as it stirred my hair. I connected with my childhood; peering through the darkness, seeking out the imaginary people. Feeling the whisper in my body, the tickle of my senses.

      It had always been magic. I just hadn’t known. And I attributed it to the night. I’d probably learned to control it, as Charles said, when on my own, feeling my way through the darkness.

      Joy filled my body, sensing Master Bert now, a glowing orb burning within him. Onto the other students, many with tiny sparks, nothing more than colored winks, and only two with a small flame.

      I stopped, eyes closed, feeling the ground beneath me. Shoes quickly shed, I stepped off the path, dirt at my feet, clutching Charles’s hand and dragging him with me. His inner orb felt my petting and started to dance, spinning and twirling.

      The air brushed my face, wanting to be let in. The dirt at my feet wanted to climb up my body. The heat grew, the joy making me laugh. I raised my hands, my smile twisting, electricity filling the air, humidity squeezing out water. Charles stood mute behind me, his orange orb starting to flicker brighter, a deeper color, merging with my power and intensifying.

      “Isn’t it wonderful?”

      Was that my voice? It sounded deep and sultry, sensuous. I laughed, carefree and light, my fingers crackling with power, spikes of pain pricking my skin.

      “No, Sasha!”

      My body whipped around, brought into an iron chest and surrounded by bands of steel arms. The joy cut off by a control more fastidious. Somehow, my magic was smoothed out and balanced, dissolving the danger.

      In opposition, my heart jumped, beating wildly in my chest. Heat filled me, but not from magic. I leaned my head against Stefan’s hard chest and sighed.

      “What are you playing at?” His words bounced off my head.

      “I don’t know, it felt wonderful. I was so happy for a minute.”

      “You were trying to draw too much. You have to learn to control each element before you bring them together. Most importantly, you have to learn to cut off the draw.”

      His heart pushed against my cheek pleasantly. “That’s what I did?” I backed off his chest so I could meet his intense black eyes. His handsome face took my breath away, his strength and power had me floating, his presence and charisma making me melt. It wasn’t fair, this thing he did to me. It wasn’t fair that his choice as mate was an equally beautiful jerk named Darla who didn’t deserve him.

      “How’d you know I needed to come outside?” I whispered.

      His head leaned down fractionally, getting closer. “You feel things. You respond. React. You’re not a planner or a plodder. I figured if you were exposed to it, your body would remember how to do it. But you have to control it. It was dangerous what you just did. You know what happens when you draw too much.”

      “I don’t…” I shook my head. “I don’t know how to control it.”

      “That’s why you’re in school,” he whispered, his pupils dilating. His eyes roamed my face, touching my eyes, my nose, glancing across my cheek, then to my mouth. He sucked in a deep breath, his eyelids drooping. His fingers tightened on my arms, drawing my body closer.

      My hands landed on his lateral muscles, bumpy and delicious. I breathed in his smell, musk and masculine. Safety and protection.

      “Boss, Bert is nearly here. This the way you want him to see you? Damn it, she smells good when she’s turned on!”

      Stefan jerked me away from him, his eyes blinking quickly as they refocused. He let me go and stepped back.

      I could have kicked Charles!

      Master Bert hustled up, his eyes catching me and relaxing. A second later, they hit Charles with a scowl, then hit Stefan. “Oh my gosh! Boss! What are—hello! Did you detain them? Maw, I feared something had happened to them, the tricky little monkeys.”

      “Something did.” Stefan gently pushed me toward Charles. Before he took his hand away, I could have sworn his thumb brushed my collarbone. “Sasha tried to draw too much. Charles let her do it, staring at her like a googly-eyed teenager. She needs to be watched. She’s above the other students in power level—dangerously so.”

      “Well, hmm.” Master Bert put his hand to his chest in thought. “I confess, I didn’t know if she could even reach her power. What an excellent suggestion, then, coming out here. Maw, yes. Hmm. Should I separate them? Move them up a level?”

      Stefan blew out a breath. “We’ll have to divide her time. Put her in more classes; speed up her education. Learn elements from you, push her to James for weapons, then to Darla for incantations.”

      “Not Darla,” I blurted.

      Stefan speared me with his Boss stare. My back and lower cheeks tingled, a warning that danger headed my way. I shut the hell up before he did something awful.

      To Master Bert he said, “This starts tomorrow. Get her working. We don’t have a lot of time—she’s in danger every time she uses her magic without control.” His bearing still filled with command, expecting to be obeyed at any cost, his next words were for me. “And no more reckless car rides. You’re putting yourself in needless danger. They stop immediately.”

      My argument died on my lips as his powerful gaze shocked into my system. Didn’t mean I agreed, though. Easier to ask forgiveness than permission…

      “Maw, yes!” Master Bert nodded at Charles and I, still thinking about my education. “Absolutely, Boss! Your pet is safe with me.”

      As the words sank in, the world slowed down. My gaze swiveled to Master Bert, incredulous.

      “Yes, well.” Stefan turned, a flash of irritation smearing his face before he stalked off.

      “Pet?” I asked Charles in a disbelieving whisper as Master Bert led the way. “Is that what he said?”

      My mind flashed back to Jonas on the first night we met them. When he and Charles had called me little pet. They’d thought Jared and I would break down and do as they said in mindless agreement. We were only as good as our willingness to drop our pants. Dimwitted humans. Lesser species.

      Anger filled me. Shaking my head and blinking, I realized that I was being led by an oblivious Charles. His thoughts weren’t bent on how wrong that term was, how immoral. Quite the opposite. It was a given.

      What the hell was wrong with these people?

      I sucked that thought in. I tucked it away. I didn’t know how to handle it yet, the pain of it—so I would stuff it in a new secret box. I’d thought that if I learned this stuff, earned my reputation, I’d fit in. Nowhere in that equation was stooping to being a pet human.

      My chin rose as my heart fell, refusing to let that term diminish my accomplishment of sucking in elements. I’d show them I wasn’t just a stupid human. I’d learn this stuff and rock their world.

      Somehow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

        Braving the Elements

      

    
    
      Charles was in stitches for the rest of the class. It seemed that pulling in elements once was enough for Sasha to thoroughly figure out how to do it repeatedly. Other students, even the best, would need a few seconds of concentration before they had some magic flowing. Not Sasha. Not anymore. She couldn’t pay attention for crap, she couldn’t remember even a sentence of knowledge if she heard it, but let her work with her hands once, and she got it. Not only that, but she pulled in way too much, freaked out, and then puffed a red fog that had the ability to singe off eyebrows.

      Bert had gotten less and less chipper as the class wore on. He also had less and less hair on the top of his head. It seemed Sasha could pull fire the best. Yee haw. Plus, every time she did something before Salline, the top overachiever in class, she nodded to herself. She was pitting herself against the best and keeping tabs, willing herself to be better.

      Thank God, too, cause Charles was really starting to get worried. He’d heard she could turn a letter opener red when she first came here. That was a decent flow of magic. Not only that, but she had the Boss’s eye. It took a special ability to have him looking—hinting at much higher than red. But up until now, she was like every other human that someone brought around to show off: fairly useless.

      But what the hell was up with that strange shadow she had going on? It was like a wispy essence of the Boss hanging around her. Every time she bent over, or looked up at him in jubilation, or did something feminine, Charles would get wood. Natural enough. Except, when he thought about trying a move, he’d get a strange scent wafting by, that kinda smelled like the Boss in the height of rage. If that didn’t deflate the ol’ sails, Charles didn’t know what would.

      Great gods, Charles needed to get laid. It’d been twelve days! The crazy human had him always on his toes—he was afraid to leave her alone in case she did something stupid. Like go give the Boss the finger.

      “Alright, let’s go for a ride.” Sasha stalked off toward the house in determination.

      “Whoa, wait a minute.” Charles ran to catch up, unable to help a smirk at the small curl of smoke rising from Bert’s scalp. The man should’ve just backed away like everyone else. “The Boss said no to that.”

      “True. And if you aren’t a snitch, we won’t get caught going against his wishes.”

      “Sasha, no. No way.” Charles grabbed her arm to keep her from marching through the gate toward the parking lot. A pure shot of lightning blasted his palm.

      “Ow!” He shook his hand. “Why the hell are you sparking? What are you, a mutant?”

      “No. Just a pet. Or maybe that’s the same thing,” she muttered softly.

      He got the feeling he wasn’t supposed to hear that. Her chest bowed in. He’d seen people do that in the field, closing down, trying to protect their vitals. The words, quiet and deep, hinted at a profound hurt. Something more than just taking offense to that idiot Bert. Something more than indignation, or even outrage. This was something older; old haunts that stayed with her.

      Charles had noticed her look of crushed bewilderment earlier. He’d seen the dark cloud settle more firmly around her shoulders. It was heavier and darker than the previous dark cloud of failure and uncertainty. It was adding weight and pressure, which might crush her chances of becoming whatever the Boss thought she could be.

      The strange thing was, Sasha seemed like such a tough, street-smart girl. She would run head-first into danger with a smile on her face, but call her a pet and she broke down. There was a sensitivity there, an uncertainty of being different and cast aside, that flowed beneath the fun-loving, brash exterior. She might play at being indestructible, but she was a person underneath it all, with the same soft spots and triggers. Charles could sympathize; he was extremely young for Watch Commander, and got poked at and ridiculed constantly. He’d spent a whole year beating the crap out of people to mask his insecurity. Sasha would beat this, too, she just had to beat a few heads first.

      Maybe Charles should show her how. Later, though. For right now, he would use a little charm. He’d been studying up, watching the human romance movies. A little research and voila, spread legs and a happy ending. Fail proof.

      “Hey,” he said, careful not to touch her in case she blasted him with one of those hair eating fogs. “Did I ever tell you how beautiful you are?”

      “No. You must’ve missed that step in your pick-up routine.”

      Her voice was flat. Serious, or sarcastic… It was hard to tell with her when she was in a bad mood. Probably serious—she didn’t tend to joke when she was sad.

      Movie rule number one: when in doubt, apologize.

      “I’m sorry, that was my fault. I can be really oblivious at times. But you really are, you know. You have beautiful eyes…”

      She hesitated as she reached for the door handle. Slowly, not able to help herself, she turned to him, insecurity riding her movements. Fidgety. “Yeah right. I’m ugly compared to the girls in that mansion.”

      Her long eyelashes fluttered and her heart-shaped lips dropped into a sensuous pout. Oh man, it would be worth it fighting that weird essence of the Boss. Charles wanted to conquer this mountain so bad, it hurt.

      However, movie rule number two: he had to take it easy. Easy and sensitive—human chicks dug that.

      He suppressed his grin and leaned against the car. “They have nothing underneath it. All they are is hip and breast. You are the whole package. You make me want to be a better person.”

      Her brows dipped in confusion as her body unconsciously swayed toward him. He straightened up a little, draping his body around her, but not touching her yet. He had her on the hook, but he hadn’t reeled her in. She was skittish. He had to take his time.

      “I am?” Her pout got more pronounced, uncertainty tugging at the corners of her lips.

      Classic chick response. “Yes, you are. You’re really sexy. I’m scared of walking away and never feeling, in my whole life, the way I feel with you right now. You get me in all the right ways. No one else affects me like you do.”

      Her lamb eyes blinked up at him, hopeful. Trusting. Wanting to be something special to a man, and begging him to be that guy. To give her that fantasy of happily ever after.

      He bent down toward her, his face close to hers, his hands settling low on her hips. “We fit together, you and me. I like you just the way you are. We’ll make magic together.”

      She stepped closer, unable to help herself, her eyes on his lips. Her hands, kept low, reached for him, needy. Wanting to be loved.

      A surge of electricity lit up his world. His teeth welded shut and his eyes vibrated in his skull. He rolled back against the metal of the car and shimmied down the hood. Electricity frazzled his nerves and zinged out through his limbs.

      “Why would you do that to me?” he yelled, spasming on the ground. “And what the hell did you just do?”

      “A whistle is good, but sometimes I like the power of a Taser.”

      “Uuuuhhhhhh-uh.” His body pulsed in a horrible way. “That’s a helluva way to treat someone who’s complimenting you!”

      “Charles, really? We’d make magic together? You like me just the way I am? Why didn’t you just say, ‘You complete me’? And no way do I rank over the super models with crazy kick moves that walk in that house. Give me a break.”

      “I was trying to make you feel better!”

      “By coming on to me? And, I feel fine. What are you talking about?”

      The way he noticed her standing, though, with her chin raised and her face wary, it was pretty clear she did not feel fine. Charles had a feeling she was really self-conscious about something. But she was still fingering that damned Taser like her own personal bodyguard. Two words flashed through Charles head: steer clear.

      “My mistake. Operation: Let’s Get Charles Killed When the Boss Finds Out Sasha Has Defied a Direct Order is underway. Let’s get this baby up to one-twenty-nine this time.”

      “No problem.”

      His balls hurt. Stupid human movies. Now he’d have to give it some time before trying to have sex with her again. Otherwise, she may do irreparable damage.

      

      The next day saw Bert completely hairless and extremely irritated. The man just would not back off when Sasha gritted her teeth and swore. It was his own damn fault.

      The bad news was Sasha was now being ridiculed by the other students. Blasting red when no one else could surpass measly purple, hanging out with a hunk Watch Captain, and working magic in a way no one had ever heard, inspired jealousy. Jealousy inspired snide comments and the term pet to be thrown around constantly. The better Sasha got, the worse the comments became.

      By the time the class was over, Sasha’s body was rigid and her only response to her mood was fine.

      “You don’t seem fine,” Charles remarked as they broke for mid-meal. With the new schedule, they got a short break before weapons.

      Sasha’s shrug was tense and robotic. “I don’t know what to tell you. I’m fine.”

      “Those kids are just jealous. They’re being dicks on purpose.”

      This shrug looked more like a weird dance. “I know. It’s fine. Seriously Charles, don’t worry about it—I’m fine.”

      “Sasha—“

      “Stop staring at my boobs.”

      Charles yanked his gaze upwards. “Don’t tell me what to do.”

      Her smirk vanished as the familiar forlorn expression resettled on her face. The knot in her forehead winked back into existence. Charles had realized it was her thinking cap. “I just have to get really good at this.” She sighed. “Stefan is gold, and that’s great. Do you want to eat outside? I don’t feel like being overheard when I’m trying to remember stuff.”

      Charles loaded a plate with meat from the house buffet and followed her out. “The Boss is deep, burnished gold. It’s the highest level before you rocket into white.”

      She nodded and sat, putting her plate off to the side and pulling out her notes. Charles’ eyes monitored her lips as she chewed on the end of her pencil. He really wanted those lips wrapped around the head of his—

      “Ow!” He rubbed his nose where she’d just snapped him with her pencil.

      “Get laid, already. Focus for two seconds. So pale gold is…” Her clear hazel eyes stared at him.

      “Not as strong as the Boss.”

      She nodded again. “The order is purple, as the lowest, blue, green, red, orange, gold, white, black.”

      “Explain to me why this is so hard for you to remember?”

      Sasha threw him a scowl. “I’ve never heard any of this stuff before. You’ve heard it since you were a kid. Give me a break. Okay, I should be extra awesome, since I’m supposed to be black, but instead, when I do things, they seem to have the opposite effect. Like I’m doing it wrong. Or something. I can’t understand Bert half the time when he tells me things.”

      “Wait…you’re supposed to be black? Who said?”

      Sasha waved it away. “I shoot black stuff in dire situations. Stefan thinks this is good news.”

      Huh. Yeah, that would explain a great many things with the Boss. But he’d never even heard of a black power level…

      Back on track, he said, “Maybe you’re not doing it wrong, but it’s just because you pack such a wallop?”

      “I use red all the time. That should be middle tier. How is that a wallop?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe use your normal power level and it gets easier?”

      She shook her head in frustration. “That’s what I mean. It doesn’t seem to work like that for me. You guys struggle to pull magic when it gets closer to your power level. For me, when I get higher up there, all of a sudden it is like trying to hold back a flood. Like I am wrestling with a bear, or something. It’s not the same. Why am I not the same, Charles? Why am I always different?”

      Charles had one terrified moment of panic when he thought she would cry. Her eyes glistened and her body bowed in on itself, fragile and vulnerable. Dealing with a lifetime of insecurities and loneliness. He’d asked some questions during her high after those car rides—she couldn’t remember actually losing her parents, but she constantly felt their absence; the hole where unconditional love was supposed to reside. Her foster family hadn’t fully taken her in; they’d merely been a place to live. Her boyfriend, as her chosen family, hadn’t ever really understood her. She’d always been the square peg trying to smash itself into the round hole.

      Kind of like her set up right now.

      Charles couldn’t help his heart going out to her, but it didn’t change his terror at what to do if she freaking cried! Should he pat her back, or give her a hug? Last time he tried to console a female, she got pissed off that he thought she was weak and kicked him in the face. Human women weren’t as violent, though. Right? The movies always had the guys being supportive—but he’d tried going the romance movie route and that had ended horribly.

      I really hope she doesn’t punch me in the balls.

      As the water wobbling in her eyes threatened to overflow, he scanned his plate for a place to put down his ribs. He had to do something.

      Thankfully, though, a second later she shook out her shoulders and scrunched up her face, thinking again. Charles let out a sigh. She held it together this time, but the woman was a hair’s breath away from losing it. He kind of hoped he wasn’t around when she did. She was unpredictable.

      “I can do this,” she muttered.

      “Okay, excellent. Let’s practice the fire element one more time before we head to James for weapons. You’re best at that element.”

      “Argh!” She threw her pencil at a tree. “Don’t you listen? I always pull too much magic.”

      Charles knew this, but he loved watching the flame flicker in her fingers. It was neat. Besides, she always reigned herself in eventually. “Just go slow. And do not make me bald! I don’t need pity sex. Well…yes I do; but I don’t need pity to get sex, is what I meant. Except…”

      Her eyes narrowed. “No, Charles, that wouldn’t work with me, either.”

      “What the hell did I do to the Boss that he had to pair me with the biggest prude in the world?” He flashed her a grin. “For now.”

      Sasha shook her head and closed her eyes. She dropped her hands to her knees, palms up. For a second, nothing happened, and then a faint blue flame flickered over her fingers. The flame turned green slowly, working toward more power. To red, her default. Lately, she’d stopped there, too nervous to draw more.

      His eyes scanned the meat in front of him. And then swept the ground for the bottle of spicy BBQ sauce. The cooks were getting the hang of BBQ, but they still shied toward bland. He had to up the ante with sauce that would curl his hair.

      “Where am I?” Her voice barely rose above a whisper.

      Oh yeah.

      Orange flame grew along her palm, rising six inches into the sky. He felt his own power stir. She had this awesome ability to coax another person to draw more magic. At least, she could with him. It was excellent and really helpful.

      “Orange. Good job.”

      Her breath came in fast pants. “It’s trying…to…force me…”

      Charles reached forward to shake her shoulders, but he still had the ribs. Dang it! Orange started to morph toward gold. Her eyebrows dipped low over her eyes. If he wasn’t careful, soon he’d get a hairless fog!

      Thinking fast, he leaned forward and slapped her across the face. Her eyes snapped open and the glow winked out. BBQ sauce smeared her cheek.

      “It helped, didn’t it?” Charles said with a haughty air before she had time to berate him. “And it worked way faster. I think we have a winner. No need for thanks.”

      Sasha leaned forward very slowly, anger burning in her eyes. She put her little hand in his palm, the heat making his dick stand on end. Suddenly his body zinged with a shock so strong his teeth clamped shut and his eyes bulged. The only sound he could make was, “Ahhhhhhhhheeeeeee.”

      She took back her hand as her smile turned smug. “Well, it helped, didn’t it?”

      Rubbing one palm against the other, his ribs laying on the ground, he said, “How could that have possibly helped me? And how did you do that? And look at my ribs! They have dirt and grass stuck to them.”

      “I wasn’t trying to help you. I was helping me. And it worked—I no longer feel extremely pissed off that you slapped me, you donkey. Although, I did waste a bunch of money on a Taser I no longer need.”

      “You reached gold this time,” he said with approval.

      “Stefan’s gold?”

      Was it just him, or were her eyes twinkling with something like a challenge? Her goal seemed aimed toward topping the Boss. Huh.

      Too bad she hadn’t. “It was a lighter gold. But if you kept going…”

      Her sigh deflated her chest. “I don’t know—it gets too…slippery or something. Too hard to control. It’s like the elements all try to rush me. Like I’m walking on a knife blade while juggling fire. I don’t want to get magic shock…”

      Good point. Charles hadn’t thought about that. Usually a person only got magic shock when teamed with two or more other people for a large spell or incantation. The group had to be careful to centralize the flow so no one individual got a larger dump of magic. Since the Boss took power of the clan, though, he usually joined those circles and balanced everything out. It was one of his special, natural abilities that proved advantageous to the clan—they could form larger circles and construct more advanced spells with him involved. Rarely anyone got magic shock anymore.

      Only, Sasha could apparently get it on her own. Charles couldn’t even imagine how frustrating that must be. To constantly have to watch your own back from pulling in too much. Also, that it was possible.

      Once again, Charles couldn’t help but wonder what the Boss had found.

      Nor could he salvage his dinner.

      He chose to worry about his stomach for the moment. Let the Boss handle the prickly human.

      Grumbling, he went back inside to refill his plate.

      

      *****

      

      “That is your dagger. Your dagger is your best friend. You take your dagger everywhere with you. You sleep with your dagger. You know your dagger like the back of your hand. When you are in trouble, your dagger will save you. Do I make myself understood?”

      I raised my hand slowly from the back of the large, bare room in the basement of the mansion. Weapons of all kinds glittered on the walls in the dim light, screaming violence. A cluster of tall students stood in front of me holding their daggers, gripping them with assurance. With a speech like that, not having a dagger or knife would present a serious problem.

      I had a serious problem.

      “Yes, the human in the back.” James was a robust man with salt and pepper hair and a grim face. He stood on a platform, his thick arms wound around his back in faux patience as he looked over his troops.

      “Umm,” I froze as the students, older than the elements class but still not quite my age, gawked. More than one snickered. “I haven’t been issued a dagger.”

      “Oops.” Charles scratched his nose.

      James stared for a moment, his deep brown eyes flat.  Finally, he tweaked his head toward the wall o’ death. “Get one.”

      “Yup. Okay.” I hurried over and reached out for a smallish blade—until I noticed a skull on its hilt.

      “Yuck,” my hand flinched back. I scanned the area surrounding it, seeing every type of sharp object in existence. Great, curved blades gleamed against the gray wall, heavy and intense. Not for me. I moved down, noticing a polished wood stick with a chain leading from the tip. At the end of the chain was a ball with spikes. I grimaced again. Finally my eyes settled on a dagger about the length of my forearm with a straight hilt and no frills.

      As I grabbed the hilt and pulled it from the wall, the expertly polished handle slipped. The blade went skittering across the floor, straight at the center of the class.

      “Crap!” I screeched.

      “Great gods, jump!” James shouted.

      Barely missing the ankles of a beautiful, redheaded girl, the blade did a pirouette, sparkling for a second in the dim lighting before it stilled.

      “Sorry!” I held up my hand to ward off the death glare from James. “It’s my first day.”

      “Have you ever even held a dagger, human?” James asked with a mystified voice.

      “Or should we call you pet?” the redhead asked with a sneer.

      The term punched me. I’d just chosen my new mortal enemy overachiever. I would be better than her at this stuff if it killed me.

      I frowned, but didn’t say anything. I did almost chop the girl’s foot off. I kind of deserved that comment. Still, though…she better look out. I was gunning for her.

      “Once,” I answered James quietly. “I used it in the battle not that long ago. Or fight? I don’t know what you guys call it? Before that, I used a letter opener because I didn’t have anything else on me at the time. Besides a whistle. The whistle actually came in handy. Surprisingly…”

      Charles’ forehead hit his palm.

      “You were in the battle?” A sandy haired boy smirked at me, nudging a black haired boy standing next to him. “Doing what? Hiding under your master’s bed?”

      He also just made the list.

      James clapped, quieting the snickers, but not dislodging the sneers. “Fine, pick up your weapon. You are way behind, but apparently one of the undisclosed higher-powers thought you needed to start this class right now, rather than waiting the few weeks until Mira starts the next one, so I guess we’ll have to do.”

      Oh yeah, great. Thanks, James, for pointing that out. My classmates don’t hate me enough as it is…

      Suppressing a grumble, I scooped up my dagger.

      “Showboat,” Charles whispered under his breath, eyeing a lovely blonde with giant boobs.

      “Like I meant to sever toes,” I snapped, trying to pay attention as James spoke about elements and metals and God only knew what.

      “Okay, practice.” James clapped again. That must’ve been his thing. Clapping.

      It was better than that weird maw sound Master Bert made.

      “What am I practicing?” I asked Charles out of the side of my mouth.

      Charles backed away quickly as James stepped up beside me. “Problem?”

      My face heated. “Oh, no. Not at all, no. I was just…”

      James’ eyebrows nudged his hair line.

      “Turning the blade a color?” I finished hopefully.

      “You are infusing your blade with power. If you are able to do it, your blade will turn a color, yes. Probably a lovely shade of purple, if you’re lucky.”

      Riiight.

      I glanced around. Everyone else had their blades basically glowing, with only a few still working on it. None of them showed any real strength at it, though. Not like Charles or Stefan—

      My groin swelled and my sexy systems started to ache. Since I’d seen him earlier, the craving had come back in force. His smell, his hard chest, his—

      “What is that…smell…” James glanced around, trying to identify it. “Warm cookies fresh out of the oven. Delicious.”

      Two other men looked our way, sniffing.

      “Okay, glowing sword, coming right up.” I closed my eyes, belatedly remembering that this was a different exercise than the fire element one I’d just practiced, and tried to shift gears. Too late. A sudden onslaught of power flooded me. It sneaked in from everywhere, boosting my power-level and clawing at my middle. Joy, heat, bliss, lava—

      Too much. I needed brakes!

      A large palm met my cheek with surprising force. My head whipped around, power sizzling through my body and out through my limbs, finding release.

      Everyone gasped.

      I opened my eyes to a flaming sword. Bright red light streaked out of the tip and zipped into the ceiling above, tearing a shallow hole before soaking into the walls.

      “Thank God it was pointing up,” I whispered with shock.

      “Who sent you here, human?” James asked in a suspicious voice. His eyes swiveled to Charles, for the first time realizing I had a guard, not a fellow classmate. If there was one thing Charles did not need help with, it was operating a sword.

      Either of his swords, actually. Just ask him.

      “That’s classified?” I hedged.

      “As you can see,” Charles spoke up, vaguely gesturing toward the hole in the ceiling, “she is a danger to herself and others. We identified her and had to bring her here until trained.”

      “Oh, great, a dangerous pet. Who was the idiot who found her?”

      I scowled at that sandy haired twerp who couldn’t keep his yapper shut.

      “Me.” Charles straightened dramatically, the tattoos peeking out from under his shirt sleeves. Easily the tallest in the class, and certainly the most filled out, Charles was a stack of destructive muscle with a dangerous edge. His smoky gray eyes flashed with danger, his striking face drawing eyes. “I was doing my job as the Watch Captain.”

      A few girls gasped and more than one guy shifted insecurely. When Charles wanted to put on a show, he stopped traffic.

      “Class, class.” Clap, clap, clap. “Let’s get back to it. Sasha, you are excused. You are too dangerous for this class. Tell your master you will need to wait for Mira.”

      My intestines iced over. Not only did he assume I had a master, like a slave, but he was sending me away without instruction. If I wasn’t taught, I’d surely fail. If this guy turned me away, the next instructor probably would, too. “But, I need to learn this…”

      “That isn’t my problem,” James retorted, unconcerned. “I can’t have you killing a student because you can’t listen. Out you get.”

      “James, really look at her for a second,” Charles murmured. “Take a big whiff.”

      Before I could ask what that was about, James indignantly surveyed me. He leaned forward and inhaled. “What…” His eyebrows rumbled, prompting closer examination. “Why does it smell faintly of…”

      Suddenly his face drained of color and he took a step back. “Mmm, yes, higher-level, I see.” He turned to Charles and offered a light bow. “She should probably stay. It isn’t distinctly clear that this is his property, hence my not noticing it at first, but…yes.  I apologize—I was not aware the Boss took a pet.”

      Ice turned slowly into fire. I needed instruction, yes, but I had my pride. Which this man, and Stefan, were stepping on.

      I’d had enough. Of all of this. My whole life I’d tried to keep half of myself from people. Tried to hide and save face. Feared to completely be myself.

      Well, screw that. I was sick of it. I didn’t lose my old life to end up in the same rut!

      Fire surged, feeding off the last week of fear and uncertainty.

      One big tear wobbled down my face. The redheaded girl laughed and said, “Uh oh, poor baby’s going to run to her master.”

      Yes, I sure was. I was going to pull this weed out by the root. Then I might come back and punch her squarely in the jaw.

      I pushed the pain of defeat down; let it harden my resolve. Let’s dance, Stefan!

      “Where are you going?” Charles asked as the knuckles around my dagger turned white.

      “To light some fireworks.”

      If I didn’t stand up for myself, then what did I have left? Nothing. I’d be useless and broken.

      My sword flashed a bright gold, my wobbly emotions not applying the brakes to the flow of magic.

      “Sasha,” Charles said, warning in his voice. “Crying is probably better.”

      My dagger started to smoke. Charles worried that too much magic was trying to force its way in. It wasn’t. For some reason I couldn’t explain, I had complete control. But then, I was heading into danger. That had always been the recipe, had it not? I rose to the occasion when there was surviving to do.

      Didn’t matter why, though; I had an agenda.

      Past reason, I turned to Charles, my blade deepening in color. I opened myself up a crack more. Smoke billowed now, the blade grinning madly as its color pushed into a deep gold.

      “If I were you, I would get lost. This is probably one of the stupidest things I’ve ever done.”

      “Then why are you grinning? You know I can’t, Sasha. Don’t do this,” Charles pleaded.

      Before I exited the large classroom, I leveled with him. “Do you think I’m his pet, Charles? Do you think I’m here because he has a sexual interest in me?”

      The large man hesitated, glancing back at the spectators.

      “All rightie, then. Good chat.” I about-faced.

      My blade turned a molten, burnished gold. The color of Stefan’s power. Let everyone see we were equal.

      In power level, anyway.

      Consulting my inner guide, also known as that nagging part of me that always strived to reach Stefan and was always aware of his presence, I turned my body toward the center of the house. The sun peeked out from behind the horizon, splattering my face and lifting my spirits. I loved the darkness, but I also craved the light. The night called to my magic, the day to my spirit.

      Focusing on that part deep inside me that connected with Stefan, I brought it out and held it up, analyzing it. Analyzing him.

      He worried. Something troubled him. Fear ate at the corners of his brain, distracting him.

      I opened a large white door, the wood swinging on silent hinges. He had just stood up from his seat around a large table, eyes expectant, knowing I’d be walking in. Everyone else at the table followed his gaze. He held his sword in his left hand.

      “Sasha, you need to calm down. Whatever’s the matter, we can discuss it.” He sounded so calm. A human lunatic with a knife wanted to poke holes in his stupid body, and he addressed me as if I asked about a petition.

      “Is her dagger white?” someone whispered. Another gasped.

      “Is she Trek’s creation? Is he controlling her?” a lady trilled.

      He had been in the middle of a meeting. I didn’t care.

      I had the knife, the power, the anger, the angst…I just needed a way to begin the duel. Somehow olé didn’t seem appropriate. Maybe I should slap him with a white glove…

      “Can we speak of this in private?” Stefan tried again.

      “Why, so you can pat me on the head, put me in chains, and tell everyone what a great pet I am?”

      “They’ve been calling her pet all week, Boss,” Charles mumbled from the door. “Should I remove her?”

      “Try it, Charles. Try to remove his majesty’s pet. See what happens.” Pain threatened to consume me, wobbling my lower lip. A single tear worked out of my eye. Not the time for vulnerability!

      “This clan knows I do not take pets. I do not adhere to that practice.” Stefan stood tall, that danged connection calling me. Begging me to step forward and merge my body with his. To find the peace I sought within his arms.

      I took a step back, my heart dropping an inch. My chest filled with lead, covering over that connection. Hiding it.

      Stefan took a step, a strange apprehension peeking through his controlled mask. “What did you just do?”

      “I’ve thought about your earlier offer for room and board. Thank you, but I decline. I think I’ll take my chances on my own.”

      The door slammed behind me. Charles stood in front of it with a grim face and sorrowful eyes. He shook his head. “I can’t let you run away, Sasha. You remember what happened the last time.”

      “We can’t let the enemy get hold of you.” Stefan’s voice grated. “They’re searching. You’ve nearly died by their hand twice. It’s me you have the problem with. Come with me now, we’ll speak about this.”

      “So I’m a prisoner, is that it?”

      “This is your home, now.”

      “Living with a bunch of people who think I am a possession does not make this my home. Tell me, Stefan, how would you feel if your home consisted of a bunch of people who thought you were no better than someone’s dog? A dangerous dog, at that. A prized trophy, guarded constantly. They probably think I’m a sex slave, too. Can’t learn magic, human, no skills—I don’t belong here. I hear it all the time. I didn’t belong in my old life, either. Not with my old family, not with my old boyfriend—what does that make me, Stefan?” Pain welled up from down deep. “Unwanted. How could this possibly be a home?” Will I ever have one? Will I ever fit?

      Stefan stared at me grimly.

      The lethal poise of the Boss’s body shook my confidence. Flouting his dominance in front of his subjects was definitely the stupidest thing I’d ever done, and I’d done some pretty eyebrow raising stuff.  He wasn’t a guy I would fight and live long enough to gossip about. I needed to go, and I did not plan to let Charles the Double Crosser bar my way. Not ever again.

      “Move, Charles, or I will move you.”

      Pity overcame his expression. “This is best for you, Sasha. You have to see that.”

      “This is the second time I ask. There will not be a third. Please move.”

      “Sasha.” Stefan took another step toward me. His face held a command, stern and disapproving.

      “Just beguile her,” someone said with exasperation. “Make her listen. Your plaything is out of control, Boss, excuse me for saying. She—“

      Way wrong term.

      I turned with a now-black blade, my other hand outstretched, pointing at a man with a round face and double chin. Black smoke surrounded him, binding him to his chair. Magic taxed my body, prickling my skin with heat. I was close to the cusp. I pushed my palm through the air. His chair flew backward, knocking a lamp and globe out of the way before hitting, then putting a hole through, the wall behind him.

      “If you do not stop this right now, I will be forced to stop you.” Stefan had his sword up. The tattoos on his arms glowed that burnished gold.

      It felt as if something scrabbled through my chest. He searched for the link. He could use it to smother my magic. And he would. He could control all of this. He knew how to work the elements just so, how to build—whatever Master Bert had said—and hone…that other thing. He operated with calm and level-headed knowledge.

      I operated by the seat of my pants. I’d been lucky so far. My butt tingle told me it was about to end.

      A wildness crept into me, something primal and fierce. I moved like a rabid animal from a net. Pointing my sword at the door, I blasted a hole through the handle, turning my blade back to white; I didn’t have much stamina—magic required energy to use and sustain. Like a runner, you had to work at endurance. I hadn’t been at this for long.

      Charles stood his ground with the grim faced courage he was known for throughout the clan. I darted at him, slapping my hand against his arm, and electrifying it as I did so. He flew sideways as if from an explosion.

      A quick glance told me Stefan had started running, seeing that my escape attempt would work.

      “Sasha, please, don’t!” he shouted.

      Too late.

      Already weakening, I ran like the devil was chasing me, lighting through the hallways, rooms, and corridors, letting my inner compass guide me. It had never led me astray, even before all this magic mumbo-jumbo, and I trusted it now.

      I burst out of the doors into the bright sunlight, my vision a cloud of white while my pupils tried to contract. I stumbled, hitting a tree and falling to my knees. Up a second later, shouting sounding off behind me, I started to run, no destination in mind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

        Braving the Elements

      

    
    
      Stefan exploded into the sunlight and immediately had to shield his eyes, the rays like daggers stabbing into the back of his skull. Someone handed him sunglasses. He straightened up slowly, still squinting, working at that damn link. She shouldn’t have been able to disguise it. That wasn’t how it worked.

      “Which direction, Boss?” Charles asked, stepping to his side. His voice held traces of worry. He’d grown attached.

      Stefan shook his head, scanning the tree line. “Woods, but I have no idea where. I can’t…” He shook his head again.

      “What does a black blade mean?” Jameson asked. “I haven’t heard of black. Is it between white and gold?”

      “It’s a step beyond white.”

      “Couldn’t be.” Jameson stepped to Stefan’s other side. He didn’t care about the human—about Sasha—but he had figured out Stefan’s claim on her, the soft mark, and knew she was important in some way. For that alone, Jameson would rally. He was a solid choice as Second.

      “That’s a myth,” Jameson stated.

      “You were in that room,” Stefan said simply, working at that damn link. When her power faltered, he’d uncover it. He’d find her. He just hoped it wasn’t too late.

      “Theatrics?” Jameson walked forward, eyes low on a tree trunk.

      “She’d just picked that blade off the wall at random,” Charles said, shaking his head. “It wasn’t theatrics. She’s been doing weird things. Weird magic. Bert is flabbergasted. James probably is, too, though he only saw it for a second. She took that pet stuff very…badly.”

      Charles, the fucking master observer.

      “I can track her.” Jameson slowly walked to the tree line. “She didn’t take it easy. Her footprints are messy.”

      “Do it!”

      “If she has black magic, she could turn the war…” Jameson let the thought trail away.

      “She’s completely untrained.” Stefan’s eyes searched the ground behind Jameson, finding a shoe print. “She was the one who disbanded all the Dulca in the battle, I’m sure of it. They react to her, are drawn to her magic. They speak to her in a language she can understand.”

      Jameson straightened and looked back at him, his face clouding with uncertainty. It was Charles who responded to the silent accusation.

      “She isn’t working for Trek. She’s barely working for herself, and she has a vested interest in staying alive. She learns incredibly fast with hands-on, but try to explain something to her and at the end of your sermon, she’ll still be looking at a flower instead of you, completely oblivious. She isn’t a spy. Definitely is not a spy.”

      “How can you be sure? Spies are deceptive…”

      Charles laughed. “Yeah, she’s deceptive, all right. You’ll think she’ll say or do one thing, then she does something else entirely, not even knowing why herself. No, spend any amount of time with her. That chick ain’t no spy!”

      Jameson shook his head, his glance passing by Stefan. He worried. Hell, so did Stefan in the beginning.

      The blockage cleared suddenly, and just like that, he felt her again. Her misery, her depression, her utter hopelessness. Stefan’s heart constricted. He started to run.

      

      *****

      

      I came awake slowly, my body sore and the grief still fresh. I’d run for a while, blasting through underbrush and dodging around trees, but my directionless plight finally sank in. Until I got on my feet, I needed Stefan’s hospitality. The only other people who could possibly take me in were my foster family, and they’d already done so much of that my whole life, I couldn’t ask for more.

      Hopelessness washed over me again. I needed to get a job. I had to quit the crappy school job I had when I took up this gig. I had renter’s insurance, so I probably had some sort of money coming my way, but I needed a steady income to live. That was probably step one. Except, there was that tiny problem of monsters tracking me down and dragging me away to a group of people even less hospitable than Stefan’s clan…

      Sitting up painfully, having slept for an indiscriminate amount of time on jagged rocks, I sensed a presence in the failing evening light. My head swung to the left as my midsection gave a lurch. I recognized the supportive, luring feeling of the link between us before my eyes hit his perfect face. Stefan stood some ten feet away, leaning against the tree, staring at me with his striking, dark eyes.

      My body immediately leaned forward, wanting to go to him as I always had before. My mind, however, rebelled.

      “You’re angry.” His voice was so deep and thick. It coated me in pleasure just by reaching my ears.

      I mentally slapped myself and retorted, “Did the scowl give me away?”

      “That was one indication, yes. Plus, I can feel you as you can feel me. I can sense you as you can sense me. Always have been able to, but now it’s clearer since you’ve taken large quantities of my blood in a short period of time.”

      No problem. I imagined myself lifting a giant, rubber drain stop and smothering that blasted pit in my chest that constantly asked to be filled with him. I may learn incredibly slowly, but eventually I do learn, and since doing it in the height of my emotional crazy, I knew what to do now.

      His head tilted and his eyes hardened. “That trick is not supposed to be possible. How do you do it?”

      “A woman never tells.”

      His eyebrows lowered a fraction, his long black lashes casting shadows over his eyes as the sun disappeared behind the horizon. I’d lost a whole day atop a pile of rocks. “I wish you would leave it open. Let the connection last. It’s comforting.”

      “So you know I’m not in enemy hands? That I’m right under your nose where you can keep tabs on me? Like a pet.”

      “Yes. Be thankful it isn’t a shock collar.”

      His chiseled face remained impassive, as did his eyes. I couldn’t tell if he was joking.

      Lifting my chin like it didn’t matter, I climbed to my feet and dusted myself off. “Well, you’ll be happy to know I have decided to stay on for a while until I can sort myself out. I will put up with your crap—to some extent. I will take the classes, and I will even bear the a-holes who call me your pet.”

      “I am delighted to hear it.”

      Again with the impassive delivery. It was almost as if he mocked me somehow. Or shared a joke that I didn’t find funny. This was unfamiliar ground with him. Usually, he was stodgy and leader-like—super commanding and dominating. And while he was still dominating (that trait seemed built-in) he seemed more relaxed. Relaxed enough to joke?

      Did he joke?

      I surged on with my agenda. “I’ll only be around for a while, though. And when I want to leave, I’m leaving. You know I can.”

      He studied me for a long moment. “I don’t usually have this much problem with minions following orders.”

      His eyes twinkled, which didn’t stop my eyebrows from lowering dangerously.

      A strange flash of guilt covered his face before the wisps of a smile died. He sighed. “Look, let me be honest with you. You have an extremely rare type of magic, a powerful magic, which makes you extremely valuable. Both to my clan, and to our larger organization as a whole. You come at exactly the right time, because we badly need someone to take on Trek, the Eastern Territory’s mage. We both need you trained—you and me—because without it, you run the risk of doing too much and killing yourself. You’ve been in that situation twice.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. He didn’t need to remind me.

      “There’s nothing I can do about others calling you a pet,” he went on. “It’s a stigma with humans. We see so few of them, and those can always be so easily manipulated, they do become a pet, of sorts. They usually have low ranking power. As such, they are sniffed at. Being labeled as my pet, you have some clout. Now, with the type of magic you possess, and your value, you will have even more. But that stigma will be a slow thing to erode. I cannot counter that. Anything I do or say will be passed off as my affection for you. We all have a hard road. You are no different.”

      “I’m homeless. Charles burnt all my possessions. I’m hated. I now sound like a whining jackass—a little compassion might be nice.”

      The wisps of a smile were back. He apparently found my black moods humorous. “An account has been opened for you. Funds have been deposited for your employment within this clan, as a mage in training, and as recompense for Charles’ accidental…sabotage. Buy new possessions.”

      “I can’t buy new memories.”

      “No, but with a computer, you can re-download your photos. Or did you not back up to the cloud?”

      Oh yeah. I had. I had signed up with my new computer before I even knew what I was signing up for. Then it just kept backing up there because I didn’t know how to stop it.

      Fate was getting awfully nosy.

      Sensing a losing battle, my eyebrows lowered again. “Okay, why are you hiding me away in a secret residence?”

      “We have a leak somewhere in my clan. The enemy seems to know important information they shouldn’t. I don’t want you accessible. They know I protect you, which means they know you have value. Now that you’ve demonstrated your kind of power, they’ll pull the walls down to get you. You, me, and Charles know where you stay. For your own safety, that needs to remain between us, alone.”

      “Why are you always such a dick to me in front of others?” I fired next, trying to unsettle his perfectly calm demeanor.

      A large breath escaped his mouth in a whoosh. He shook his head, the first sign that he didn’t sit on top of the world like he pretended. Guilt flashed again, my curiosity starting to get out of control as to why. “I suddenly regret this honest discussion.”

      He put his hands on his hips and leaned against a tree, looking out at the falling night. “You’re…different. You affect me differently than others. As I affect you…”

      His eyes swung toward me, the question in that statement ringing through the night. I stepped closer before I could help myself.

      Eyes on my face, he continued, “But I’m the leader of his clan; all decisions go through me. I’m responsible for every single member’s life, wellbeing, and prosperity. At first, you were nothing more than an intriguing nuisance with strange and puzzling human traits. You’ve come up against our human stigma first hand. I admit, it darkened my thoughts.”

      I scrubbed my palm against my jeans. “And now?”

      His eyes bore into mine. A decision rumbled around in his head. The pause lengthened, the approaching night muffling the sounds of day, muting the light.

      “I…” Something clicked into place. His face hardened. “I’m still a leader, and I have obligations. I need to take on a mate. To stabilize my role, give my clan another means to resolve problems, and continue my line through the offspring of my chosen. As I’ve said a few times, I don’t take pets, whether my own race or yours.”

      “You’re a one woman kind of guy? I find that hard to believe in this place…” My eyes started to sting and I had no idea why.

      “I prefer the solidarity of one mate, yes. Although that’s not the norm, no. You’re right. Not for me until lately, and I certainly can’t expect that from my future mate.” His jaw clenched.

      “I don’t understand why you need someone with a mate title to have a few kids. Charles explained it like you guys were good with just creating kids randomly.”

      “Charles is young. He’s flippant in his execution of our customs. My children may not carry my genetics, but through a union, they’d be born to my mantle. I’d provide for them as my own. Regardless, the clan needs a pair. A steady, stable pair. It’s how it’s always been. Similar to your kings and queens, arranged mating is not unusual. Many factors go into the choice. Reproduction is one, yes. As is ability to lead, politics, magical power, lineage as it concerns magical power…”

      “Darla is your chosen.” My heart filled with lead and squished down into my shoes. I knew that, but I needed to hear it from his mouth, once and for all.

      Stefan stared at me, his face unreadable. “She is the most acceptable candidate.”

      That was a professional answer.

      “When does this happen?”

      “I should’ve made the decision before now. It needs to be formalized soon. The Regional needs to approve of my final choice. He’s scheduled to visit in a few months’ time.”

      I shook my head as my eyes trained on a spot of dirt next to my shoe. “How does that concern me? Why can’t you just be nice? Friendly?”

      “You were a distraction. A pleasant one, but not one I could allow to take my attention away from my clan. Now that you’re an asset, you are under my protection. Your prosperity and overall comfort are my responsibility. I now treat you no differently than anyone else under my care. Except for this discussion. And for my checking up on you… Sometimes.”

      Not as professional.

      “And except Darla,” I muttered sulkily, wishing I’d just shut up for once.

      “I treat you no differently than anyone else under my care.”

      I glanced up, startled. His hand was out, directing me in front of him. “Please, walk with me.”

      I trudged forward, my lingering sulkiness immature, but not something I could help. Somewhere deep inside me, I knew I belonged with him. My body tried to merge with him as its other half. Being near him, next to him, touching him, sent me into an unexplainable euphoria. I’d felt it that night on the street, even having never seen his face before that moment. To now hear that that door was closed, that I couldn’t even have him as a strictly sexual situation—even though that would only satisfy part of the hunger—was like a punch to the gut. It ripped at me.

      “I realize that, in your situation, it seems impossible to ever make this your home.” His footsteps were light even though his body’s size was just shy of daunting. “But when you have more training under your belt, and can protect yourself reasonably, we can let you out of your cage.”

      A glance told me that he did, in fact, joke. I blinked at his smile, the effect pushing out an inner light within him that rendered me speechless.

      His gaze drifted to mine, his smile losing focus.

      I blurted, “I didn’t think you had a sense of humor.”

      His gaze got more acute. “Officially, I don’t.”

      “Do you ever get to let your hair down?”

      “Can’t. Too short.”

      “Ah. Now I see why you don’t joke. Lack of material.”

      His lips tugged upward a little more. Then drooped again. “I don’t have a lot of time that’s my own. My race is one of bred hunters. I maintain my position through calculating threat and violence. If I’m challenged, I must meet that challenge and disable my opponent.”

      “Like a lion in charge of a pride?”

      “Exactly. It doesn’t leave a lot of room for laughter.”

      “People think a laughing man is a weak man?”

      “Not weak, per se, but not alert. Not serious. They peg him as vulnerable.”

      “Then I better get good at what I do so I can tell some jokes. I’ll be ready with a wallop so you can laugh at my sparkling wit.”

      “You better get good at what you do, and find some sparkling wit. Uphill climb in your future.”

      “Go back to official. Your jokes are the pits.”

      He chuckled quietly.

      We crossed the threshold of my hidden domain and he halted and turned to me. His eyes were intense, but puffy, and it occurred to me he’d taken vigil, watching over me as I slept. He’d been up for about twenty-four hours, and if I knew him at all, he wouldn’t go to sleep now. Not with another night of duties to get through.

      His large, broad shoulders squared to my body. He leaned at the waist, his face coming within inches of mine. His hand came up, fingers lightly grazing my jaw. “Please open the link. It’s comforting knowing you’re okay.” The heat from his sweet breath ruffled my eyelashes. His smell and presence permeated my head, making me dizzy, setting my body on fire.

      I tugged away that big rubber stopper, opening up to him, feeling him. A moan got trapped in my throat as my hand found its way to his hard pec.

      He burned with arousal. That heat was tempered with regret, however. He didn’t want to turn me into the pet everyone thought I was. He didn’t want to use, and then discard me, knowing his choice had to lie elsewhere.

      What a cute sentiment. Best left for another time, though, I needed him with a passion that took my breath away.

      I reached up on tippy-toes, my lips aiming for his, my hand slipping down that mouth-watering body and cupping his huge, hard bulge. Applying pressure, I guided my other hand around him, drawing him near.

      I met resistance.

      “No.” He shook his head, his eyes closing, inhaling my scent of arousal. “I want you to rise on your own. I want you to excel without my influence. I want you to earn the respect you deserve.”

      “Good call. I’m in. First, can we just knock this out? I’ll be quick, I promise.”

      His lips quirked at the corners. “You sound like Charles.”

      “I might hurt you for that comment.”

      “Hmm.” His eyes closed again, his smile growing. “If only. This is the best smell to date. Gingerbread cookies in front of a wood burning fire on Christmas Eve.”

      “That’s a scene, not a smell.”

      “It’s my favorite scene, the one before I lost my parents. I remember the smells perfectly.” His eyes met mine, somber, but soft. “I must go. Duty.”

      Suddenly, I stood in the middle of a hallway, sconces throwing next to no light into my path, alone. He’d ripped his presence away so fast, I didn’t even see him go. My groin felt so tight, it hurt.

      “What a tease,” I muttered.

      “Not much of a man to leave a woman hang--”

      I jumped and flung my hand out, a red jet bursting forth, flaying the wall twenty feet away. Charles rolled into the middle of the floor, on his back, hands out in surrender. “I’m just saying! I totally would’ve hit that—ten minutes of bump and grind, and you both feel better. Why am I the bad guy right now?”

      “Were you eavesdropping the whole time?” I screeched. “That was a private moment!”

      “What did you want me to do, plug my ears?”

      “Ever thought of walking a-way?”

      “I thought I’d get to witness a sex scene! No way am I walking away from that.”

      I sighed, my hands dropping to my sides and my heart still trying to punch through my chest. “Why wouldn’t he go through with it?”

      “He said—duty. Boss is a man of his word. That cat sticks to his guns. He doesn’t want to make a mockery of you, and judging by the fact that you nearly killed somebody by blasting him through a wall, he knows to tread lightly. That means keeping his dick in his pants, apparently. I’m glad I don’t have his job.”

      “Like anyone would’ve known we bumped uglies. Except my peeping-tom protector.”

      “Our sense of smell is ten times better than humans, and the sex smell lingers. Hmm.” Charles closed his eyes and stroked himself through his jeans. “I am so damn turned on right now. Anyway, everyone knows he was with you all day. Who else would it be? Plus, you have a unique scent. It changes for each person, I think. I’ve been cataloguing. And females can’t seem to smell it.”

      “You are now babbling. Go have sex. I’ll stay in my room.”

      Charles’s face lit up. “Promise? Wait…sex with others, right? Or did you mean with you?” A hopeful twinkle sparked in his eyes.

      “Others, you nincompoop. Get out of here.”

      “Okay, thanks.” He stopped halfway through flight and stuck his finger out. “I can trust you, right?”

      I waved him away and headed for a couple hours sleep before I had to be in class. “Go! Just do a thorough job.” As I shut the door, my mind drifted back to what Stefan had said earlier, about losing his parents. I wanted to know more.

      

      “How’d it go?” I asked as I strapped on a boot and straightened up, watching with a grin as Charles leaned with his full body against the door. I was still tired, but those couple hours of sleep were greatly needed.

      “I’m exhausted. I found Bernise, a hot little number who can work wonders with her mouth. But then, as she got started, her friend Cheryl comes lumbering in. I’m not a huge fan of Cheryl—she’s okay, don’t get me wrong, but kind of a bitch. Anyway, Cheryl wants to join in. I’m hot, no two ways about it. So, now I gotta pleasure two girls. Being that I have a reputation to uphold, I have to work my ass off to get them to orgasm! Which meant I had to get hard multiple times in a short period of time. Eh!” He wiped his forehead of sweat.

      Only young men could be this ridiculous. I grabbed a long sleeve tee to throw over my tank top. “But it worked out, I take it.”

      “In the end, yeah. Multiple times. But there was a weird moment—“ Charles opened the door for me and waited until I walked through before continuing. “—when Jim sauntered on in. Seeing the action unfold, and the position we were in at the time, he thought he might just give me a little poke in the backside—kind of work me from both ends.”

      Charles stumbled, his eyes raking around. I immediately put both hands up in a double-stop gesture as I shook my head. “I have no idea why a strange orgy suddenly turned me on, okay? I’m sexually frustrated. Leave it be.”

      Charles grinned. “Mental note.”

      “Shut up.”

      We walked into Master Bert’s training room and found a bunch of gawking kids. Their mouths hung open as they stared at us with wide eyes. Master Bert bustled up immediately. “Hello, hello! Maw, I had no idea I was working with so much power. I’ve been going about it all wrong. I’ve got someone coming in especially for you today, Sasha. If you’ll just walk out the back and wait by the nearest tree, he’ll be in shortly.”

      “Special treatment, or fear that I am insane?” I muttered to Charles.

      “Insanity, probably,” he replied as we found the tree. “No one has challenged the Boss like you did and lived to tell the tale.”

      “What does he usually do?”

      “Hurt them badly, or kill them, depending on the infraction.”

      “Kill them?”

      “We play for keeps. He hasn’t killed anyone since his first couple of years as leader, though. Everyone got the hint.”

      We weren’t waiting two minutes before an attractive man about my age, relatively speaking, approached with a glide. His toned body was decked out in trendy clothes, his face making the spit dry up in my mouth. Attractive little bugger.

      “Sasha?” His musical, midrange voice tickled my ears.

      “Y-yes,” I answered, smoothing my shirt, despite the fact that it was cotton and didn’t need smoothing.

      “I’m Jessiah.” His vibrant blue eyes shifted to Charles. “And your bodyguard?”

      Charles went rigid. Apparently being called a bodyguard was a sore spot. “She’s valuable. I’m doing my duty as Watch Commander and ensuring her survival.”

      “Ah.” Jessiah smirked and lowered in front of me, matching my cross-legged style of sitting. His eyes attached to mine, an inherent sultry quality suggesting I remove my clothes for the occasion. “You are the Boss’ pet, did I hear that right?”

      “Way wrong thing to say, bro,” Charles mumbled, shaking his head. “Especially when she’s working with magic.”

      “Hmm. Maybe I am mistaken.”

      And maybe you’ll get punched right in the throat! Right after I cop a feel.

      “Shall we begin?” I asked sweetly.

      His smile was sardonic. “Of course.”

      

      *****

      

      Charles waited in relative boredom for Sasha to make her dagger turn a rainbow of colors. Unlike the others in the class, she didn’t even have to try anymore. The elements session with Mr. Smooth Talking Jackass had her able to pull the various elements, mixing and matching as she needed, and working with what she found. Whether unconsciously, or out of fear, she only pulled enough power to reach the orange level, and that was only once. Usually she stayed in her default red. He’d asked her about it, of course, and she’d replied that Mr. Women-Love-Me made her nervous.

      Charles didn’t know why—that jerk wasn’t packing much and he didn’t know how to use it! When Charles tried to explain this, he got an eye roll, of all things.

      Plus, the Boss would not take too favorably to his special interest taking up with Mr. I-Smooth-Out-My-Eyebrows. The guy was great at working with elements, sure, but could he do any practical magic with it? Nope. He’d tried to get into the Watch Command twice. The Boss turned him down flat both times.

      Clap, clap, clap.

      “Okay, let’s learn some practical knowledge. Pair off.” James glanced at Charles. Charles stared back. He wasn’t in the mood to play babysitter to a bunch of newbies.

      James backed down immediately. Yet another guy with knowledge that didn’t go beyond the classroom.

      Sasha’s constant partner, Gabe, stared at her with nervous eyes and a line for a mouth. This was when things could get hairy. Sasha actually had great sword work, strangely enough, but with so much power zinging around her body, half the time her sword exploded. The amazing thing was that they used practice swords with no real edge—certainly not sharp. But they were metal, and could conduct energy—that was all Sasha seemed to need.

      Gabe came at her at a snail’s pace—the kid wouldn’t go into work as a fighter, that was for sure—and slashed at her chest. She stepped out of the way like someone born for the role, and swiped at his arm plate, connecting with a scrape.

      “Nice work, human. You are coming along,” James said, his eyes sweeping the students.

      Sasha glared at him, and then glanced beyond him to that smirking redhead she had a vendetta against. She rightly assumed she’d earned a name at this point. She was one of the best in the class with hands-on, only failing because of the flaming sword issue, which the Boss suspected had something to do with her kind of magic and not her learning ability. Half the students grudgingly accepted her, acknowledging her right to be there. The other half only smirked when she wasn’t looking.

      Like that redhead.

      “Let’s see you do it, Ginger,” Sasha muttered at her enemy. Who was actually named Tessie.

      The other female sneered, looking back at her sword. Charles chuckled. A little competition was good for the soul. As was beating heads, just like he’d said.

      “Oh, God, sorry!”

      Charles crossed his hands over his chest and watched as Sasha laid her hands on Gabe’s back. He was bent over painfully, holding his stomach.  She’d probably blasted him in her anger at James-the-Clapping-Moron.

      “Do what, kill my partner?” the redhead disparaged.

      “I’m good, I’m good.” Gabe waved his hand at her, the other still fastened to his stomach.

      Clap, clap, clap. “Focus, human! You are with the superior beings, now. You must focus.”

      Sasha glowered at Tessie’s smug expression.

      Charles groaned. That wasn’t going to help. When Sasha got angry, she had a harder time controlling the lesser power levels. He’d tried to get her to work in black, because she seemed to mess up less in that power, or even gold, but she was (for good reason) afraid she’d get magic shock. The Boss said they needed to find some better trainers who knew how to work with her; these weren’t harnessing what she had to offer. Charles had to agree, and since the Boss was one of the smartest people in the clan, well, he would know. Except, they didn’t have anyone. Not without verifying her power with the council. And that would mean Stefan would finally have to pick a mate, since them coming out here would serve that purpose as well.

      Dicey.

      Two more accidents later, and some more aggressive trash talking from the ginger, and it was finally time to call it quits. Charles needed to have a word with James about negative reinforcement…

      Sasha needed to give Ginger a fat lip. If this kept up, Charles would have to do it, and picking on a student was expressly forbidden.

      “Seriously, Gabe,” Sasha was saying as she rubbed his back, “I usually only make a mistake once, so hopefully—I mean, definitely—I’ll definitely stop hurting you very soon.”

      Gabe, a soft kid with terrible taste in fashion, shrugged his thin shoulders. He gave her his attempt at a sultry smile. “It’s okay. I’ll brave it again to keep being your partner…”

      Charles rolled his eyes and yanked Sasha toward the door. “Alright Casanova, let’s go.”

      “Casanova is a guy, nitwit.”

      “Whatever. You got a hard class next.”

      “Trying to learn to fight without impaling my partner isn’t considered a hard lesson? I think I should use a wooden sword so I can’t blast people.”

      “We have Darla next. I have to participate this time because I don’t know nothing about chanting and carrying on.”

      “You don’t seem to know anything—notice my word choice—about English, either.” Sasha’s chuckle turned into a groan. “Darla hates me—worse than Ginger. This is gonna suck.”

      “Yes on both counts.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

        Braving the Elements

      

    
    
      I walked into the third story room with an air of confidence. Darla might be gorgeous, apparently great at whatever the hell she taught, and promised to the man of my dreams, but she would not get me down.

      About eight people sat in chairs around the medium sized room. Darkness loomed outside, sucking the candlelight out of the space. Darla stood in the middle of the room wearing a chic red dress that hugged every perfect curve.

      “Oh goodie,” Darla drawled, “the Boss’s pet has graced us with her presence instead of throwing a tantrum and running into the woods. Aren’t we so blessedly privileged?”

      “Yikes, not pulling any punches, huh?” Charles muttered as he shuffled in beside me.

      I took a seat next to a sneering guy a few years older than me. In fact, I appeared to be the youngest in the class. Which meant they were super old.

      “Great, let’s start where we left off last time, shall we?” Darla turned toward a chair, waved her arms around, and started chanting in a completely foreign language. And not foreign like French, Spanish, or even Latin. No, these weren’t real words. It sounded like a bunch of consonants she spat out one by one.

      My arms prickled and my chest got warm, the indicator she was working a spell. A similar feeling, though to a much larger degree, also happened when the Dulca monster things called to me.

      The chair started to bubble, wisps of red gathering and pulling around it, until it kind of…vanished. If you looked right at it you could see bits of it, like right after staring at the sun and having a sun spot obscure it. But if you weren’t looking directly at it, you wouldn’t notice it there.

      It was probably that spell—with a ton more power—that hid the house I lived in. Neat. I really wanted to learn it. Or did it take multiple people to produce?

      Darla took her manicured hands out of the air and put them on her hips with a smug nod. “Now, you try.”

      I stared.

      All eight students stood obediently and faced their chairs. Charles followed shortly after.

      “I don’t know that language,” I whispered through half my mouth.

      “Did you have a question, pet?” Darla’s honeyed voice rang out.

      I turned slowly, wanting to find a corner to hide in. “Um, I don’t know the chants. I’m not sure I’ll be able to do this lesson.”

      Her red lips pulled back into a sickly smile. “Oh, poor baby. You push your master to get you in school, but you aren’t ready for it.” She shrugged, gathering her students’ attention like flies to poop, which was exactly how this whole thing smelled. “I guess you’ll have to learn on the fly.”

      Master, huh?

      Anger licked at my awareness, surging. I didn’t know what the heck she’d just done, but I roughly knew the elements she’d called, and roughly the shape the magic took. Gathering all the ingredients to me, I waved my hands like I thought I’d seen her do, and then gave the thick cloud of red a little push with my palms, nudging it forward gently.

      The chair exploded.

      Oops.

      Wood splinters rocketed out and sprayed the class like bullets. Some students ducked, some crawled away, and one guy, apparently a ninja, did a spider jump, turned it into a flip, and landed on his feet five feet away with his dagger out.

      “Care to explain what the hell you just did?” Darla screeched.

      I faced her with hunched shoulders. “Blew up my chair?”

      Her eyes burned into me as the rest of the students drifted out of their sheltered places. “Who taught you to do that?”

      Ninja warrior had not tucked away his dagger.

      I shrugged, digging my hands into my pockets. My gut twisted. “I thought I was doing what you did…”

      “What incantation did you use?” she demanded.

      I grimaced. “I didn’t. I tried to just download the right elements, swirl them around, and kinda…drape them over the chair…”

      “Download the right elements? Swirl them around?” Her long red nails tapped her crossed arms.

      “That’s how she thinks of it,” Charles helped.

      Darla’s cool gaze fell on Charles. “Ah yes, the boy wonder. Youngest Watch Commander in a century. And here you are, playing bodyguard to the Boss’s pet. How far have we sunk?”

      It was Charles’s turn to hunch his shoulders. Unlike with the elements or with the sword stuff, Charles wasn’t packing a whole lot of confidence in this class. At least we were in it together.

      Her gaze speared me again before she turned with a whoosh, her silky black hair flying. “Pair up. Dog and dog walker, break apart. Let’s do some simple spells. How about containment spells? Go.”

      “That’s easy?” Charles mumbled.

      I looked around the circle, knowing no one would want to pair with me. I knew I would have to wait until the least liked kid in class had to come shuffling over to pair with the dropout. God, this sucked.

      To my horror, Darla noticed the situation, and took matters into her own hands.

      “Doggy, pair up with Adnan. Go.”

      The ninja, fortified with a glare, stalked up to me. Straight, simple movements bespoke an ordinary guy. The fact that he’d just flipped through the air had me intensely nervous. Unlike Gabe, this would be the wrong guy to accidently blast.

      “Hi,” I squeaked.

      He frowned in response.

      “I don’t know what I’m doing,” I warned.

      “Then stand there and look pretty. You’re apparently great at that.”

      Ouch. But also, thanks for the compliment.

      He held his hands out, palms facing each other. In that strange language, he began chanting. Well, he could’ve been spitting and hissing for all I knew, but I felt the magic collect and pull, fanning that heat in my chest. Pale red formed between his hands—now green—now red again. He straddled the cusp of power, but I felt more available within him.

      “Can you just stop for a sec?” I asked as politely as I could.

      His eyes flicked up with a glower. “Why? I’m not going to show you what I’m doing. You should have been here at the beginning of class for that.”

      I grimaced to prevent myself from retorting like a wiseass. This guy could kick my ass—bad news with Charles on the other side of the room. “I just want to help.”

      “How the hell can you help?”

      Darla hung around near Charles, occasionally petting his muscles or rubbing her fingers across the base of his neck. She was occupied.

      “Look, I’m an idiot, yeah, and I largely haven’t a clue, but I do somehow know how to help others grasp magic. At least, I can with Charles and Master Bert. And, uh, Jessiah.” This was not a time for my face to turn red when I mentioned a new crush.

      His frown intensified. “What?”

      “Just…do it again, and let me put my hand on your skin, that’s all.”

      “Is this some weird attempt at seduction?”

      “I can assure you, no.”

      Frustrated—he didn’t seem to have a lot of patience—he shrugged me off with a, “Whatever.”

      He started again, not allowing me to touch his arm, since that would distract him, so I put it on the side of his stomach. I really tried not to feel his bumpy lateral muscle.

      It wasn’t me doing the seducing.

      “Okay.” He concentrated, his intensity blocking off some of his magic flow. Charles did it constantly. Too uptight.

      I closed my eyes, focused on his block as I drew in magic, and gradually pulled, forcing more magic through to break that block. “Loosen up,” I murmured.

      He gasped. When I opened my eyes, the magic hovering in front of him, waiting for a command, was deep red.

      “What is going on?”

      Damn it.

      Darla took her hand away from Charles’ butt so she could put it on her hip. Her cold gaze leveled us from across the room.

      “I was just helping him with his—“

      “You help someone? You can’t even help yourself. Stand in front of him where you’re supposed to be so he can put the spell on you.”

      I trudged to my place, my head lowered, and waited while he summoned that red haze again. It got paler and paler as he worked. “Loosen up. You’re struggling to control it. You need to partner with it. Join with it.”

      Those weren’t the right terms, but I was largely learning by feeling it, and I didn’t know how else to describe it.

      He worked harder, his power level staying in the red, but the intensity of it fluctuating. Finally, after another minute of trying, Darla appeared behind him. “Here, let me help. Next she’ll be offering blood for protection to you, too.”

      She slid her hands down his arms, giving him goose bumps and entwining her fingers in his. “Now, say the words with me.”

      Her steamy voice entranced him as her breasts squished against his back. Red pulsed between their hands, and then floated over me into a box similar to what Stefan had put me in when trying to protect me. As the box solidified into a translucent, red cage, I touched the side and got the expected shock.

      Darla backed away with an evil smile, her hands feeling down the side of Adnan. “That’s all for today, class. Charles, you can get your charge out of this predicament. I have faith in you.”

      I’d never gotten so many smirks in my life.

      Charles stood in front of me uneasily as the rest of the class filed out merrily. “I have no idea how to make one of these, let alone how to undo one.”

      “Oh great. I’m trapped. God, she’s a bitch!”

      Charles nodded, surveying my cage. “Shall I throw a chair at it?”

      “I doubt it. How about cutting it with your sword? You have higher magic.”

      “What about yours? You can do more powerful magic than I can.”

      My gaze flicked to my dagger, lying forgotten near my hoodie on the other side of the classroom. “I didn’t think we’d need it.”

      Charles sighed and dropped his head, his hands finding purchase on his hips. “Well, what if the blade goes through and cuts you?”

      I showed my teeth. “That would be bad. Okay, try your knife, and do it really easy-like.”

      Charles took out his dagger, waited until it glowed orange, and then gingerly sliced into the box. Sparks lit up the side like a sparkler, but the orange knife parted the red.

      “Does it hurt when those sparks touch your skin?” Charles asked, stopping the cutting.

      “Yes, it hurts! But keep going. I don’t want to be trapped in here forever, and I don’t want to have to get some human-hating clan member to break me free. I’d look like the clown I am.”

      “You aren’t a clown.” He kept cutting, spraying me with burning magic shrapnel. At least, that’s what it felt like. “You need to tell the Boss to have her stop. You’ll never learn this way.”

      “No way am I running to my master. She’d just find some other way to be a vindictive bitch. At least this way, I know it’s coming.”

      “I guess.”

      *****

      

      Jessiah followed as the human and her bodyguard sauntered into the woods, each with a plate of food. He’d gotten nervous when they didn’t emerge from Darla’s class, thinking he lost them already, but a half-hour later, when Sasha staggered out with her face and arms full of burn marks, he figured Darla took some sort of petty revenge for the human getting blood from her man.

      Jessiah waited patiently near one of the back doors of the mansion, needing to leave time and space between him and his prey so Charles didn’t hear him. Despite the immaturity, and Jessiah’s taunting, Charles could hold his own better than most guys in the Watch Command. He’d gotten his role guarding the human because he could be relied on and do serious damage when pushed into a corner. Jessiah wanted anything but to push him into a corner.

      When the sky began to lighten, and the sun threatened to peek above the horizon, Jessiah left the shadow of the doorway. With soft steps, he rounded the trees and searched for a trail. Not seeing one—the human stepped lighter than he anticipated—Jessiah snuck forward another few paces, listening for voices or sounds of life.

      Birds chirped out a good morning. The distant thrush of cars and the city quietly drifted by, but no other sounds of life or nature greeted his ears.

      He kept walking, looking for tracks, signs, anything that might direct him to his quandary. After a half-hour of looking, however, he found nothing.

      Stopping in the middle of the cluster of trees and brush, he took out his phone and dialed the number. After four rings, a gruff voice answered. “Yeah?”

      “I followed them into the woods, but they disappeared.” Jessiah turned where he stood and looked out at the trees, squinting into the first rays of the sun.

      “She couldn’t have just disappeared. Where did she go?”

      “I don’t know. She had that kid Watch Commander with her. He’s good at melting into the trees.”

      “Did they know you followed them?”

      “No. They seemed disgruntled from their last class.”

      The silence hung on the line for a moment. “Fine. Keep tabs on her. Figure out where she goes when she isn’t in class. Figure out where she’s sleeping. Most importantly, get close to her. Get her to trust you.”

      “She’s the Boss’ pet. He’s not going to let any harm come to her; and if it does, and he catches me, he’ll kill me. I need a guarantee I’ll be taken care of.”

      “You received the packet?”

      Jessiah squeezed the phone. A packet of money had awaited him in his room. Tucked into the bills was an organizational chart of the Eastern Territory’s guard. His name had appeared in the upper echelon. It was privileged information. Not even the boss had that layout, or the names attached. He was in. Thoroughly in. All he had to do was deliver the girl.

      Easier said than done, especially with her high-powered friends guarding her.

      “Yeah, I got it.” He scanned the trees, making sure he was alone.

      “Good. Then you know what waits for you. Just deliver the goods, alive and in one piece, and we’ll bring you over.”

      “How’m I supposed to get her out of here without her guards?” He cleared his throat, trying to erase the whine from his voice.

      “You’re attractive and good with the ladies, I hear. Get creative.”

      The line clicked off. Jessiah kicked a rock into orbit. How the hell was he going to get her off the grounds?

      

      *****

      

      I walked into the secret room in the middle of the mansion via a door that looked like just another part of the wall. I’d had to use my inner guide to find the secret entrance and open it. As soon as the door clicked shut, pitch black dousing me, I heaved a relieved sigh and let magic fill me. The colors in the wall swirled to life, the gamut of power forming a complex protective ward embedded into the fiber of the mansion.

      Alone time. I sighed again, just for good measure.

      I’d ditched Charles after dinner—eating “dinner” at five o’clock in the morning still felt wrong—ducked away from the chatty, handsome Jessiah, and bowed my head through the halls of staring eyes. I needed to disappear. To have time to reflect without Charles yapping in my ear. I loved the guy, but after a while, he could be a little much.

      I’d been at this magic gig for over two weeks so far. Each class had people who snubbed, sneered at, or ignored me, and each night ended with another torture session from Darla, who hated me more than most people hate the dentist. I was struggling, and that was putting it mildly. Depression from my inability to learn and fit in dragged at me. The only highs I got seemed to be driving fast, but lately that just bordered on recklessness—the forced joy receding shortly after reality seeped back in. I just couldn’t get it. I couldn’t find my groove.

      The desperate thought constantly squeezed me: what if I didn’t have a groove? What if I could never fit in? If this had all been a mistake, and I didn’t have any way to bounce back, what then?

      Forlorn, I walked through the small corridor until it emptied into a medium sized room, the furniture standing out as black spots among the swirls of the rainbow. There wasn’t much. A couple couches in the middle of the room, facing each other, a desk in the corner, books, and a rug. I couldn’t remember if knickknacks lined the available surfaces, but I suspected not. I wasn’t even sure what the room was used for. Nor did I care. It was secret, safe, and empty. Hooray.

      The couch welcomed my butt into its embrace, the kush loud in the silent room. And there I sat. Staring. Mind empty. Body filled with magic.

      I could hold more magic for longer, now. I pushed down the euphoric feeling, took comfort in the vibrant pinging within my skin, and relaxed with it. Jessiah said I shouldn’t have magic always at my disposal, that it could burn me out, so I tried to force it away as often as I remembered. The thing was, though, it seeped in naturally. It lingered happily. I just kept forgetting to push it away again.

      Today, though, I didn’t feel like stressing about it. I wanted to relax. I wanted to forget about school. I actually wanted to hang out with Jared. I no longer had the same feelings for him, but he’d been a friend. He’d been someone to laugh with and hang out with. He’d been a big part of my life, and I still missed his presence.

      I hoped he was happy. I hoped he found a good gal to go with his awesome job. He was smart, he would land on his feet if given half a chance. And Stefan had given him just such a chance. I owed Stefan a thanks for that.

      Trying to find peace, I blanked my mind and just felt. Just let my magic run through me, gushing within me like blood.

      A half-hour into my induced state of paralysis, I heard a distant door click, the magic in the walls swirling like ants confronted with a boot. The closing click sounded a minute later, leaving silence in its wake. Another thirty seconds and light bathed my solitude in a soft glow.

      Stefan appeared from a corridor on the right, a faded black T-shirt hugging his deliciously defined body. His hair had grown, the tamed messy giving his chiseled face a rogue look—bad boy meets professional model with a trip through the computer for some airbrush. His expressive dark eyes studied my pose as he walked near, noting my slouch and lack of interest in how my limbs spilled over the leather cushions.

      He settled on the couch opposite me, eyes still studying.

      “Lights.” I nodded, not bothering to look around since my head weighed too much. “That makes seeing the details easier.”

      “Were you afraid someone would find you if you had them on?”

      “Hadn’t thought about it, actually.”

      “Then why didn’t you turn them on?”

      I would have shrugged but my shoulders seemed just as heavy as my head, and therefore, immovable. “Didn’t know they existed.”

      “So you’ve been sitting in pitch black…why?” His eyes stayed trained on my face.

      My eyes stayed trained on his body. Each bump and valley gave me a pang of longing and flare of arousal. It was then I realized another thing I had constantly missed. Him. Seeing his face, talking with him, even for just a moment, feeling his touch. My body constantly reached for his, noticing the absence when he wasn’t around. In the same room as him, I didn’t feel desperately alone anymore. I didn’t feel like something was missing. I wasn’t hopeless.

      Lot of good it did me. His lady love reminded me of her claim on him nightly.

      “I’ve just been watching the colors swirl around,” I said absently. “I wonder if they’d move if no one walked around within the house. But then there is always wind. I wonder if they would swirl in a vacuum? Neat experiment. We should try it.”

      “What do you mean, swirls?”

      “Ugh, you sound like Darla. The magic. In my limited vocabulary, it swirls.”

      “And you can see this…here? In this room?”

      I frowned. “Not as much when the lights are on, but in the pitch dark, yeah. It looks like the northern lights. Which are really cool by the way. I’d love to see them again. Maybe they look different with magic.”

      Stefan’s gaze slid past me, his gaze scanning the walls.

      “You can’t see that? Or maybe you never tried?” I asked to fill the potentially awkward gap.

      He shook his head slowly in a noncommittal response, his gaze returning to me. “You’re blocking your link somewhat. You’ve been doing it often, lately. Why?”

      This time I went through the trouble of shrugging. I didn’t want to admit that it felt weird flirting with Jessiah when Stefan could peep at my emotions. I had no idea where it might lead with Jessiah, or even if I wanted it to lead anywhere, but I wanted the freedom to make that decision away from prying eyes.

      Black eyes stalked me like a lion on the prairie. He probably had some idea where my thoughts had traveled, and judging by the clenched jaw and forced-even breathing, it didn’t thrill him.

      “Why are you in here?” he asked.

      “I’m tired of people. I used to live alone. Now I have Charles around all the time. I barely get time to—“ I cut off before I could embarrass myself by saying something intimate, and instead said, “shower.”

      His eyes caught fire, but he ignored it. “Charles came to find me. You panicked him. He thought you’d run off.”

      “Sorry about that, but I can’t have him following me constantly. It gets overbearing.”

      He brought his hands to his lap and intertwined his fingers. I got the distinct impression he wanted to go find a chain and secure me to something heavy. It didn’t take a genius to know I tested his patience.

      “We’ll work something out. Please inform him in the future, however. Your ability is known now throughout the clan. Reaching the black power level is still largely a myth, but blowing up chairs, singeing off hair, shooting fire from your dagger, and other such things tend to raise eyebrows. You use red with so much power, it can’t stay contained. Even if you never got beyond red, that type of magic is… unusual. Jealous inspiring. Being a human, you are…”

      “Not taken seriously? Hated? The butt of practical jokes?”

      The corners of his mouth tweaked. “Anomaly fits better, I think. Interesting.”

      He only thought that because he wasn’t in my classes. “Well, my saving grace is my inability. I’m struggling with everything but elements.”

      His jaw clenched again. “Yes, I am contemplating tutoring.”

      “Oh, good, more of my day down the toilet.”

      “Night, you mean.”

      “Semantics.”

      His lips tweaked up further. He considered me for a minute, that half smile revving up my sexy systems and reminding me of how long it’d been since I’d been touched. Since I’d been kissed. Charles kept pushing me to take part in the house freedoms of sexual expression, but I had this insane fear that people would start making fun of me for my deficiency in sex as well as magic. I also feared that it wouldn’t end the dry mouthed thirst that I’d had quenched with one dream of Stefan. What if it was him, and not just the lack of sex in general?

      Still assessing me, his voice lowered when he said, “You never came to report to me. I’d hoped you would.”

      It took me a moment to figure out what he was referencing. “With an update, you mean?” Charles had mentioned something about that, but the constant badgering from Darla had chased it from both our minds.

      Stefan nodded, a relaxed movement, as though this conversation had switched gears, now dribbled in honey. “I haven’t seen you in a while. I’ve missed you.”

      It took a second for the words to register. He was entirely serious. His eyes had taken on an intimate, soft quality I remembered from when he walked me home.

      “Do…”

      I stopped with that one word. You couldn’t very well ask the guy if he missed other people, too. If this was limited to me, and by it being limited to me, if it meant he viewed me with more importance than a mere subject. How lame would that sound?

      His eyebrows quirked, wanting me to finish.

      “Um.” Suddenly, that weird thing deep inside that felt his pull had to know if he had any semblance of feelings for me. If he, perhaps, felt even a fraction for me like what I felt for him.

      “Hmm.” But how to phrase it.

      Big breath.

      “Is, um, that normal? Wanting—I mean, you know, missing a…minion. Or whatever?”

      I was a dynamite linguist.

      A smile flickered. “Open the link.”

      With magic already occupying my body like blood, I merely had to swish away the muffle on our connection, and there he was, pouring into me. His impassive face contrasted the emotions warring in his body. Warmth glowed through him, tingly anticipation at being in the same room with me, and the desire to stay in my presence. Arousal flamed, but was overshadowed by his belief in me; in his confidence that I was doing well, and would continue to make him proud.  He was showing how much he supported me, and what it meant to sit calmly, relaxed, in the same room without worry of his status or position. With me, he got to be a man, not a leader.

      He liked me!

      God, I was a dumb girl, but I could barely talk! The electricity in my body surged to enormous heights. It suddenly occurred to me that we were alone, in a secret place that no one else would find, at the end of the night. The way he was looking at me, too, implied his willingness to whatever I wanted; going our separate ways, talking, snuggling, other…things.

      My heart started hammering, suddenly nervous.

      “Don’t be nervous,” he whispered. His smile flickered. “I am at your mercy.”

      “Does, ah…” I cleared my throat, sweat coating my forehead. “Does anyone know you’re in here?” The tightness in my groin was reaching up through my body and squeezing my brain.

      “No one. Everyone thinks I’ve turned in except for Charles. There’s no way I can taint your reputation from this meeting.”

      I stared at him for a second, wondering if he knew what I was asking. Wondering if I would finally get to do this; to satisfy this soul clenching need. Being bold, I rose slowly, my desired solitude long forgotten. His eyes watched me aloofly, waiting to see what I would do. Watching, completely still, as I crossed the four feet between us. Standing beside his legs, my knees butting against the couch, I hesitated.

      Now what?

      Still he waited, fire in his eyes, heat pumping through the link. He wanted me. I wanted him.

      Oh good god I was nervous.

      With a deep breath, I eased a leg over his lap, settling myself with my groin over his, his hardness pushing against me. His hands gripped my legs as his face fell. The link soaked through with guilt.

      “Wait, Sasha, I have to tell you something.” His eyes lost some of their passion. “The night I gave you blood—the second time—I…invaded your personal space.”

      I leaned closer, heat infusing the space between our mouths. “Mm.”

      “I had you drink from my neck, but then you got aroused, and…” He cut off, his lips squeezing together in a hard line. Releasing a breath, he finished. “I took advantage of you.”

      I blinked. His expression held remorse to accentuate the guilt from the link.

      “It wasn’t a dream,” I whispered, strangely confused. That was why I only remembered glimpses of his face; why most of the experience was sensations. Exquisite, earth moving sensations.

      “I should be pissed off, and if I was still with Jared, I would be. But…I remember asking for more. Did you not hear that? Was that not out loud?”

      “I did, but you were on your death bed. It was beyond stupid. And irresponsible. And…creepy.”

      “I creeped you out?” I couldn’t help my rigidness.

      He shook his head in frustration. “I made love to a sleeping girl with a fever without first getting her permission. No, you weren’t the creepy one.”

      I smiled away my insecurity, running my fingers along his raven stubble. Maybe it was creepy, but I didn’t care. I remembered the feelings—more than just physical. I remembered the closeness that I thought could only be a dream since it felt so completely natural. I wanted that again.

      His face lost expression immediately, his hands tightening on my hips, as I moved back in, my breath ruffling his hair. My lips glanced his, then more pressure. I licked his bottom lip, asking admittance. He opened to me, licking my open mouth, teasing, chasing my tongue with his.

      I slid my hands up his muscular arms, feeling the strength in his biceps and the brawn of his shoulders, before letting my palm settle at the edge of his jaw.

      I backed off enough to speak, “Does it feel good when someone takes your blood? I’ve often heard Charles mention it as the most intimate of things. He doesn’t do it lightly.”

      “Yes,” he whispered. His hands felt around my body to cup my butt. “Would you like to take more of mine?”

      “I was thinking the opposite. Maybe you should take mine this time? Even the score. I want to feel what it’s like.”

      His mouth dipped to my throat, my head falling back to allow him access. My breath came in fast pants as his lips skimmed my pulse. His kiss was gentle, but he did not bite. “I can’t take yours.”

      “Why? What did I do wrong? Too much garlic in my diet?”

      He chuckled, his tongue flicking out and licking the base of my neck. “We’ll just say, I don’t want to mess with…anyway.”

      I made an unhappy sound before claiming his lips again, frustrated with the amount of fabric between us. I sat up and unbuttoned my shirt, exposing my breasts slowly, my cleavage holding his attention. My blouse fell from my shoulders. My bra quickly followed.

      His hand caressed down my chest, cupping a breast in his palm, rubbing my nipple with his coarse thumb. Pleasure erupted in my core, tied directly to my breast. When he bent down and took it into his mouth, sucking and teasing, I couldn’t believe how good it felt.

      He backed off quickly, shedding his T-shirt, and sitting back, two hands now on me. I lowered my hands to his shoulders, feeling the grooves of muscle with my fingertips. I traced down his chest, running my palms over his defined pecs, down his smooth skin to his rippled abs. Surveying, I ran my hands over his strong arms, his tattoos seeming to wave under my fingers.

      “Why the tattoos?” I murmured, running my hands back up slowly, letting the anticipation build.

      “They’re runes. Spells. They have many uses. For one, they aid in delivering…power. Our hands and arms become weapons, like our swords. Another reason is they gather the darkness, helping us camouflage. Also, they help send magic airborne, like when I wrapped that protective spell around you. We can easily fortify an object with magic, like our swords, or like the walls, but it takes a certain amount of power for magic to travel. Runes, in a set pattern, make that easier.”

      “But I can throw magic without runes. Often when trying to do something normal.”

      His hands slid up my back, making me shiver pleasantly. “Mages have more versatility, they have the power and ability to allow magic a life of its own. Even they require tattoos, usually. You are rare. In so many ways.”

      He leaned forward, touching his lips to the base of my neck, then kissing upward to my jaw. His hands crept toward the front of me, to my lower stomach. I felt my top button released with a tiny jerk. My eyes closed as my zipper lowered.

      He stood, a mountain moving, taking me with him. Setting me down, his hulking body in front of me, his head lowered to mine, he gently pushed my pants down my thighs, my undies hitch-hiking a ride to the floor.

      Another zipper ripped down, pants discarded. Stefan stood naked in front of me, his giant member erect and bobbing, freed. I had remembered his size from what I thought was my dream.

      It still shocked me.

      I inhaled a deep breath as he backed away and sat down, that massive erection half daunting. At least to a woman of my limited experience.

      “At your pace,” he whispered. Understanding and support filtered through our link. His eyes, soft, waited patiently for me.

      I grinned. “It fit once. And felt really, really good, if memory serves.”

      “Too good, maybe.” I barely heard his voice.

      “But…protection?”

      He shook his head. “We don’t have the same issues with diseases as humans. Something with our blood eats diseases—maybe its nature taking it easy on us since we have a hard enough time procreating.”

      I stared at him for a long moment, making sure it wasn’t one of those things a man says to get out of wearing protection. The link radiated honesty, though. And it made sense.

      He interrupted my pondering with, “But we can get humans pregnant.”

      My brow furrowed. “You can? Even though we’re different species?”

      He half smiled, connecting his warm lips with my chest. “We are different, but not fundamentally diverse enough to prevent the merging of DNA. There are other problems, like watering down magic, and acting like a lottery for each species to inherent gifts, such as they are, but...”

      I waved it away before he could tell me we wouldn’t be marrying and having children, anyway. I couldn’t have reality messing this up. I didn’t want the impracticality of happily ever after messing up the glory of right this moment. I wanted my dreams of him to last a little while longer.

      Plus, I stayed on the pill after Jared for regularity. Problem solved.

      Trying to find my breath through my constricted chest, I straddled him again, flattening his manhood with my body, and touched my lips to his. I felt his lips curl before he answered, passion unfurling between us. I got lost in the kiss, sucked into a void where the world fell away around us. He licked and tasted my mouth expertly, teasing but wanting. I clung on to his body, his tight arms around me.

      I slid my body forward, then back, rubbing along his shaft. When we were good and slick, I raised a fraction, his arms around me lightly shaking. His tip crested my folds, having me nearly weeping with the anticipation. I sat, slowly, his girth invading my body, stretching me to the point of pain.

      I pulled up, trying to work him in. His hands flew out to the sides, straight along the couch back, and clutched at the cushions. Intense concentration took over his face.

      Back down again, filling me. More stretching, the sweet torture having my eyes fluttering. It felt so good—I couldn’t remember anything, ever, feeling this damn good!

      “Oh god, Sasha—.” Stefan’s whole body flexed as his eyes squeezed tight, preventing himself from thrusting upward by sheer strength of will.

      My heart sank. I wish I knew how to do this better—he was just so big. It hurt to force it, but I could tell he couldn’t handle the slow torture of working it in. “I’m sorry, I’m trying to—“

      Stefan’s eyes snapped open. His arms crushed me to his chest as he laughed. “Don’t be sorry! I haven’t felt this good in…a long time. Keep going. Don’t worry about me. If all torture felt this good, I would never have another worry as long as I lived.”

      He kissed me sweetly, his hands shaking on my hips.

      I let out a relieved sigh as my body started its downward descent, once again reveling in that sweet torture. He was right about that—it felt almost unbearably good. I wanted to laugh and cry with each plunge, working in a little farther each time. I was oh-so-graciously full, every sensitive spot sparking and pinging around my body. His hips pushed up, forcing just a tiny bit more in, about three-fourths inside. His arms flew to the sides again, apparently trying to keep from grabbing me and jamming me down.

      I bounced twice more, sighing with each plunge. Nearly there, now, barely stretching around his girth.

      “Oh fuck.” He panted. “I might…can’t…oh—” He shuddered.

      I stared at him, shocked and wide-eyed. I’d been atop Mt. Premature many a time, I just hadn’t thought it would be with him.

      Ready for the “that’s okay” smile, I put my palms on his chest to push away, only to have his hands grab my wrists and his eyes open again, hooded.

      A lazy smile slid up his face. “It’s probably better that way,” he said easily, relaxed.

      He secured my hands around his neck before his palms found and started kneading my breasts. “I haven’t been with anyone since…well, you. Full speed ahead.”

      “You can keep going?”

      He gave me a scoffing eyebrow quirk. “You don’t think I’d leave you on the edge do you? What kind of a male does that?”

      “From what I’ve heard, a normal one.”

      His grin turned smug. “Exactly. Proceed.”

      Half laughing to myself, I sat down, not paying as much attention as I should have been. A dull ache stopped me, my hands clutching his shoulders like claws, telling him to stop even though I was the one in control.

      “Here, let the creep take over,” he whispered, clutching me to his body with one hand and turning us over so he was on top of me on the couch. “I recently had experience in these matters.”

      His lips attached to mine, deep and needy. One hand enclosed my breast, his fingers flicking my nipple, causing me to squirm. His other hand paid attention to the top of my sex where I felt things the hardest. A pleasure-filled squirm turned into a full scale buck, thrusting my hips up to meet his. His manhood dug deep, embedded to the hilt, our ends rubbing together.

      “Oh!” I sighed, the dull ache only lingering a moment, and unable to compete with his ministrations.

      He began moving slowly, working my body with those clever fingers, building me. Each muscle started to flex, then release, flex, release, and release again. His hard shaft moved into me, gaining speed. Shivers wracked me, leaving more intensity in their wake. My body sweating, his slick as well, he worked into me, deeper and harder, faster.

      My legs squeezed his thighs, my arms clutched his shoulders, my mouth kissed his neck. The pleasure condensed in on itself, localizing in my groin, tightening. Everything tightening. My body getting dense, blasts silently bursting all over my body in muffled detonations, hinting toward that final event. Tighter still, muscles shaking, Stefan groaning, his face against mine. The world sparkling with color so intense, I could barely stand it. Everything pulled down, winding up, then—

      “Oh, Stefan!” I cried, my body convulsing under him with such intensity, I could barely breathe. Jackhammers of pleasure echoed through my limbs, infusing me with euphoria as the vibration subsided. I had so many endorphins, I wanted to rocket off the couch. I was so relaxed, I didn’t even want to move enough to turn my head, tingles of lingering sensation creeping throughout my body.

      Ho-ly hell.

      All this time, I had no idea what sex was really supposed to be. What a true orgasm could really feel like. It was… I was…

      I’d never be the same.

      Stefan lay over me, limp, his face buried in my neck.

      “Please tell me you are satisfied, because it might take a miracle to get me hard again,” Stefan mumbled into my neck.

      “No. Good. Wish this was a bed.” And I did. How the hell would I get back to my room? I didn’t want to ruin this feeling by walking.

      Then I didn’t have to. Stefan climbed off, wobbling, grinning, and scooped me up.

      “Clothes?” I asked sleepily, curling around his upper body and laying my head between his neck and shoulder.

      “It’s late. Nobody will notice.”

      “Nobody will notice two naked people wandering through the halls?”

      “We’ll take the hidden tunnels to the far-eastern door and exit directly outside; but then, no, they won’t notice. Plus, no one is out there.”

      “Right, I forgot which house I lived in.”

      “My house.”

      “Yes, sweetie, that’s right. This is your house.” She patted his arm.

      Stefan chuckled. A cozy walk later in Stefan’s arms, I felt the bow of magic as we passed through the wards of my hidden residence.

      “Hey Boss, whatcha got there?” I vaguely heard Charles moving around.

      “I found your charge.”

      “You certainly did. You also serviced my charge. Thank the merciful gods. Maybe now she won’t be so wound up.”

      “Please be careful how you address my pet.”

      “Not funny.” My voice didn’t have much conviction. My body was too busy trying to shut down.

      As Stefan laid me down, he said, “Sleep tight. Have pleasant dreams of me.”

      “Cad.”

      And he was gone, shutting my door with a soft click.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

        Braving the Elements

      

    
    
      “Run!”

      A giant mouth made by petals swooped down, trying to catch me. I scrambled back, terrified, my magic winked off as I stared at my fifteen-foot-high creation. The goal was to coerce a natural element to grow. I created a plant beast.

      Charles dashed forward, glowing sword in hand. He ripped me out of the way, hurling me back to the center of the classroom. He slashed at the monster, swiping half a flowered mouth off, only to curse when it grew back.

      “Sasha, what the hell did you do?” Charles yelled, dodging a lovely smelling chomp.

      “Made the plant grow!” I screamed back, my own dagger in hand, glowing a bright orange.

      “You weren’t supposed to—“ he feinted and struck, slashing off a giant, reaching leaf, “give it an agenda!”

      “Maybe they naturally have agendas.” I sprinted to his side, bobbing and weaving, looking for an opening. I’d made some great strides at stabbing things. I was quick.

      I felt my arm yanked, hurtled back behind Charles again, this time by Adnan, his sword glowing a pale blue.

      “Don’t fire magic at it, it might make it bigger,” Adnan yelled.

      Yeah, I was also great at setting magical fire to my opponent accidentally. Gabe said it actually felt good half the time. He was such a trooper.

      Adnan, the ninja, darted with such speed, I stood in awe. He whipped around, almost dancing, and then retreating before the curly green shoots of the plant could capture his legs. Unfortunately, his blade didn’t do a dang thing. I’d created the beast with a strong red power and he was only using blue, two steps down; his eagerness suffocating him.

      “Relax, Adnan! Open up to it.”

      I focused on the elements in the room, feeling the currents, sampling the percentages. There was always a healthy amount of air, of course, but the other elements were often disguised within the life around them. A humid day held good doses of water, so did pipes and toilets, and other household areas. Fire existed in electricity, in sparks. Earth, of course, was all around, but often so far beneath me or removed, I couldn’t work with it easily. I felt it was my greatest weakness, as did Charles, but Jessiah didn’t seem perturbed, so I didn’t fret too heavily.

      I felt everyone’s magic around me, but honed in on Adnan. Like someone with asthma, he wasn’t drawing enough because his receptors were tightened.

      I sucked in a big draw, connecting with his flare of magic and billowing it higher. I did it to Charles, too, since I was taking the time. Sweet essence pumped into me, fanning the other boys higher as their magic tried to flirt and play with mine.

      “Good times, Sasha,” Charles said, darting in between angry green stalks to slash at a thick green stem. “Don’t do that when you actually have to…work magic…though. You’ll be weaker.”

      “Yes, professor obvious. I figured that.”

      Adnan’s blade glowed orangey-red. He was in business.

      He dodged in, jumped with a neat flip, and landed on the other side of the evil plant. He stabbed it through a petal, and then hacked off a vine. Charles met it from the front, slashing again at the stem.

      In another few minutes, it was over. My cute but violent flower lay in a puddle of plant parts, the room looking like a weed whacker went wild on a garden. Charles stood in the middle of the melee, sweaty and loving it, his smoky eyes bright. He flashed Adnan a triumphant smile, striding over to shake the younger man’s hand.

      “With fighting like that, the Boss would welcome you in the Command with open arms,” Charles boomed, swagger fit for a prince who’d just slain a dragon.

      Adnan returned the compliment with a sheepish grin, his eyes briefly flicking to me. He’d always had the ability in movement, just not the power to back it up. Apparently he realized I wasn’t such a useless jerk after all. Hah!

      Well, maybe the jerk part was right enough, but still.

      A slow, jarring clap echoed through the room. Darla stood against the far wall near the door, a mocking expression on her face. “Yes-oh-yes, let the little dog create a magical nightmare to show off, then let her big tough bodyguard take it down. Quite a spectacle. Maybe they were thinking no one would notice how weak they are in spells and chanting, hmm? Well, maybe we should—“

      The door swung open, thankfully halting Darla. She always had creative ways to put me on display. Jessiah stood framed in the doorway, his wide shoulders making his upper body look like a triangle. My heart fluttered weakly, wishing Jessiah had the same effect on me Stefan did. But then, Jessiah wasn’t attached to the slinky, long-haired beauty next to the door, with her perfect breasts nearly falling out of her tube top, and her long, slender body draped just so—a weak flutter was better than nothing.

      Raising my chin and pushing down my insecurity, while muffling the link with Stefan—hoping he wouldn’t notice if I didn’t cut it off completely—I tried to keep a hopeful expression from my face. I’d been getting closer and closer to Jessiah over the past few weeks, learning heaps, but also just having someone to talk to who wasn’t hell-bent on keeping me prisoner. He was kind and thoughtful, often giving me a flower and a smile when we met for the lesson.

      And right now, he counted as a savior, because I knew Darla wouldn’t make fun of a student in front of another teacher. She was vindictive, not stupid.

      “I was told your class would be finishing about now?” Jessiah asked with a gleam in his eyes, touching Darla with just enough sex appeal—which he had in droves—to get his way, but not so much as to distract him from what he’d come to procure. Me!

      I nearly gushed like a twelve-year-old!

      “Just finished, yes. The human created a giant plant that had to be destroyed, cutting my teaching time in half.”

      “Ah.” Jessiah’s eyes twinkled as they beheld me. “She excels in creativity.” He winked.

      “Hmm.” Darla’s eyes roamed Jessiah’s body, lingering on his arms and stopping for a brief moment between his legs. Her gaze returned to his face, heat kindling.

      “I’ll just be escorting her out, if you don’t mind?” Jessiah stepped toward me and away from Darla.

      That move right there, which made him the only person besides Charles who would say no to the tramp, endeared him to me. At a spiteful nod, I took his warm hand and let him lead me through the door, Charles hot on my heels.

      “Wait, you, I want that mess cleaned up.” Darla stopped Charles with a flaying stare.

      “That’s not my job. She is my job.”

      A red haze blocked the door, that protection spell Charles still couldn’t figure out how to work was locking him in. As I hustled away with Jessiah, I heard her harsh laughter.

      “Do we need to wait?” Jessiah hesitated.

      I tugged him along. “Nah. He’s around constantly. I doubt anything’s waiting in the woods to accost us. And if it is, I can blow up a plant to attack it. Or us.”

      He laughed merrily, tucking my arm around his.

      “So, what do I owe the pleasure?” I asked as we sauntered toward the trees, the night silky and warm on my face.

      The soft moonlight caught his beautiful blue eyes as they beheld me, soft heat infusing them. “I never get to talk to you. It seems like you’ve always got somewhere to be or something to do.”

      “Or Charles nudging me away?”

      Jessiah grinned, threading his fingers between mine to hold my hand. “He doesn’t trust me with his women.”

      I laughed because it was so true, even though I wasn’t Charles’s woman. “He is a tiny bit jealous, yes. I’ve noticed.”

      A powerful surge blasted through the link, Stefan extremely uncomfortable about something. Given that he was always irritated in some way about his duties, this was par for the course. I stopped the link altogether, wanting a freaking second to myself to figure out this attraction to Jessiah. No, I couldn’t even feel a fraction for him what I did for Stefan, but I wanted to see if this interest was returned—healthy and reciprocal without an arranged agreement with other women. It tipped the balance.

      “You’ve come a long way in your elements. Do you have any other help?”

      “Just you. I like your teaching style. I am a hands-on learner, so how you show me helps.” I blushed a little. Granted, sometimes his hands wandered a little too close to personal areas, but he always apologized with that devilish smile, the scoundrel side of him making me laugh.

      As if thinking along the same lines as I did, he smiled. “Hmm. So, where do you stay while you’re here? I haven’t seen you around the mansion after light.”

      We walked through a canopy of trees, heading deep into the woods. The leaves draped across the sky, hiding the approaching dawn. The last traces of night called to me, the silken feel of darkness reaching for my body and caressing my senses.

      “I’m tucked away,” I answered, leaning against his shoulder as we walked. “Where do you stay?”

      He paused next to a tree, directing my back toward the bark. His eyes looked down into mine, the woods still and quiet in the pocket of time when night animals tucked into their beds and the day animals got the urge to wake up. His hands lowered to my hips.

      “On the first floor of the main house with all the other minions,” he said in a husky voice.

      My hands traveled up his arms, smaller than Stefan’s. He didn’t have the medieval tattoos to make him seem exotic and wild, either. Or the giant width of shoulder from fighting and surviving in the world, keeping his people safe and protected.

      With effort, I ignored all that, glancing back to his face. He was handsome, surely, but not devastatingly so. His eyes didn’t hold the same wicked intelligence, or the same soul-touching depth. My heart didn’t pound, or lurch, or even flutter. My stomach didn’t tingle or fill with butterflies.

      Damn it!

      Jessiah leaned in, his mouth brushing mine softly. A pang of guilt rocked me, unexpected. This wasn’t wrong logically, but my soul didn’t know that. This man wasn’t the one I truly wanted. He wasn’t my ground; my other half.

      That man was promised to someone ten times prettier with a long list of accolades. And I’d thought I’d always been lucky? Yeah right.

      I pushed back, moving my head to the side to escape the kiss. Regardless of Stefan’s attachment, I didn’t want Jessiah. At least not right then. I wasn’t ready.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, his head still bowed to mine.

      “I should probably get back.”

      His eyes delved into mine, making me shiver in a way I wasn’t expecting. Before I could identify the weird thrill of—apprehension? Fear?—a rustling caught my attention. Adnan stepped through the foliage.

      “Sasha, sorry to interrupt, but do you have a minute?” Adnan nodded to Jessiah in acknowledgement.

      For a race of people who had sex while carrying on conversations, I wasn’t sure why this intrusion surprised me. I was equally confused as to why it relieved me as well.

      “What’s up?” I stepped away from Jessiah smoothly, using Adnan as an excuse to head toward dinner.

      “I wondered…” he hesitated, his gaze flicking back to Jessiah, who apparently did not intend to follow. I hoped he wasn’t mad. “You helped me today—thanks—and I wondered if you would continue to help me if I helped you in turn? Maybe if I taught you some sword and chanting, if maybe you’d work with me on keeping my power open when I fight? Without that, I can’t get into the Watch Command, which is the one thing I’ve been training for my whole life.”

      Ah, the dramatics of youth. Still, this sounded like a sweet deal! Maybe I’d even get a friend out of it. “Sure.”

      We got within sight of the mansion. I scanned the back wall, looking for my pissed off bodyguard. “Where’s Charles?”

      “He got worried when you took off, so he sent me after you.”

      “Why didn’t he come after me himself?”

      “He went to look for the Boss, I think.”

      “Oh great, he’s telling on me, that butt-head!” I shook my head as we walked through the door. I might as well just use the time to my advantage.

      To that end, I snagged some dinner from the dining hall and headed straight for my room. Eat, shower, alone time. I still had Stefan on the brain.

      

      *****

      

      “I had her, where were you?” Jessiah barked into the phone. “It’s not easy to get her alone!”

      A growl filled the line. “You think I can get people to you in five minutes? That I can mobilize the right equipment from a random text you send? You have to plan it out! You need to coordinate this.”

      Jessiah kicked at the ground. It had been a huge stroke of luck getting Sasha without that fool Charles. Although, it seemed that Charles had trouble breaking protective spells.

      “I have an idea. Be ready tomorrow at dawn. I’ll text you the exact location and time. Be in position before I arrive. I’ll trap her bodyguard and hand wrap her to be taken. Just be there.”

      “You are dangerously close to overstepping your bounds.” The voice on the other end paused, menace nearly crawling through the line and into Jessiah’s head. He’d forgotten the type of men he was dealing with. The dangerous nature of the type of men he dealt with.

      “Sorry, sir.”

      “Have her ready. I’ll organize the pick-up.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Jessiah dropped the phone and took a deep breath. Warning tingles filled his whole body. He wondered if he was really making the right decision.

      That organizational chart flipped in his head.

      Stealing his determination, he headed back to the mansion to finalize his plans.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

        Braving the Elements

      

    
    
      “Boss, I need to talk to you.”

      Stefan finished reading the document Jameson had handed him and faced Charles, a bad feeling taking over the pit of this stomach. “What is it?”

      “Sasha took off with Jessiah after Darla’s class.”

      Stefan waited for more. When it didn’t come, he dropped his hands to his sides so he didn’t shake the other man. “Why didn’t you go after her?”

      “Because that bi—uh, lovely future-mate of yours slapped a defensive shield in my face, knowing I have trouble with those, and allowed her to escape.”

      Stefan’s head tilted slowly. “Darla prevented you from going after your charge? By a defensive shield? Your power grossly tops hers, not to mention the help of the runes. Are you so thick you can’t learn to break a simple spell in a month?”

      “Boss, it’s damn hard to learn when that stupi—when the teacher won’t actually teach. At least I basically know the structure of the chants, but Sasha doesn’t even know that much. She spends the whole class blowing things up, shooting them out of the room, or, like today, creating monsters for us to take down. Though, I have to say, that giant plant monster was actually—“

      Stefan hardened his gaze, cutting off the other man immediately. “Are you telling me that Darla is withholding information? Why didn’t you come to me with this?”

      Charles shrunk into his shirt. “Sasha didn’t want to tattle because she, quite rightly, figured Darla would just get vindictive.”

      “So, you’re telling me—a wasted month later—that Sasha has learned nothing?”

      “Well, she’s learned plenty, and some things will probably be extremely useful, but nothing that’s on the class agenda.”

      Stefan took great pains to control his facial expressions. Darla had become the biggest nuisance of his life. She’d been pestering him for blood constantly, and if not that, a formal mating, and if not that, sex. He’d never had a firm fondness for her, but he’d always been able to tolerate her, especially when she spread her legs. Now the thought turned him off entirely.

      “How close has Sasha gotten to Jessiah?” Stefan stepped away to the corner of the library and threw up a voice diffusor, his tattoos glowing so faintly, no one would be the wiser.

      Charles stuck his hands in his pocket. “He’s trying every trick he’s got, and she’s buying it about a fourth of the time. He’s a sniveling little jerk, but he does have game; I have to give him that. I don’t trust him, though. He’s uncommonly frustrated…like he has an ulterior motive. He’s trying to get her to trust him rather than just getting in her pants, but he is nowhere near sincere. That’s not normal.”

      Charles stared at Stefan, trying to do the mental deduction in his head. He thought with his dick often enough, but making sense of that with the head was still beyond him.

      He tried again. “Okay, like, a guy that waits for sex either really likes the chick and will endure the blue balls to make her smile, or he wants something. Jessiah doesn’t really like her. I’ve pulled his angle a million times. He’s after what’s between her legs, and something else…”

      Charles’ voice dropped away, his eyes widening at whatever he saw on Stefan’s face.

      Stefan realized he’d stopped breathing. He smoothed over his face and unclenched his fists. “So you think he wants something, and she’s buying into him at least part of the time?”

      “Like I said, he’s got game. Plus, she misses that Jared kid, and she’s lonely. I probably would’ve had a chance if I waited. I mean, she’d probably buy into anyone who was nice to her. Want me to beat him up? It’d be my pleasure…”

      “Where is she now?”

      “I sent Adnan to get her. You gotta keep your eye on him, Boss. Adnan, I mean. That kid can fight! If he can keep his magic up, he’s a shoe-in.”

      Stefan, voice low, growled out his next words. “Instead of going yourself, you sent a half-trained child to retrieve my—to bring back Sasha?”

      Charles’ eyes snapped shut and his easy-go-lucky attitude dried up. He’d just realized how serious this conversation was, and he was late to the party. In a rush, he said, “It’s only Jessiah and they were headed out to the woods. I came to get you while he went and got her. I got a text from Adnan—she got food a short while ago and headed off to her room. She thinks I talk too much for some reason, so half the time she tries to ditch me. Kind of mean, actually, but she’s okay.”

      “What makes you think she won’t hook up with Jessiah knowing you’re gone?”

      Charles shrugged, his eyebrows dipping in confusion. “She knows not to reveal her sleeping whereabouts…”

      “It doesn’t mean he won’t have her in his.”

      Stefan couldn’t help his rough voice. It killed him to imagine another man touching her. Stefan had no claim on her. He was spoken for; his duty clearly mapped out to choose a mate. When a person became leader, he had to give up certain things. His path was set, and Sasha needed to find someone else and be happy.

      A vase shattered against the wall. Everyone in the room turned to him with shock or fear written plainly on their face. He probably shouldn’t have thrown it.

      “What do I do, Boss?” Charles asked quietly from five feet away, not daring to take a step closer.

      “If he is using her, keep him away from her. Break him if you have to. I will not see her hurt.” He swung a fierce gaze across the spectators, daring anyone to mutter the term pet. He’d snap them in half, no guilt or remorse in his wake.

      As Charles took off, Stefan set his sights on Darla and started walking. She not only hindered Sasha and Charles with her pettiness, she hindered his whole clan. She would be dealt with.

      He found her in the library, naked and riding on top of Thaos, a younger man with pale orange power. As her hips swiveled over him, having him moaning and rolling his eyes back in his head, she sucked at his wrist, drawing deep, having used her body to steal what she could of his power.

      This is what he would be mated to. This is who Fate had mapped out for him; the best option of the bunch.

      “Darla, get up.”

      Startled, the woman’s gaze shifted to his eyes, widening as she beheld him. She dropped Thaos’ wrist and stood, leaving a moaning man with a lulling head in her wake.

      “Hello, come to join in?” She sauntered up to him in a silky glide, all hip and breast, covered in another male’s sweat.

      Stefan pushed her away with a grimace. “What is this I hear about you failing to teach your new students?”

      She laughed sardonically, her smile brittle and bitter. “Oh, is that why you finally seek me out? For your precious human pet? Well, what did you expect, Stefan? She has about as much talent as any human, and less finesse than most. She only wields red. You are wasting your time with her—I only wanted to help you realize that.”

      “If I hear of this again, you will be disbanded. Do I make myself clear? Monday you will have a shadow. I think it’s time I checked on your ability as a professional—“

      Arousal washed through the link, filling him up, making his balls tingle.

      Earlier, when she’d been with Jessiah, she’d muffled it, trying to disguise what she was up to, obviously making him pay attention to it more heavily. She thought she was sneaky, which usually made him laugh because it meant she’d blown something up or otherwise made a huge mess Charles would undoubtedly have to kill. This time, he waited on the edge, wondering what feelings would shine through in the end.

      Arousal was the opposite of what he’d hoped. And being that she’d let the muffling slip, she was in the height of passion.

      A shot of fear coursed through him, fusing his jaw shut and making his hands fists. Being that fear was not an emotion he allowed, rage quickly took its place. Turning abruptly, he was out of the room, striding across the mansion and out the back door with fast, determined strides. He could not suffer her to be touched by another male, his duty be damned; especially not one seeking to use her—aiming to crush her under his agenda.

      

      *****

      

      Charles dried himself off with a towel, passing by Sasha’s closed door. Her rinsed plates had been left in the sink when he’d walked in, and the shower had been used and returned to heightened organization. She’d prepared for a quiet night in, and even though he hated going to sleep without a night cap, he knew better than to barge in. The last time he did, she’d blasted him with that weird magic throwing thing of hers. It hurt, and she’d only used a pale purple.

      It was pretty cool she could fluctuate the amount of power she used, though. He’d tried that and only given himself a headache.

      As he walked down the hall, he felt the strange surge that said someone was entering the ward. He turned back to the door, his towel clutched in his hand and the rest of him air-drying, wondering if the Boss planned on a night cap of his own with the sensual little human. Man, what he wouldn’t give for a crack at her. She’d be a wild ride, he had no doubt. The way she—

      The door burst open, scattering his thoughts. The Boss barged through, his shoulders taking up the width of the frame, his eyes ready to rip a body limb from limb. Women often said he had a face like an angel, if that angel hadn’t shaved in a day and road a Harley. In Charles’s opinion, if that angel also decided to go on a killing spree with the intention of taking out half the world. His body brimmed with battle rage, each substantial slab of muscle flexing. Eyes on fire, tattoos alight with his powerful magic, he bore down on Charles.

      “Where is she?”

      “I-in her r-room. I swear!”

      “Did you touch her?”

      “No. Gods, n-no.” Charles put his hands up in surrender, begging to die quickly. “My dick shrivels just thinking of it. I don’t want to go anywhere n-near her.” After today, that would be a solid truth.

      “Who’s in there with her?” His voice rumbled like a guillotine sliding toward a neck.

      Charles’s eyes got wider, if that were possible. “N-no one. I don’t think. I’m pretty su—“

      “Move.”

      Charles dove out of the way, wanting to be anywhere but in the warpath of the Boss when violence called. If there was someone in there, he wouldn’t be in one piece for long.

      

      *****

      

      Stefan kicked open the door, the room gloomy where the dark, heavy curtains tried to block out the rising sun. Sasha lay on the bed, the duvet just showing two peaks of knees with a valley in between, her legs spread. At his entrance, she jumped, her head snapping to the door with giant eyes.

      Brain not registering logic anymore, his animal instincts of possession completely taking over, Stefan walked at her, eyes on who might be between her thighs. A certain untrustworthy asshole that was about to die between her thighs.

      He bent down and ripped away her duvet, throwing it across the room. Her thighs were spread wide, her crotch covered by white, lacy panties, the middle wet. Her hands, braced to either side of her in surprise, had two glistening fingers.

      His eyes met hers. He saw the heat and felt the pulse through the link. She’d been thinking of him.

      A new awareness claimed him.

      Mine.

      He reached down to her, ripping away her panties in one yank. His clothes fell off a second later, so fast it was like he wasn’t wearing any. Not wasting any time, he settled between her thighs, pinning her to the mattress possessively.

      Mine.

      He claimed her lips, filling her mouth as she opened to him. She tasted of spices, like mulled wine, and smelled like the forest after a spring rain. He pushed himself into her body, hot and fast, digging in to the hilt. She moaned, opening to him, body and soul, offering herself up.

      Raw, animalistic lust overcame him, his body pushing harder. He trapped her beneath him, dominating her completely. Deeper he strove, taking delight in her moans and pants.

      It wasn’t enough. He wanted more. He wanted all of her.

      Mate!

      With a growl, he bit, teeth cutting through the soft skin of her throat just over the pulse. She sucked in a breath at the sharp pain, fingers digging into his back. With his first deep suck, she mewed, melting like hot wax. Power filled him like a current, magic blossoming deep in his chest in a way he’d never experienced. Her magic was so pure, like tapping directly into the source. His tattoos started to glow a burnished gold. With each swallow, it got lighter and lighter until they glowed a gold crusted white. She filled him.

      His body slapped against hers, feeling the power well up, her legs around his hips, her arms hugging him close. He released more of that secretion into her, feeling it in the core of his being. Wanting the marking complete, forever.

      “Take my blood.” His voice was deep and gruff, primal.

      He snatched the dagger on the nightstand and made a small cut in the skin on his neck. Lowering back down, she took to him eagerly, her hips rising up to meet each of his thrusts. Her soft lips fastened on his skin, the first draw causing him to suck in a sweet breath of glory, her scent infusing the sensations. Their power swirled, mixing together and fusing their essence—one soul split into two bodies.

      “Oh Stefan,” she sighed, blasting the link wide open. A love so deep, it consumed him and poured through. It spilled into all the dark and shut-up places; filling up all the haunts and sadness in his life; healing it with her. His chest burned and his limbs tingled, more magic pumping into his body than he’d ever experienced. A sweet elation took his breath away, her essence riding the wave like a surfer. She was imparting her own mark, one just as permanent, and just as driven by a place without thought.

      “Harder, Stefan. Harder.”

      The world disappearing, all he could focus on was her. Her beautiful face, eyes lit up in wonder. The feel of her body, smooth and delicate, spurring him deeper, taking him higher. Of her magic, pure and sweet, encasing them in a bubble of pure delight.

      “Submit to me,” Stefan commanded softly, his voice gruff and primal. He stopped, not allowing her to move until she did.

      A languid smile lit up her face. “Back to that again, are we? I remember you saying that in the alley the first time we were alone.” She paused for a minute, her husky voice hiding the nervousness. ”You first.”

      It sounded as if she didn’t expect him to dive in with her. “Forever. You will want for nothing. I will make sure of it.”

      “I’ve always been yours, Stefan; you know that.”

      He closed his eyes in relief. “Yes.”

      With renewed determination, he crashed into her, the pressure growing, taking over. Tighter and tighter it coiled, the sensations almost unbearable.

      “Oh, Stefan…” Her fingers clutched at him and her body tensed.

      Stefan licked at her neck, opening the quickly-healed cut, waiting for that right moment. A few more strokes into her tight body and he was ready, fissure lines working through his very fiber.

      Her moaning got higher, almost there. Almost…

      As she neared that edge, balancing on the cliff, he sucked in, the pull tugging deep in her body.

      “Oh!” Her eyes fluttered and she shuddered, her insides squeezing Stefan so tight, he nearly blacked out.

      He blasted his seed into her a second later, pushing her into the mattress, bellowing with the glory of the orgasm. Their combined magic blossomed and flowered, the whole room drenched in a feeling so intoxicating, it felt like they hovered, weightless, only knowing the feeling of each other’s body.

      He kissed her deeply, his body fractured, wanting her to collect the pieces and fit them back together however she wished.

      When they stopped panting, lying exhausted in the quiet room, she said, “You forgot to yell surprise when you barged in earlier.” Her laughing voice dripped with awe and completion.

      “I saved it for this moment.” He shifted to the side, leaving himself inside her but removing some of his weight. “I figured I’d give you the best orgasm you’ve ever had, and then say it…Surprise.”

      “You’re under the impression that was the best orgasm I’ve ever had? Not overly full of yourself, are you?”

      He laughed. “Confident, there’s a difference. And yes, that was the best. I figure if I’ve never had better, and I’ve had way more experience in these matters, then it must rock your world, too.”

      “I haven’t experimented much. I hadn’t realized that fact until the people in this house opened my eyes.”

      Stefan laughed. “Well, now you have me to experiment on.”

      Her arms, resting on his back, still wanting that closeness, momentarily tightened. “How long can you stay?”

      His eyes drooped, consciousness fleeting. He was so damn relaxed, yet the magic pumped within his blood. He’d never felt this truly alive before, especially while also never feeling this complete and utterly satisfied.

      The woman did nothing but complicate his life, but for all that, he would never walk away. Not from her. He’d have to make some decisions, but no one else was getting her. She was his. End of story. The question was, how did he both keep her and his duty? How did he compromise to keep her near?

      He only had two months to figure it out before the Regional got there, but it would have to wait another turn of the sun because he was in no mood for thinking at the moment.

      Answering her question, he said, “All day. If you’ll have me.”

      “Hmm. In that case, can you move off my leg a fraction so it doesn’t fall asleep before I do?”

      He kissed her cheek. “Of course. We’ll need to speak about what I just did, but it has to wait. I can barely keep my eyes open.”

      “Hmm.” She was asleep before he’d finished adjusting.

      Yup, she was gonna play hell on his life, but there was nothing for it now. The decision had been made in that first second his eyes had touched hers under the streetlight those few months ago. It was amazing he’d resisted this long.

      Fate was such a tricky bitch.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

        Braving the Elements

      

    
    
      I came awake with a soft kiss brushing my lips. I threw my arms around the culprit—a large, muscled hunk—and smiled good morning…or evening, rather. He wore the same clothes as when he’d barged in, but seemed more relaxed. The stress lines on his face had softened, making him almost hard to look at he was so danged handsome. I said so.

      He smiled his flawless smile, making me blink in wonder at the rest of the transformation into super-hot.

      “To think, I’ve hated having women in my bed. Turns out, I just hated having the wrong ones,” he said quietly with soft eyes.

      Warmth filled my midsection. I smiled like a fool.

      “I have to go to work,” he said tenderly. “I’ll see you close to dawn.”

      “You’re going to spend the night with me again? How’d I get so lucky? Or are you attempting to take a pet…which you very well know that—”

      He claimed her lips, his kiss deep and passionate. “We still need to talk about what I did. You might not think you’re lucky by the end of the night.”

      I tilted my head, surveying his suddenly serious face, and then falling into those dark eyes. “Cryptic.”

      He straightened up, tall and broad, a man of strength and power. Who would’ve thought he could be so gentle. “I’ll talk to you later, love. Leave that link open, I want you present always.”

      “Bossy.” I turned and glanced at the clock. Time to get up. Damn.

      “Sasha.”

      I waved him away and climbed out of bed. “I’m going to give you a firm maybe on that one.”

      He growled and slapped my butt. “Talk to you later.” Before he walked out the ruined door, he paused. “Oh, and…I’ll fix this.” His head nodded to the broken hinges.

      “By the morning.”

      “Morning-ish. Also, be easy on Charles. I think I scared him.”

      “When you were freaking out for no discernible reason, you mean?”

      “There was a discernible reason—“

      “Which you will explain.”

      “—that I don’t intend to apologize for—“

      “But you will, anyway.”

      “—but, yes, when my…dander was up last night. He got the brunt of it.”

      “Well, I got the good part. Although, maybe taking it easy for the next couple days might be in order.”

      His eyes took on a liquid heat, arousal flooding through the link. He almost started back to me, every muscle on his sizable frame taut, but he held firm. Shaking his head that little bit, he grinned. “Note taken. I bet I can make it even better with a longer build-up.”

      “Hmm, yes please.”

      Committing his smiling face to memory for my spank bank, I headed for the shower.

      After I had finished getting ready, I glanced around for Charles. Usually, he was in annoying me by now, unable to keep from talking for longer than a few hours at a time. On the way out the door, I finally found him, huddled naked behind a plant in the corner by the door, the thin green leaves shaking, doing a poor job of hiding his whole body.

      I stopped, staring down at him. “Hey. What-ah…whatchya doin’?”

      “Oh nothing much. Just crouching here behind this plant in a puddle of urine. I’m naked though, so I dried quick. Spot of luck on that score.”

      I struggled to keep a smile from my face. “How long have you been there?”

      “Oh, just since the Boss came barreling through in a battle rage. Thought he’d kill me. Then thought he’d kill whoever was with you. Then thought he might kill you accidentally because you tried to save someone, all while I hid in the bush like a bitch. Not my finest moment, Sasha, but it’s been a while since I saw that crazy male in a rage. Took me by surprise.”

      I stepped behind the plant and hauled him up. “You didn’t really piss yourself, did you?”

      “Yeah. Please don’t tell anyone. There’s a reason that man has been the leader so long. He’s got great logic, sure, great leadership, great loyalty to his people—but if all that fails, he freaks the fuck out. He scares the shit outta me. Yuck, and you still smell like him.”

      “I do?” I smelled myself. I’d taken a shower, so I had no idea how that was possible, but these guys had subatomic noses, so who knew. “Anyway, we’re gonna be late. Hurry up.”

      “How are you so chipper this morning? I expected screams of terror when he beat your door down, not a blast of magic and a loud orgasm.”

      My body zinged with remembrance. My knees went wobbly and I stumbled into Charles’ door. I hadn’t been scared for one minute. I felt him coming, his rage as a means to hide a deep fear. I didn’t know what he had been afraid of, but when he stood, silhouetted in my door, my heart stopped.

      In his battle rage, as Charles called it, he’d been magnificent. Like a raging Viking of old, his powerful body flexed from head to toe, his thick slabs of muscle on display in the best of ways. His eyes had been on fire, hair wild, his purpose honed and sharpened.

      Seeing him like that triggered the thrill I’d always had; the side of me that needed fast cars and rose to meet danger with a knife and a snarl.  I couldn’t help but hold my arms wide, waiting for him to rush in and take me, dragging me in and under, losing the world as we raged toward each other until climax.

      And we’d done just that. I’d willingly taken blood, somehow not grossed out in the least. I’d also given it, engaging in feelings that I couldn’t even understand, let alone explain. The sensations had been so deep, reaching the center of me, and then tickling.

      And the magic…

      I sighed as Charles quickly hopped in the shower. Usually, I half-raged trying to stop the flow of magic into my body, then had to organize and spread it out so I didn’t feel weirdly lopsided. It always felt great, joyous, and exhilarating, but it took work. Stefan’s added power presence had smoothed all that out. Balanced it. Made drawing easy and storing effortless.

      “Quit daydreaming, we gotta go,” Charles said as he passed by with a towel wrapped around his middle.

      “What’s up with the coverage?” I asked as I followed him to his room. “I’m not used to seeing you glistening without a naked show of some sort—“

      The door closed in my face.

      Taken aback, I tried the handle, only to find it locked.

      “Are you mad at me?” I called through the wood.

      The door swung open a moment later, Charles grim and clothed, his eyes downcast. “No, but I never want to see you naked again, I never want to think that you saw me naked, and I do not want any sort of arousal passing through my brain where it concerns you.”

      Still without meeting my eyes, he squeezed past as if I had a contagious virus.

      “What the hell did I do to you?” I asked in outrage, following him. “Because I left with Jessiah? Did you get in trouble or something? And what does that have to do with your love of nudity?”

      Charles spun on me, making me shrink back. “That crazy fucking male you’re sleeping with nearly tore my head off thinking I’d touched you. I do not intend…”

      Charles trailed away, his expression changing to one of disbelief. “He marked you.”

      My hand flew to my neck. “Yeah, we exchanged blood. Is that weird?”

      “No—” Charles leaned forward to enunciate his words very carefully. “He…marked…you.”

      I glanced down at my body, checked over my arms, and then turned my puzzled expression back to Charles. “How? Where?”

      “Did he not explain what that meant?”

      I shook my head, still lost to confusion. “He said he had to talk to me about what he did. I figured it had to do with him breaking down my door, and making my roommate piss himself and then sleep in a bush.”

      “I didn’t sleep. I was afraid he’d come out.” Charles shook his head. “Not important. A male hasn’t marked anyone in…decades. He was probably embarrassed or he would’ve told you.”

      “Why? What does it mean? Is it bad?”

      Charles held the door and yanked his head for me to go through. “Back in the day, when you staked your whole life on one female, you'd mark her. You'd declare yourself as the defender to her and her offspring, to the death. You basically said you were her department store; whatever she could possibly need or want, it was your job to provide. Darla wants that from him like nobody’s business.”

      My heart fluttered. Stefan had given me something he wouldn’t give his intended. That another man hadn’t given a woman in a great many years. I didn’t understand fully what it meant, but that alone made me feel special. It made me feel…important to him. Treasured.

      Charles went on. “It’s a great risk to him, though. If anyone goes after you, it’s a challenge to him directly. As a leader, he will be forced to answer the challenge—all challenges—or he loses his title. Not to mention his girl and his pride, obviously.”

      “So, basically, the mark is to ward everyone away from me with the implied warning ‘or else.’”

      Charles nodded.

      “And…he’s promised to another.”

      Charles nodded again, but this time, with a grimace. “We stopped marking because times changed. We’re extremely promiscuous as a culture—it wouldn’t be fair to limit that.”

      “So, after you mate, you still screw whomever?”

      “’Course. Though less as you age, obviously. But yeah, mating is really meant to provide stability for offspring and protect the family. You might have noticed—we are a fairly violent race.”

      “But I haven’t seen any families around here…”

      “We wouldn’t be so stupid as to have pregnant females and children hanging around the city where Trek and his idiots are roaming free. Families with children are in our lands in the woods or more suburban settlements.”

      I took a deep breath. On one hand, it was a little unbelievable that Stefan would care for me that much. As Charles said, based on his peoples’ culture, this was way huger than marriage. That gave me a dramatic pause.

      On the other hand, he just cut off my ability to find someone else within this species. When he got mated, I would have a giant, permanent road block to my moving on. I couldn’t get pissed at him and breakup because I’d still be tagged as his. I’d be cast off and alone, it would be him or nobody.

      “Humans can’t tell, right? This is just limited to your race?” I inquired to Charles as we neared the main house. I slowed for obvious reasons. Yes, I needed food, but I got suddenly worried how people would perceive me. Something told me I’d get more stares than usual.

      “No, humans wouldn’t know. If it goes pear shaped with him, you can always snag a human.”

      That helped lessen the blockage in my chest. Realistically, he was my other half. Being together last night felt so instinctive. I wouldn’t get that with someone else. Anyone else. Still, fail-safes were good.

      Then something occurred to me.

      “If I want to cause him no end of grief, and possible death, all I have to do is seduce someone?”

      Charles thought about it a second. "Huh. Yeah. I guess you kind of have the upper hand on that one. If anyone would touch you. He’s the top of the food chain, so…"

      "They're men. Men are dumb when they get turned on."

      "Good point. Please don't try to seduce me."

      "Why? Afraid you'll give in?"

      "Obviously. Thank the gods you're not a vindictive bitch."

      "That you know of."

      "Oh no, I've catalogued your bitch side. You are an explosive, wild, unpredictable bitch, but if I avoid the triggers, I'm good."

      "You still manage to surprise me."

      "As long as I don't turn you on, I don't care."

      We entered the dining hall. Five steps in and people started to notice the difference in me. Wide eyes turned to stare, sticking to me as if I was a ghost. By the time I had breakfast on my plate, the whole place was silent.

      “This is awkward,” Charles whispered, his head down.

      “Yes, Charles, this is awkward. Thank you for pointing it out.”

      A gasp went around the fifty or so spectators. I glanced up to find Stefan entering the room, three people at his back. Face stern, his eyes locked on me, his body heading over in a calm, measured pace. People’s eyes darted back and forth between us, ample entertainment.

      When he reached me, he put his hand on my cheek. Then, surprising me, leaned down to kiss my lips. “Good evening, beautiful. I felt your embarrassment, so I figured you were here. I’m trying to lessen the…discomfiture.”

      “Not helping,” Charles muttered, making himself as small as possible. He wouldn’t look at Stefan.

      “Did you come to me last night with the intention to mark me?” I asked quietly, allowing Stefan to lead me to a table in the middle of the dining hall. He was openly staking his claim, which helped cement that the mark had to do with his feelings for me, and not his professional interest.

      “No, I did not. I wasn’t thinking at all, actually. Nothing had been planned out. We can talk about it more later, though, without prying ears and judgment. I try to keep personal business behind closed doors. For now, I want to enjoy eating with you. Sitting with you. What’s your first class today?”

      “Elements. Then weaponry—I’m getting a sword today. Most of the class is terrified. Then charms and spells. Why don’t you have to chant when you do a charm?”

      “More advanced and powerful magic users can will the magic without having to form it with words.” He shook his head, his eyes never looking away from my face. The world could be on fire, but as he sat there, speaking with me, he wouldn’t have noticed. I had his sole attention. “You have the weekend off from charms and spells. Go back Monday. I’m sending someone to shadow Darla.”

      “Ordinarily I would say ‘butt out,’ but in light of this mark thing you gave me, I think I’ll nod to that. I don’t feel like dying today.”

      “You don’t have to worry about that. My job has always been to protect you.”

      “Yeah, okay, that gives me a soft spot and all, but this is a little heavy for morning chatter.”

      “Evening chatter, I think you mean.” His dark eyes sparkled, but in his role, he didn’t show humor, so he kept his face impassive.

      “Right. Okay, I’m off. Thanks for strangely sitting at the table, staring at me and not eating, but I gotta go.”

      He shook his head, a smile almost breaking free that time. “I’ll see you in the morning. Unless you need something. Call me or come to me anytime for any reason.”

      “So, if I called you up, pulled you out of a meeting, and asked that you provide me with a teddy bear as big as my body with a black and gold bowtie around its neck—you know, symbolizing our combined power—you would comply?”

      He stared at me a minute, still ignoring the world around him, probably trying to process the strange woman he’d tied himself to. Finally he said, “My duty, in that case, would be to ensure your mental welfare hadn’t taken a shit.”

      “Potty mouth!” I glanced around us, noticing that people had restarted their daily lives, but constantly glanced at us, wondering what would happen next. “Can I touch you?”

      He answered by putting a hand gently to my jaw and giving me a light kiss on the lips. “Will you dine with me in the morning? Every morning? As our last stop before bed?”

      I winked, trying to stay casual, but did a happy dance on the inside. “Maybe.”

      The very corners of his lips tugged as he shook his head. As he walked away, I swore I heard, “Complicating…” before his words got lost in the noise.

      “Well, at least now he’s in a good mood.” Charles put his plate in the dirty dish tray. “And he got us off the hook with Darla. Thank the gods for their mercy! I’ll be half dead by then and really wasn’t looking forward to going.”

      “How many gods do you guys worship?”

      Charles did a double take as we made our way to Jessiah. “Talk about one-eighty?”

      “No, you mentioned gods. That didn’t come out of nowhere!”

      Charles ignored me, staring at his sexual nemesis, who waited under a tree monitoring our approach with an uncustomary grim face. “Why’s he dressed all commando, I wonder?”

      Jessiah’s eyes widened when we got closer, probably noticing whatever mark he could see or smell that I couldn’t. His face went white as he stepped forward. “Hi. I wanted to get deeper into the woods today to surround ourselves with dirt. Follow me.”

      Charles looked around with his customary loathing. “We’re surrounded by dirt right here. That’s what the brown stuff is called.”

      I elbowed him, following after Jessiah’s quick steps. “You would do better if you kept an open mind.”

      “I would do better with better teaching. Where the hell are we going?”

      “Given the nature of Sasha’s mark,” Jessiah answered even though the question had been mostly rhetorical, “I figure it’s best if we wander even farther. People will catch a whiff and come to investigate otherwise.”

      “How good is the smell you people have?” I wondered quietly.

      Charles looked behind them. “Not so good that we have to go all the way—”

      A surge of magic cut Charles off and had my bones vibrating. My limbs banded together with glowing orange light and my draw from the elements snapped. As I fell to the ground, stunned and completely bewildered, I noticed Charles encased in a long box of the same orangey glow. A protective spell. The kind he had a helluva time breaking loose from.

      Fuck.

      Eight pairs of boots crunched the earth, stepping toward us in a surrounding circle. By my head stood one more, the pair I recognized. Traitor!

      “Sasha, use your magic!” Charles commanded in a rage-filled, gruff voice I’d never heard before.

      “I can’t—the source is cut off somehow. What’s going on?” I cried.

      “Get her up. Leave him, let’s go.” The speaker used a honeyed voice I almost recognized.

      “Reach for that source, Sasha. You can do it! Break through,” Charles yelled.

      “You want me to leave him, sir?” another speaker asked. “Won’t he tell the others?”

      “He won’t be able to get out of that spell. Not without the counter, and Jessiah assures me he doesn’t know it. Plus, he’s hard to kill—I don’t want men dying trying to manage it when he inevitably gets that one chance. We leave him. We don’t need him.”

      A blindfold went around my head before I could see any faces but one. Jessiah’s. Satisfied and smirking. He’d sold me out.

      

      *****

      

      Stefan sat with his top council, going over the territory breaches and logistics, when a shot of pure panic bled through the link. He sat up straight, focusing on that feeling. Panic, pain, fear, and betrayal, intensifying.

      “Boss?”

      Stefan held up his hand to Jameson, silencing the other man. “Something is…” He stood slowly, the feelings going on and on, not changing to embarrassment like normal when Sasha made a mistake in class. The fear escalated, if anything.

      A blast of pain, then emptiness. Sasha had lost consciousness through some sort of trauma.

      “She’s been taken!”

      Fear gripped him in an icy hand, squeezing his heart and making it difficult to breathe. Counting to ten, he let the bonfire of rage warm him back up. Whoever dared take his female would die a gruesome death.

      “Sasha?” Jameson asked, rising. His eyes stared at Stefan’s arms. “It’s true then, she can wield black. And you’ve taken her blood.”

      Stefan glanced down quickly, mind still whirling. His tattoos were white with only a faint gold, his power stepped up a notch because of the power he’d ingested from Sasha. It felt good. He felt invincible.  Except that someone had clutched him by the vitals by taking her.

      “We need all the intel we’ve got.” Stefan rushed out of the room, needing his leather and weapons. Every army man in the room flocked to his side. “She’ll be taken to Trek. He’ll probably want to bleed her, among other things.” White-hot rage filled his body, clenching his jaw. If anyone so much as laid a hand on her…

      “Can’t she break free? If she is that powerful?” Sturg asked, a battle-honed man with a great many years under his belt. He specialized in the sword and attack spells.

      “She is untrained. Largely untrained. Darla did next to nothing and Charles didn’t trust…” Jessiah was the instructor for elements. That’s where Sasha should be right now. With Jessiah. That maggot.

      “Get people out to the woods,” Stefan barked, forging into the equipment room. “Jessiah organized this, I’d bet anything. Find his trail. It’ll lead to her. Organize the troops and the magic throwers. They’ll take her to a secure location, especially once they identify the mark on her. We go in hard and hot, killing anyone we run into.”

      A chorus of battle-hardened men chirped, “Yes, Boss.”

      Today was a good day to spill some blood.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

        Braving the Elements

      

    
    
      It felt like a jackhammer banged around in my head as I came to. My surroundings swam into focus—two groups of men standing around in a modern room decorated in gobs of money. Unlike the mansion, which did classic refinement in its sleep, this place tried to keep up with the times, having no idea what that actually meant. Strange looking chairs and couches, some without backs, many without arms, crouched around the space, uncomfortable looking and spindly. Loud paintings hung on the walls, blasting the eye with colors a four-year-old wouldn’t put together. The rug, some sort of new age shag thing, didn’t match with one piece of décor.

      It looked like someone took acid then decorated this room.

      “Ah, she is awake. Wonderful.”

      That voice…where did I know it?

      A man swam into focus, tall and lithe. He approached me with a graceful, aristocratic saunter.

      Andris, the man who had tried to take Jared in the past. Lovely.

      “And, we meet again.” His gaze scanned my body. “And, not hurt too much, I trust? My minions can be rather rough, but we did need you unconscious.”

      I stood in the middle of the room, hands and legs still clamped to my body with an orange glow. In the corner rested a cage, human height. It didn’t take a genius to figure out where I was going next.

      “You can resist my pheromones. Interesting. I had heard that, of course, but didn’t believe it. Such a rare trait for a human. And a magic wielder, however terrible…my, my, Stefan does unearth the modern marvels, does he not?”

      “Is this a monologue, or did you expect some input?” I asked in a gruff voice, strained with the magic roped around my neck. It attached me to a pole. Through the link, I felt Stefan, fear eating away at him like acid, but trying to mask the vulnerability with boiled rage and vengeance. He knew, then.

      “It’s just that, without accepting the pheromones, you might not have a wonderful time of it. I’m not sure what the White Mage plans to do with you, but you are too pretty to waste.”

      “A dose of foreshadowing from an excelled storyteller. What a treat. Say, listen, how about you transfer me over to that cage now. My feet hurt. I want to sit down.”

      A smile erupted onto his face. “What fun. A human with spirit. The screamers do get tiring. The White Mage will be along shortly.”

      “Goodie.” I slouched against the magic, letting the pole take my weight. It wasn’t the most comfortable of arrangements, but it was better than some things I could think of. And given that this situation was so far messed up, fear could potentially drag me under and cause Stefan unneeded stress (which would road block his effectiveness at a rescue), I had to focus on only the most positive of circumstances.

      A cage and sitting down was it. My life had really taken a turn from cramming for a mid-term.

      As people murmured around me, I randomly thought of my rape whistle. While it wouldn’t help right at the moment, it had been a trusty sidekick to my independent battles thus far. I felt a little underprepared without it.

      Loving support pushed through the link, forcing a tear from my eye. Stefan knew I was awake and he used our shared connection to speak to me, to remind me I wasn’t alone.

      Steeling my courage, I focused on that damn blockage cutting off my magic. If I could just reach my magic, I could at least get free. Then, with an arsenal of pointy objects and my illustrious butt pucker, I could turn this whole place into a giant, angry garden while I made a run for it. I didn’t know many useful spells, but I did know some damaging, hard to clean-up ones.  Plus, I could make almost anything explode.

      I tried to suck in magic through that block. It felt like trying to suck a thick milkshake through a tiny straw. I tried to punch at it, shake it, suck harder. Nothing.

      Just then, the double door at the far end of the spacious room swung open. A progression walked through—a short, thin man at the head wearing a white, velvet cape. His pale eyes, almost anemic, swept the room, landing on me and sticking. His neck glowed like a flashlight, the skin a solid mass of colorless tattoos so as not to mar the brilliant, pure light. He didn’t look like much, except his magic, but those eyes had my stomach crawling.

      “You’ve been caught,” he said as he approached. His voice was flimsy and squeaky.

      “Jesus, your genetics didn’t do you any favors, did they?” I blurted, past manners.

      My legs hurt, I was a prisoner, and being nice wouldn’t grant me any favors. Not with this lot. Best I could hope for was triggering anger that might help me push past that blockage.

      He regarded me as a mathematician regards an equation. “You reek of that upstart. Disgusting.” He took a large step back.

      “He has marked her,” Andris helped.

      “Can it be removed? Or can I supplant it with my own? I might like to keep her for a while, put her with my maiden stock,” the White Mage fired back, still analyzing me.

      “It cannot be removed, but I’m not sure if you can supplant it. You can try, but you would have to give her your blood.”

      The White Mage recoiled. “That just won’t do. Has she proven her power level?”

      “Jessiah has said—“

      “Who?” The White Mage looked back at his second in charge, his hands crossing over his shiny, satin coated chest.

      “The boy who delivered her. He said the rumor is that she can wield black, but he has only ever seen her use red.”

      “Black?” The White Mage laughed. “That is a myth, my dear friend. I have been seeking to push into black since I learned I held white. I’ve bled countless bodies dry, one after the other, and I only reach the color you see. If she could wield a power that strong, she would not be held like she is. No, that ingrate Boss of theirs most likely spread that rumor, trying to frighten us. Still, red power and a pretty face…we can use her. I just don’t know why we went to all this trouble to get her.”

      Andris’s eyebrows rumbled in confusion. “The Boss has marked her, which is reason enough.”

      He was doubting himself, he must be. I’d used black on him when he was fighting Stefan, bands of magic making him drop his sword, but it’d all been so hectic. In the face of the White Mage’s disdain, and the fact this whole group of people thought black magic was one big myth, especially from a human, Andris wasn’t so sure. It was a small stroke of luck. I hoped.

      The White Mage thought a second. “Yes, I supposed it is. No doubt he will try to save her. He’s always been a little too…noble. Too bad he will never find her until it is too late. Or have they figured out this stronghold?”

      “We’ve been using it for months, and continue to do so—no, he doesn’t know this place exists. Your magic obscures it.”

      “Good, yes. I had wondered. A huge draw to keep it updated, but worth it, I think.”

      “What are your plans for her?”

      The White Mage’s gaze slid down my body. He shrugged, “Bleed her like the others, I suppose. She’s no good for fun with that awful stench of his. Keep her here until I’m ready for her. I want to make a few more Dulcha, then I’ll use her to refill.”

      “And what of Jessiah? He has been promised a high position for delivering her.”

      The White Mage turned back. “Who?”

      “The boy we spoke of.”

      “Oh.” Arms still crossed over his chest, the White Mage tapped his chin. “Is he any good?”

      “Fare with the elements, but no real use other than knowledge.”

      “Power?”

      “Not much.”

      Those pale eyes stared into Andris, all the calm calculation flaying away, showing a ruthless killer with complete disregard for human life. I shivered as he said, “He has no power, no real skill, and you waste my time asking what to do with him? Get rid of him, skin him and drain his blood; I don’t care.”

      “I’ll give him to the men, sir. He’s pretty.”

      “Fine, whatever. Take care of it.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      As soon as the White Mage left, hazel eyes turned to me. “I need some information.”

      “No surprise there,” I muttered in a dry voice.

      “I need to know the layout of the mansion. The layout of the grounds. How the Boss operates. Small trifles like that. Give me that information, and I won’t let the men rape you mercilessly waiting for the White Mage to be ready for you.”

      “Oh, how sweet of you. And to think, I thought you were an asshole this whole time. Well, bad news. I’m lost in that place most of the time, so you’re asking the wrong girl.”

      He stalked closer, his body brimming with malice. “You want me to dole you out, then, is that it? My guards aren’t generally easy with the enemy.”

      I leaned my pounding head against the pole. “You apparently think I’m an idiot without a shred of observation. Or maybe you just deal with men too much. That mage fellow wears a cape, for cripes-sakes. A white, velvet cape. You think he’s going to play with the leftovers of a bunch of minions? Plus, and I think you’ll agree with me here, I’m slightly more valuable than a ragdoll plaything. As you probably remember…”

      Andris stared at me quietly.

      “Let me clarify: I’m calling your bluff,” I enunciated. “Your move.”

      “Your mouth will get you in trouble, little girl. It’s not wise to taunt me.”

      “I’m tied to a pole, in a secret place Stefan doesn’t know about, awaiting some loser in a cape to suck all my blood out. I’m already in trouble. But seriously, I can’t believe that guy wears a freaking cape! He reads way too many comics.”

      Andris slapped my face, the sound ringing out through the room. As my head painfully ripped to the side, he said, “Put her in the cage.”

      

      *****

      

      “Boss!” Charles limped into the Planning Room, his body fried from head to toe. He’d had to cut his way out of that damn box, searing himself halfway to the burn ward to do it, but damned if he would stay out of this fight. They’d taken Sasha out from under his nose. He’d rip their whole world down to get her back.

      The Boss turned at his voice, dark eyes assessing the quickly-scabbing carnage. “If you would’ve held on, I sent trackers to find your location.”

      “I didn’t know that, nor did I plan to hold on. Andris was in charge of the extraction.”

      The Boss nodded thoughtfully. “I figured as much. We don’t know where they’ve taken her. I know their general area, but it’s within our territory.”

      “How do you know her general area?”

      “She has always acted as a sort of homing beacon to me. Since the blood link, it is now more precise. The problem is, we don’t know anything about this location—the defense, the number of guards, nothing.”

      “Send me in first. I’ll figure it out and report back.”

      Stefan shook his head. “We don’t have the time. We’ll go in strong and cut our way through. We’ll have to think on the fly.”

      “No problem.” Charles hefted his sword. “I’m good at thinking on the fly. I’ll go suit up.”

      “One more thing—“

      Charles turned back to the still figure, a rock among crashing waves, immovable and solid despite what he personally faced.

      “Get Jonas. I’ll need him for this.”

      Calling in the big guns. Although, Charles wasn’t sure it was the best move. The Boss had always trusted the man, but he was often the only one. Plus, Jonas hated Sasha. Hated her. It would be a bad day to find out the Boss’s trust had been misplaced…

      

      *****

      

      An explosion rocked my cage, deep and distant. Everyone in the room—only moments before lounging and waiting like robots on sleep mode—hustled to the doors, peering out. Another explosion on the opposite side of what seemed like a large campus. Through the link poured determination and cold vengeance.

      Stefan had shown up.

      A surge of sweet gratitude and deep rooted love welled up in me. I could’ve cried. I wanted to, in fact, but a part of me said to stay strong. Stay vigilant. To help Stefan with the rescue as much as possible, however possible.

      An outpouring of men burst through the double doors—my dear friend, Andris, with some stern-eyed fighting men, nearly head-to-toe covered in glowing orange and red tattoos. They headed straight for me, Andris’ eyes burning a hazel fury.

      “How did they find us?” he yelled, ripping the door to my prison open and yanking me out by my hair.

      Pain flared as I squinted up at him. “You forgot to paint the outside in camouflage? Let me guess, the building is white…”

      He shook me and flung me to the ground. Another crowd stormed through the doors, holding a scantily clad man fighting for his life. Guards dropped him to the floor, aiming three well-placed kicks to keep the man down.

      My heart wrenched. It was Jessiah. His wild eyes gaped out of a black-and-blue face, fear running rampant. This is what happened when you sold yourself to an enemy for a bartering chip that could be taken from you. Once you proved yourself a traitor, with nothing to sit on after the deal was done, you made yourself expendable. I shouldn’t have felt compassion for what he’d done to me, but it was hard to look at him without it.

      “How did they find us?” Andris repeated, staring at Jessiah now.

      “I-I don’t know. The Boss has been trying to find this place for months. He’s never been able to.”

      “Unless he sent in a spy…” Andris turned back to me. “Did you let yourself get taken, little girl? Are you smarter than you seem?”

      “Smarter than I seem? Hell, I’d have to be pretty dumb to end up in this situation, hmm? Which makes me wonder how dumb exactly you think I am…”

      “A smart mouth at a time like this? You will lose your cool when the White Mage—ah, here he is now.”

      Cape billowing behind him, the runt of the litter came marching in, his face a terrible mask of fury. His eyes found Jessiah first, hard and cold, staring down at the once-attractive man with that shrewd gaze. “You’ve been holding out on us. How did he find this place? Only you or the girl could have told him. You are the only traitor of the two, so…”

      The White Mage’s tattoos flared, bright white. Jessiah started to scream, a shrill plea for help as his body convulsed on the floor. I could almost feel the magic as it brushed against the blockage, seeking admittance to my body. I scrabbled at it, my warning butt tingle telling me danger was in the room.

      “Tell me what I wish to know, and I will spare you,” the White Mage said softly, bending down toward a panting Jessiah.

      “I do-don’t know. I only spoke to my contact about all this. That was all.”

      “Did you alert the girl before you ambushed her?”

      “No! I swear! She wouldn’t have followed me if she’d known. Nor her bodyguard.”

      White flared again, a palpable thing. The room must have been drenched in magic, the power so intense, I could almost taste it. When the pain washed away, Jessiah lay, crying and broken, spilling secrets no one cared to hear. His body bent strangely and blood vessels had burst in his eyes. It seemed like he’d been electrocuted to within an inch of his life.

      “Finish him. He’s of no use, as I suspected.” The White Mage straightened up and looked at me, someone else dragging a sobbing Jessiah away.

      Terrible fear washed over me as tears dripped down my face. I backed against the wall, shaking and crying, never having seen anything so absolutely violent in all my life.

      “What do you know that you aren’t telling me?” The White Mage stalked closer, cornering a trapped animal.

      “Your cape is ridiculous and your face is something not even a mother could love.”

      If army men were the gasping type, the room would’ve been stuffed with inhales. I knew, though, that anger made people do stupid things. Rash things. The White Mage would kill me—obviously—so I could only hope I pissed him off enough to do it quickly, or make some other mistake that freed me. Yes, I was grasping at straws, but I couldn’t see any other way.

      “He found this place only after I took you and that sniveling wretch into our walls. The missing link exists with one of you, and I am betting on you. You have only a fraction of time to tell me before I feed you to my Dulcha.”

      I pushed and yanked at that damn block, trying like hell to get it out of the way. My inner compass on all things danger said to stall. To keep pushing at him. To prompt some sort of response.

      I was not having a good day.

      “Then what?” I glanced around, noting exits, planning an unlikely escape, feeling Stefan coming, but slowly. So, so slowly.

      “Then they will suck the magic out of you, of course. They need to feed, to replenish their magic supply. Humans with power as high as yours don’t come around all that often. You’d be a great treat.”

      Another blast, shaking the compound. Pain bled through the link; Stefan had taken a hit.

      I forced down the desperation. I had to get the show on the road.

      “Bring ‘em on in. You won’t get anything out of me—“

      Agony.

      Blinding, consuming, soul wrenching agony.

      My mind detached and drifted away, shutting off the ripping, tearing, heart-stopping pain. Like pure fire burning every inch of my body while electricity fried my thoughts and peeled away my skin. My hair pulled out one by one. My teeth pulled without drugs. Needles jabbed in my eyes and under my finger nails.

      When I distantly realized my body stopped hurting, I floated back into my head gradually, embodying the residual pain enough to laugh like a madman. Blood oozed out of my mouth. I must have bitten my tongue.

      “Fuck you, Trek!” I spat, a long red smear on the wood floor. “Bring your useless Dulcha. Before I die, I will kill you.”

      My mind drifted away again, closing off into a chamber without pain. A place I knew I couldn’t exist for long without my body dying. But at the minute, my body was dying anyway, might as well cut off the pain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

        Braving the Elements

      

    
    
      Stefan stabbed a man through the stomach, then swung his sword around and took off his head. Blood sprayed his body.

      The door to the warehouse loomed just up ahead. Their guards were falling one-by-one, unable to counter the excellent fighting of Stefan and his men. At the opposite end of the long, white, rectangular building, Jameson led another crew, trying to divide and force their way in, as well.

      Stefan knew very well that heavy magic awaited them inside.

      Shock and fear bled through the link thus far, which was fine. It meant Sasha lived. But he’d just felt a body-consuming pain; so much so, he staggered, narrowly missing a dagger to the face. They tortured her, most likely. It meant he had no time.

      “Hurry!” Stefan screamed, charging forth. “Give it all you have. We must get through!”

      He ran forward, blade swinging, cleaving and felling anyone in his path. Slash to the chest, another to the gut, one more to cut off an arm, and he pushed closer still.

      A magical blast pulsed out from the warehouse, vibrating Stefan’s core. Sasha’s magical influence in his body reared up, soaking in that blast and ingesting it. He felt high from giddiness. If he had to face off with Trek, he might just win. After taking Sasha’s blood, he was still a small step behind in power, but he’d trained harder. He had more finesse. Knew more tricks and attacks.

      If Sasha lay unconscious, what he had would have to be enough.

      “Dulcha!” Charles roared, his body covered in blood and burns. His tattoos lit up in a pale gold, active and working.

      It just got real.

      

      *****

      

      “Maybe the mark relays location,” Andris estimated as he crouched by my head, looking me over.

      I blinked blood out of my eye. I’d banged my skull pretty hard on that last lovely little ditty, opening a gash. “What does it matter?” I croaked. “He’s here. He knows.”

      “It matters because he still might not find us.” The White Mage flung his cape in a temper as he paced. “If it is that mark, which makes the most sense of anything—you took her cell phone?”

      “Of course. And we don’t have coverage down here, anyway.” Andris flexed his gloved hands.

      “Right. Well, I can think of nothing else. Which means this will end by killing her. We can then leave some men behind to take him down while we make an escape. We will be safe, this portion of the area will remain undetected, and his forces will be trimmed.”

      “She has to have more value than a plaything. Stefan wouldn’t risk his clan for a pretty human,” Andris reasoned.

      The White Mage reflected, turning to me. “He’s right. What is so exciting about you, girl?”

      I laughed sardonically as he stood there, patiently waiting for an answer as though we were chatting over tea. My laugh turned into a wet cough. “I have candy flavored nipples.”

      Trek scoffed. “Bring in a Dulcha. We’ll let it feed off her for a few minutes. They tend to have more influence on people like this. Hurry—we need to wrap this up. They’re nearly inside.”

      Intuition said to be ready. Something was about to happen. Some chance would be available for a brief moment, and I’d have to take it then or not at all.

      I struggled to sit, puffing through burnt lungs to do it. “That was a helluva punch with magic.” I wheezed at a pacing, billowing-caped moron. “You have to show me how you did it one of these days.”

      He faced me, those pale eyes looking like a blue shirt after it had been bleached. “It takes much more power than a feeble, human red.” His smile turned predatory. “But I will give you another demonstration after the Dulcha has had its feed.”

      “Oh good; how exciting.”

      

      *****

      

      Stefan stood, bewildered, in the middle of a battle, in the middle of one room of three. He should be standing next to Sasha. He felt like he stood next to Sasha. Yet, each of the three rooms was largely bare, holding nothing more than seats and tables.

      If he couldn’t feel Sasha, he would’ve thought he’d landed in a trap.

      “What next, boss, no one is here!” Charles yelled, twirling between a one-armed man and a Dulcha with curved magical horns spraying something similar to acid. The beast took down as many of its own men as his. Maybe more so.

      “She should be here,” Stefan shouted, stepping toward an oncoming man with a glowing purple sword. Stefan met the man’s sword with his own, snapping it in two, then stabbing the body attached to it. “C’mon love, give me a sign.”

      

      *****

      

      The shape blurred as it approached, my brain attempting to blackout in an attempt to escape any more pain. I felt Stefan on top of me, which must mean I was below level. Hence, the cape crusader’s assurance he wouldn’t find us. So, basically, I had to blow shit up to make some noise.

      Luckily, that was one of my specialties. Unluckily, I couldn’t reach my damn magic.

      A spiked demon came into view. Cross a porcupine with a bull, and you might have it. Worse, glowing red eyes and steam or smoke from its nostrils. The stupid thing was packing power.

      My chest warmed as it neared—that special magic elixir these things had, calling to me as usual, but unable to fully affect me with the magic block. It hesitated near my head, turning back to, apparently, its master, the White Mage.

      “You make those things, then, huh?” I asked casually, not wanting to hear the answer, but needing to if I ever wanted to beat this clown.

      He preened. “Very few in the world can. I’ve mastered the art.”

      “Well, whoop-de-doo.”

      Getting the nod, the spiky creature approached me, glowing eyes staring down. “Join me,” it rasped.

      “Don’t want to,” I muttered back, preparing for something awful, though I wasn’t sure what.

      “What did you say?” the White Mage asked, cocking his head and clutching the corner of his cape.

      I didn’t get a chance to answer. The block ripped away, the creatures mind trying to attach to mine at the same minute.

      This was my chance. I sucked in with all my ability, the sweet rush of pure magic filling me to the brim. The warning spikes prickled my skin just as the demon tried to grasp ahold of my lifeblood.

      Usually, I’d settle for red power level, like this cursed monster, just to keep things in check. I couldn’t do that now and live. I had to rise above the White Mage in power, because he could beat the hell out of me in actual knowledge.

      My palm struck out, the spell to encase the monster in a protective box in my mind. I’d always blown things up when I did this; I figured I’d continue on that road now. A dose of pure black shot out of my palm, eating the dim light as it coalesced around the demon, encasing the monster like it was supposed to.

      Except I’d been trying to blow it up.

      “Damn it!” I yelled. “Now it works? What the hell?”

      “Not possible,” Trek breathed.

      “It is true, then—I hadn’t been sure,” Andris murmured.

      My lower cheeks tingled.

      I dove to the side, narrowly missing Andris’s grab, willing strength into my shaking body.

      Let’s try that again.

      Using red this time, I did the same spell; only this time, got the desired result. Not only that, but it fed off the magic already there like kerosene.

      BOOM!

      Small cracks worked through the ceiling. A huge hole developed in the ground.

      “It’s not possible!” Trek screamed.

      “Myth my ass, you egotistical jerk!” I yelled back, rolling against the wall and feeling for earth and fire. Letting loose some previously failed attempts at charms and spells, I blasted red in every direction, feeling out the earth in the land around the basement we occupied. Sure enough, five plants burst through the walls, huge and angry, cement and wood crumbling inward. Vines and giant green leaves, clutching like hands with no fingers, reached.

      “What the—“ Andris cut off, wide eyed at the monstrous plants.

      Every eye in that room, that wasn’t occupied with a green thing, turned to me. Yup, the freak had arrived, and even though she didn’t have a clue as to what she was doing, she still managed to blow shit up!

      “I’ve got more!” I yelled, summoning back the black. Mayhem was the name of the game until Stefan could get in here and figure a way out.

      I threw my palm out, aiming at two men running at me with swords, and tried to fling them backwards. Instead, they gagged, waving their arms in front of their faces like it smelled bad, but kept coming.

      “Damn it!” I said again. Why were the spells working now when before they always went haywire?

      My butt tingled again. No time to figure it out. I took off running, my eyes searching for a way out.

      “Grab her! I need her!” the White Mage screamed.

      I dodged a green vine groping into the room and threw another blast of red toward three vicious looking guys running at me with determination. I hit an ugly couch.

      Boom!

      The couch shot airborne in the blast, two chairs went sideways. The three men got swept up in a breeze like Mary Poppins. Above them, the ceiling made ominous creaking noises, dirt starting to drizzle.

      Another blast rocked the room, only this time, it came from above, where Stefan was. He was trying to get down to us.

      “Hurry Stefan,” I pleaded, dodging a jet of pure white.

      “Get her!” the White Mage screamed again. “We’ve got to get out of here before this place caves!”

      Butt tingle.

      I turned to my right just as a monster with bear claws burst through the only exit I could see. It narrowly missed me, and now I had to sprint back into the room, the putrid smell of rot following me. That warning butt pucker had me trying to turn left, but there were more people that way. Huge men with glowing swords had me surrounded, trying to corner the human.

      My insides screamed to run just as a glowing white box surrounded me. I swore, tears in my eyes. I didn’t know how to get out.

      Andris strode toward me as white bands wrapped around my middle.

      “She’s strong, but she doesn’t know her craft!” Trek said, running toward the door. “Keep her confined and bring her with me.”

      Another explosion sounded above. A massive groan splintered the ceiling. Dirt and debris rained down. Popping and cracks sounded off before a giant chunk of ceiling fell, landing right in front of Trek, making him dive out of the way.

      Andris stopped right next to me, staring wide-eyed at the crumbling ceiling.

      A man jumped through, narrowly dodging falling objects. He hit the ground and rolled to the side. Blood spilling down his muscle toned arms, strength and brawn tempered with a fluid grace of a swordsmen rose, his eyes like liquid magma as his gaze swept the area. My spine tingled, recognizing that rage and the wrath that would soon follow. Stefan had arrived.

      He stepped forward, away from tumbling debris and jumping or falling bodies, meeting two men head on, his tattoos a whitish gold, his sword moving so fast, it looked like a flashlight in a horror movie.

      “Bring the girl!” Trek screamed, on his feet and running, Dulcha pouring into the room.

      Stefan cleaved someone in half, his sword making short work of the second, desperately trying to get to me. Andris squared his body, anticipating the fight with Stefan and unable to turn away from it.

      “Don’t fight—grab her!” the coward in the white cape screamed as he stood within the doorway, power gathering to him, rolling and boiling.

      “Sasha, you have to fight his advance,” Stefan said a calm voice crusted with ice. “Suck the power in the room to you. Suck it all in. Close your eyes and draw. I’ll balance you through our blood link.”

      I closed my eyes and did as instructed. My chest got warm immediately, so much magic raging around me.

      “It’ll kill me to take that much, Stefan!” I cried, fear eating away at me as the building around us started to groan again. The holes from the plants weakened the foundation and the blasts from within and above shaking the place down. Compared to Trek, I was an amateur.

      “I’ll temper it, love. I’ll help.” Stefan flung a man out of his way, rending and tearing, meeting a monster with a whirling blade, his eyes now on Andris, the only thing standing in his way.

      Besides Trek’s magic.

      My gaze swept to the caped moron, his face a scary grimace of lethal concentration. His hands braced to the side of him like claws, the magic around his body building. I swung my gaze back to Stefan as he fought his way to me, unconcerned about the magic headed his way, and just trying to get me within his protective embrace.

      “Here goes,” I whispered.

      I closed my eyes again, feeling the elements, feeling the current as it sucked toward Trek like undertow. The feeling slipped through my fingers like water in a stream, tickling my skin. My chest burned now, then my limbs, my power calling to that sweet essence.

      I felt the box around me, visibly seeing, in my mind’s eye, the weaves and knots that created it. I picked it apart like a sewing stitch, watching it unravel and fall away. I drew in more power, now feeling like insects crawling on my skin. Pure black power level, now, darker than night, sucking in light and turning it into energy. Still the power gathered near Trek.

      “Reach for him now,” I heard. Stefan’s voice seemed so far away. Floating on a distant breeze of magic, eddies and torrents separating the distance between the two of us. Except, I felt him within—loving support, bracing me to the here-and-now. Keeping me firmly rooted.

      I did as Stefan said, reaching, feeling the lesser power levels around me, and shooing them away like fruit flies. I found that boiling collection of magic an instant before it released, and put up a shield.

      His power blasted into mine, two solid things colliding like rams in a mating dance. The sound thundered, shaking the building, knocking everyone off their feet. Except for me and Trek.

      His eyes burned into mine, not working the elements, just sucking them in and throwing them at me. Dumb move, because that was about all I could do, too. I dug in my feet magically and pushed, as hard as I could, the swirling magic of his attack spell inching back toward him.

      “Suck it in, Sasha! Consume it. This place is collapsing.”

      I heard distant metal clanging. The building roaring. Voices shouting and screaming. Still, I stared at those pale blue eyes, the sky seen through an overexposed picture. I could win this war of might, but it would take too long. Plus, if he grew some brains and stopped thinking with his testosterone, he’d realize all he had to do was switch it up a bit and I’d be lost.

      Closing my eyes, hoping this wasn’t the end, I did as Stefan said. I opened myself up, let go of the corporal world around me, and sucked with one painful, scorching draw.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

        Braving the Elements

      

    
    
      Why the hell was I always coming to out of a deep sleep? Was that my default in dangerous situations—passing out?

      “What was that, love?”

      Stefan sat at the edge of my bed, holding my hand. Bruises and gashes marred his handsome face, and cuts and scrapes gouged his body; but he was alive. I was alive.

      “I am alive, right?” I clarified.

      He smiled. “Yes, you saved the day.”

      I chuckled then winced. My whole body felt unnaturally sensitive. “What happened after I took in the magic?”

      “You passed out.” Charles sat in the corner, knitting needles thrashing out the finishing touches of the hideous scarf he was making me.

      “What happened to you?” I asked in a voice tinged with fear.

      Half of Charles’s body had splatters of burn marks, like he’d dropped something heavy in liquid magma and it splashed out onto his skin. “I had to cut through that fucking—“

      “Language,” Stefan warned.

      Charles sighed, but continued. “I had to cut through that freaking spell that Darla never taught us about. Andris has the same power level as me. It hurt. A lot.”

      “He exacted his own penance for your capture,” Stefan said mildly.

      “Thanks, Boss,” Charles muttered.

      Something passed between them, but since I wouldn’t be able to decipher it anyway, and Charles wouldn’t fill me in until Stefan left, I skipped ahead. “How am I alive after sucking in that much magic? I feel like Charles looks, only on the inside.”

      Charles snorted.

      Stefan brushed hair off of my face, and then laid his palm flat to my cheek. “I balanced it. Tempered it, you might say. Everyone has a unique strength with magic. Mine has always been orchestrating the flow, whether in myself or others. With enemies, it allows me to direct it in hard to work places in the body, lessening their ability. In you, I was able to fill up every square inch of your beautiful body, balancing the abundance. It was close, I’m not going to lie to you—I took a great risk that I’m not proud of—but I could see no other way.”

      I couldn’t help but stare. “I did not know any of that was even possible.”

      “There is a lot you don’t know. Which is why I have requested a master trainer. With your power level, they cannot say no.”

      I groaned, letting my head fall back. “I need a break from magic. My body hurts. Again.”

      Stefan smiled, a sight that had my heart pattering and my groin tightening. “Of course.”

      “So, aside from your heroics with magic usage, how did we get out of that building?” I pushed.

      Stefan bent to my lips and carefully kissed me. He backed off and stood. “I’ll let Charles explain. I need to see to the wounded. I’ll check in later.” He winked, and then was off.

      When it was just Charles and me, I said, “Well?”

      “I hope you don’t plan to be grouchy. I’ve had a bad couple of days and I’m not in the mood for your sass.”

      “My days haven’t been any better.”

      “Yes, but I am the man, and men suffer more thoroughly than women. Everyone knows this.”

      “So, I just ask you if that’s true, right?”

      “Exactly. We know better, and we suffer more. Facts.”

      “That scarf is ugly.”

      “We also have better taste.”

      I couldn’t help a laugh. “Please tell me?”

      Click, click, click.

      He sighed, loving to make me wait. “Well, first you stole everyone’s magic in the whole room. That idiot in the cape stared at you like a spoiled little brat who had his candy stolen. He ran, of course. Cowardly little bitch. You collapsed, as you do; so, the Boss lost his mind, as he does. He sliced and gouged Andris, nearly had him beat, before the building started to collapse. You almost got smooshed, which stopped the Boss’s fight right quick. Andris let the Boss have you as he ran after the man in the costume.”

      “The man in the costume?”

      “The caped moron—keep up. Right, so now the Boss has his prize. His men—us—have a victory nearly at hand, and the danged ceiling comes tumbling down. It turned out to be a narrow miss. With just a trickle of magic, and whatever he must have siphoned off you in your link, the boss had to blast his way out of a wall, hand you off to me, and get all his people out of there. He very nearly went down with the ship.”

      “Stefan almost died?” I whispered, fear and sorrow at the possibility choking me.

      “That’s his duty—make sure his people are safe. He wouldn’t be a leader so young if he couldn’t see to it.”

      I closed my eyes, my body shaking.

      Click, click, click.

      “Good news is, we destroyed their hideout. The building had a tunnel leading from their territory to ours. We couldn’t detect them crossing through because our spells are all above ground, and they were below it. Obviously. Hence the word ‘tunnel.’ So, we should be back to right where that’s concerned. Plus, you shook up Trek—he thought he held the most power in this corner of the world. Now there’s you. If we can get you trained, we can have some real battles! Let you deal with him so the rest of us can beat the piss out of the Eastern Territory!”

      The glee in Charles’ voice was unmistakable.

      “You nearly died, you’re burnt to hell, but you’re excited about more battles to come. What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “In a nutshell? I still have to be your bodyguard. Although, you are entertaining, I’ll say that much. If your moods weren’t so bad, it might be a fun gig.”

      “If my moods weren’t so bad? You have way worse PMS than I do!”

      Charles raised his chin with an important air about him. “I am a man—I am not moody, I am stressed because I am important.”

      I shook my head with a smile. “Idiot.”

      

      *****

      

      It took me two days to get on my feet. Stefan told me he wouldn’t have sex with me because he worried about my wellbeing; but when I took blood from him, then climbed in his lap, the fight went out of him.

      We ate breakfast and dinner together, and slept in the same bed—a practice he wanted to continue forever. I wasn’t so sure. What would happen when he had to take a mate? Three people in a bed were too many for my taste. Plus, I wouldn’t be able to share him. I didn’t want another woman so much as looking at him for too long. It made our future extremely uncertain.

      Add to that a bigwig coming to this clan specifically to evaluate my strange and usually not working brand of magic and…I needed a fast ride. I hadn’t made Charles scream yet, but I wanted to give it another try.

      “Hurry up!” Charles yelled. He’d been waylaid with me, not admitting he needed time to heal. Thankfully, he didn’t have to. He was still my bodyguard, so he got to rest while I did. So, now that we took the opportunity to go for a drive, in which I would absolutely speed, he was antsy.

      “Jesus, slow your roll. I had to put on my shoe—“ I cut off.

      Sitting in the driver’s seat of my car, wearing a black and gold bowtie, was a ‘me’ sized teddy bear.

      “What the hell is that?” Charles asked, staring.

      I smiled, my heart filling with love. I felt an answering warmth through our shared link. “Stefan is fulfilling his duty.”

      The drive was fantastic, flying over hills and speeding around turns. I felt as light as air. Charles swore three times. And all the while, the teddy bear was in the back, bouncing around like it was in a jumpy-house, grinning happily—a symbol of the love Stefan and I shared.

      THE END
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          Chapter One

        

        On a Razor’s Edge

      

    
    
      Andris stalked into the white mage’s chamber in a cloud of irritation, ignoring the newest statue, gleaming and gaudy, decorating the far corner of the enormous room. Why anyone needed this much space, he couldn’t say, but the room screamed conceit. A large self-portrait hung above a sweeping fireplace, drawing the eye. Mirrors dotted the walls, positioned for the best effect to catch and throw back a glimpse of their master. Bronze sculptures or statues, intent on duplicating the white mage’s attributes in some way, littered the tabletops and desk. Unlike Andris’s living quarters, which boasted its owner’s refined grace and subtle workings, Trek liked flashy and extravagant.

      “White Mage,” Andris said with a slight bow. Trek demanded formalities: bowing, titles, and often whimpering from those who reported to him.

      Those that reported to him…

      That concept was beginning to rankle. Trek was blind to his surroundings, unorganized, and completely unable to lead. Andris had not only found him, trained him, and shown him the underbelly of magic working, but he’d put the sniveling fool into his position. At first Andris had gone along with Trek’s illusions of grandeur in order to manipulate him more easily. Now, however, he saw his error. The younger man was starting to don his position like a lead suit in the ocean—he bullied others and created dissension within the ranks. Basically, instead of working together to create a team of power, as a mage and leader should, he was dismembering their advantages.

      Andris took a deep breath. He couldn’t set that issue straight at the moment. He had more important loose ends to knot together.

      “Ah, Andris, yes.” Trek walked at a measured pace to a large, throne-like chair. His pretentious white cape billowed behind him as he sat. “Have you been able to solve the mystery of how those skulking rejects were able to find our secret fortress? My enchantment, not to mention the underground facility, should have prevented that.”

      “I believe Stefan is linked in some way to the girl. He is often able to pinpoint her whereabouts when no one else can.”

      “I see. I thought it was something like that. Fine. Any ideas as to how she was able to suck all my power out? I could have burned Stefan from the face of the earth had that strike landed.”

      “My source in his establishment did not know. They say her magic does not operate like ours, but they don’t know any more than that. Their Regional and his linked mage are expected within the week to assess.”

      “Yes, your source. The same source that gave the task to capture the girl to an incompetent boy.”

      Andris curled his hand into a fist. “He did actually deliver the girl. Unfortunately, we didn’t have the information we needed when she was in our possession.”

      “True. The black power level has always been a myth. Hmm. How do you plan to amend your failures, then?” Trek's magic crackled with the implied threat.

      Andris barely suppressed his chuckle. Maintaining an even voice, he said, “My source wasn’t able to get close to the girl without being detected, but with the Regional coming, there is room to amend that. The girl is untrained. We need to make the grab soon, before she learns to work with her power.”

      Trek nodded slowly, his fingers intertwining on his lap. “I’m sure I don’t have to impress upon you how important it is that we get that girl. With her, no one can stand in our way. Not even that group of wrinkly Council members with their circle of white mages. No one! Even if she fails to work with us, which I doubt since you have your ways, I can grow stronger with her blood. I can create Dulcha with exceedingly more power. Maybe even demons. She is the key.”

      The lack of speed at which the idiot came to his conclusions was almost awe-inspiring. “Logic, yes, you have some. Splendid.”

      The other man’s eyes flashed. Definitely a problem for another day.

      “I’m already on it,” Andris stated smoothly. “I am simply informing you of my…our progress.”

      “Good then. Carry on.” Trek waved him away with a regal posture.

      With a slight nod, Andris turned and stalked from the room.

      The human was a huge roadblock. She wasn’t even trained and she had been able to suck all the magic from the room at that last battle. That form of magic did not translate to Andris’s knowledge. If she did learn to use it before they could capture her, she’d be a huge problem to both their way of life, and also their agenda. The enemy would cash in and use her to crush Andris and the other usurpers. All Andris had done thus far would be useless.

      She was a great pivot in this war, the winner largely decided by which side she chose. Being that she had allowed Stefan to mark her, clearly she’d already chosen a side, and this left them with two options: use her for her blood, or kill her. Andris would not hesitate to do what was needed. He just had to get close to her.

      Which meant he needed to make a call. What good were spies if you never used them?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

        On a Razor’s Edge

      

    
    
      A smile flashed across Stefan’s breathtakingly handsome face in the failing evening light. “You are so hell bent on not blasting me, you aren’t working the blade. Try again.”

      I bounced from foot to foot like a football player waiting for hike. Stefan stood in front of me, large sword held lightly, waiting for me to strike. I feinted left and dove right, slashing with my very sharp dagger. The blade hacked down toward his forearm, making me squint in fear that I would hit him, until he easily shifted at the last second. The blade swept by toward the ground.

      Stefan’s laughter echoed off the trees as he wrapped his big tattooed arms around my middle to keep me from landing on my head.

      This was his special tutoring. Getting up before nightfall, sneaking out to the wooded area behind his mansion, hanging out in a bunch of trees, and laughing at me as he tried to teach me to use my dagger. I failed to see the humor.

      “That was good,” Stefan commended. “I like the feint. Believable.”

      I sighed with the feel of him. His strength. His power. The man was made well. Very well.

      “Hmmm, chocolate chip cookies. I would love to eat you right now.” His lips trailed up my neck as tingles worked between my thighs. I melted into his arms as he sucked the hot skin on my neck. “But we need to get you using that dagger, so I’ll wait.”

      “We have plenty of time for training,” I breathed.

      Ignoring my roaming hands, he propped me up, held me away from him for a moment so my Gumby legs could straighten out, then stepped away with a mouth-watering smile.

      I tried to force my frazzled brain back to the situation. “Except, I missed with that feint. Which, don’t get me wrong, is a good thing, since if I’d hit you you’d be missing an arm, but still. I can’t be that good. My comic timing, however, seems to be perfect…”

      “Sorry, lovely, I can’t help it. Your face goes through all these expressions. Determination first, pa-zazz with the feint, fear when you think you’ll get me, and finally relief right before you land on your face. It’s comical. You have no poker face.”

      “You’ve known how to play poker for, literally, forty-eight hours. How would you know about poker face? And what is a pa-zazz face?”

      Stefan laughed again. “I’ve been beating you at poker for, literally, the last twenty-four hours,” he mocked. “I like that we upped the stakes. The sexual benefits make it much more fun.”

      Being without much money of my own my whole life, I’d always played poker with friends for tokens. Stefan didn’t really get the point of the card game using peanuts, though, so I switched it to strip poker. That got his attention. Then he got the idea to bet sexual favors.

      He got really good shortly thereafter. I found myself in some pretty kinky poses with other…paraphernalia that turned out to be quite a lot of fun—for special occasions.

      “Beginnerʼs luck,” I commented sourly. “And that was only one game.”

      “Several hands in one game, yes. With lots of breaks for touching. I’m one-for-two. After the end of tonight, I’ll be two-for-three. And pleasured often.”

      “Okay, Texas Hold ‘Em, focus for one second. Why can’t I make you bleed?” I got back in my ready stance: hands out, knees slightly bent, balls of my feet.

      “I’m the best.”

      “And modest to boot.”

      He shrugged, waiting patiently for me to try and kill him.

      I lunged without warning, jabbing for his heart. He stepped right lazily, flicking my dagger away with his sword, the tattoos on his arms glowing gently.

      “You aren’t connecting with your magic. That’s the problem.” He focused on my red blade. “You need to use all your power, not just your safety zone.”

      “I don’t want to blow you up, Stefan,” I answered seriously, jogging to a stop three paces beyond him. “Red at least is manageable if something goes wrong. If I use black, who knows, you know?”

      His smile dwindled. His black eyes regarded me softly. “We have help coming. They’ll know how to train you. They’ll know what to do.”

      What he was too kind to say was, “They’ll know why your magic doesn’t work like everyone else’s.” His hope, and mine, was that they could explain why I was different.

      All I wanted was to fit in. But Fate continually wanted me the butt of every joke. We were at war, Fate and me. And guess what, Fate was winning. And an asshole.

      “Okay, more power, coming up.” I breathed deeply, opening to the world around me.

      Instantly a gush of power flooded my body, raging and flowing, pushing in to fill up every inch. I sent Stefan a panicked look.

      Immediately he was there, through the link between us, using his special ability to smooth it all out. Temper it. Balance it.

      Elation tingled as the magic swirled and pooled, stretching my skin, making me high. When he was within me, balancing it all out, God I felt good. Masterful. Freaking fantastic!

      “Hee yaw, waaka waaka.” I bounced like a boxer and shook out my limbs. “Feeling good. Feeling really good.”

      Stefan nodded slowly, his beautiful onyx eyes twinkling. “It gives the feeling of ecstasy if it's balanced right. The blood link—the tie to me—boosts it tenfold, though. It never felt as good to hold max capacity before we developed the blood link.”

      His love for me, pulsing through the link, warmed my insides. I smiled like a fool before reality came crashing down. “It seems like it’s getting worse, though. I give a soft tug on the elements and I get a flood, whereas before, I had to actively pull before the avalanche came down.”

      All remnants of a smile vanished. “Starting after puberty, we get stronger the more we work with the elements. It’s a steady climb until we reach maximum potential, which happens in everyone at different times. Maybe it’s similar with you.”

      “The more I work with the elements, the more open I am to receive them?” I frowned at him. It kind of made sense. “Except I’m already at full power.”

      “You’ve had a rough control over your magic for years without knowing it. You’ve had more than enough time to reach max potential, but maybe now, being more open with the elements, it’ll come easier.”

      “But why is it such a struggle to contain it all?” I asked sullenly, punctuating the question by stabbing the air.

      Stefan minutely shook his head as he studied my mood. “But you do have a lot of power, and with me to balance it out within you, you are learning control. With some better instruction, and your intuition, you’ll be dynamite.”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Dyn-o-mite.”

      I got a quirked head in response.

      “Never mind. There’s no use in us trying to figure this out. Let’s just hope the guy that’s coming has a clue.”

      Stefan dropped his sword and stepped forward so fast I got a nervous flutter he was attacking me. Only, I was still too slow to jab him. He flicked away my dagger and laid a palm on my cheek. “He will. We’ll figure this out, you and me. You aren’t in this alone. I’ve pledged my life to you—I’m in this with you, whatever it turns out to be.”

      My eyes misted over with the sentiment. His soft lips brushed mine, the kiss slow and ardent. Expressing his love. Speeding up my heart.

      I slid my hand down his defined chest and let it rest on his bumpy abs. “I can’t figure out control over my magic, but I can figure out how to poke things, so I guess I’ll get good at that until these mysterious helpers roll through.”

      He gave me one last soft kiss before backing up. His lips curled into a smile. “That’s my girl. Learn to kill monsters while you’re waiting for the next great thing.”

      “The next big thing. Is here. That’s an ad. I swear, you and Charles are researching my quirks in the wrong ways. My crazy is not a human problem—it’s specific to me.”

      “It’s a good place to start. And the next big thing has been here. Or didn’t you remember getting pounded by it when you woke up?”

      I rolled my eyes. “No need to get crude—you’re a man, I hear you roar. Now, prepare to die.”

      I lunged at him, magic racing through my limbs, buzzing through my midsection. He rolled away from my blade, barely missed. His glowing sword came up as my dagger sped toward his midsection, blocking at the last moment. On the move again.

      “As—ˮ He feinted, making me pivot at the last second, falling behind.

      “You—ˮ His sword rushed toward me, causing me to take two fast steps left and smash my dagger against his steel. He was already moving again.

      “Wish!” The very tip of his blade flicked at my ribcage, opening a little tear in my shirt.

      I flinched back, panting. Hands on knees, I caught my breath while huffing out a laugh. “Charles had you watch some of the romantic comedies, huh?”

      “A few.”

      “Had a good laugh at the men in them, I’d bet.”

      “Soft men paired with soft women. That fits.”

      I straightened up, confronted by his lighthearted smile. “And I am…?”

      “Irresistible. Beautiful. Mine.”

      Warm fuzzies permeated my chest. Until he finished with, “Also from a race with terrible romance movies.”

      His laughter echoed once again. I figured it was a great time to try and jab him unexpectedly.

      

      *****

      

      A week later I rolled over as the sun sank from the sky. Stefan and I stayed together every night, often in his private wing within the mansion. He had a giant, spacious bedroom with bathroom, and an outer room with couches, a living room with a gigantic TV, and a weight room.

      I’d never lived in so much space in my life. It was good to be king. Or at least sleeping with the leader…

      A nervous flutter sped up my heart.

      I ran my hand up the smooth skin on his chest, taut with muscles.

      “Are you nervous?” I asked, feeling him stir and turn his brawny body toward me.

      “Yes, a little. I haven’t seen the Regional since he made me the Boss. I’m worried he won’t find things up to his exacting standards.”

      “And he’s the leader of…”

      “Basically a large, worldwide company. We are broken into smaller satellites. I run this region, one of a hundred in North America. He oversees half of North America—the southern half.”

      “And someone oversees him?” My hand headed south along his body.

      “Yes. And his superior, a she, is overseen by a committee.”

      My hand closed around his large shaft. His breathing hitched.

      “Okay, then why doesn’t this Regional guy end the feud between you and the Caped Crusader?”

      “There are two factions of my people. The first realize that humans, even though they aren’t as large, strong, fast, or able to access their magic easily, have a population far exceeding our own. Not to mention they have more powerful weapons. Imposing ourselves on their societies would only make them afraid. And everyone knows what humans do when acting out of fear. There are still those of us who remember the witch burnings, the Crusades, and the Inquisition. We are a different branch of species of human, basically, but we die just as easily. Well...not just as easily, but we do die.”

      “And the other faction?”

      “The most extreme of them think they should take their place as the dominant species. Most, however, would be happy to just live among humans.”

      “So, the worst of them want to kill and maim.  Like they do now, but without being in the shadows.”

      “Correct. There’s no better way to incite mass violence in humans then to have large, scary creatures try to threaten a human’s way of life. Hell, humans don’t even suffer their own when it comes to property and position. We stand no chance. Right now we stick to the shadows and we co-exist quietly. We stick our neck out—even to just share openly—and the humans will shoot a hole in it. Trek doesn’t seem to understand that, but then, the power-hungry rarely see beyond their delusions of grandeur. Which is why we present them with lots and lots of violence.”

      “Don’t bring a sword to a gunfight.”

      Stefan’s hand massaged up the inside of my leg as my hand picked up speed along his shaft. “Oh, we have guns. We just can’t maintain magic with the bullets. Shoot one of Trek’s magic creations through the heart, and you get a loud noise and no results.”

      “I’d always wondered. Huh. But you could shoot each other.”

      “Yes, we could. And have. But then the cops get called, and that whole sermon about keeping under the humans’ radar…”

      “I get it, I get it. All right.”

      His fingers brushed against my sex. “You can be taught.” He laughed, his lips pressing against mine.

      I spread my legs as his fingers dipped into me, his thumb applying pressure to the sensitive top, making slippery circles. I breathed deeply, my body warming from his ministrations. I’d never felt like I did with Stefan. Even before I’d met him, his body had called to me, begging me to cross whatever distance separated us and wrap myself around him. Though we hadn’t uttered the “L-word” to each other yet, we felt it. Both of us did. We felt it like normal people didn’t. A deep-rooted connection attached us, not only relaying our emotions through a link between us, but merging our souls into one, then delivering each half to a body.

      I climbed onto his large body, eager to feel that rush. The tip of his manhood rubbed along my folds, getting them nice and slick. I leaned up, positioned him, then slowly sat down, accepting him deeply into me. My sex stretched over him, feeling that glorious fullness, pushing all the breath from my lungs.

      His palms reached up to me, cupping my breasts, rubbing a thumb along each nipple. I rocked over him, building that wonderful friction, my body winding tight, soaking in the sensations. Tighter and tighter I strove, bobbing on top of him, my head falling back as the tremors gathered and lit me on fire. My body started to sweat, his as well, as his hips thrust up to my downward motion.

      “Oh, Sasha,” Stefan breathed, eyes closed in determination.

      My core vibrated, pulsed, constricted…then blasted apart. A glorified scream filled the room as I exploded in pleasure. I lay my body on top of his, my head resting in the groove of his neck and shoulder as I came down.

      “What will happen to us, Stefan?” I asked softly, enjoying the feeling of his fingers trailing along my back.

      “We will stay together no matter what comes.”

      “But what about your mate? You need one, and from what Charles says, she has to have lineage and birthing ability and all sorts of crap that I don’t have.”

      “You might have.”

      “I’m a human. By default I’m not mate material. Just ask that ginger in my class that hates me.”

      Stefan tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. “We’ll stay together. I’ll bring the matter before the Regional and see what he says.”

      “I can’t share you any more than you can share me, Stefan, regardless of your duty.”

      He kissed my shoulder. “I know, love. I know that. We’ll figure it out.”

      

      Another half hour had me showered and in combat boots and yoga clothes, striding toward the living room where my bodyguard, Charles, the youngest member of the Watch Command, waited. As usual, the giant muscled guy, dressed in leather from head to foot, sat on the leather couch, knitting some hideously colored monstrosity.

      “What are you making this time?” I inquired, snatching an apple out of the fruit bowl resting on the coffee table.

      “Well, since you never wear the scarf I made you, I am making a blanket this time.”

      “Is it for a little girl?”

      Charles stopped in his work and surveyed the three-by-four square foot of fabric. “No, why? What’s wrong with it?”

      “Charles, it’s fluorescent green and pink! Who do you know, who isn’t a three-year-old girl, who wants a blanket made with these two colors?”

      Charles’s bushy eyebrows rumpled on his striking face. “You couldn’t have mentioned this before I started?”

      “Eyes and logic, Charles, they’re a lethal combination.”

      Charles dropped his masterpiece-in-making into his knitting bin beside the couch. He followed me out, headed toward magic class.

      “Charles, how am I not considered evil?”

      “You’re a female. Of course you are considered evil.”

      “Yeah, hilarious. But seriously, if I can wield the black magic level, and Trek does white, doesn’t that make me evil?”

      “Nah. Magic isn’t evil or good. It just is. The wielder is the asshole. And the colors are just that. Colors. We’ve identified their output in power, but the actual color doesn’t mean anything.”

      “And why is black so rare?”

      Charles shrugged. “The higher power levels become more rare as they progress. White is super rare. And then black is beyond, I think, so rarer still. It probably wouldn’t be as much if humans would admit that magic exists somewhere besides crystal balls and Tarot cards. Instead, they dump their magic into technology and create some truly fantastic things. I’m all for the way things turned out. If humans could procreate like rabbits and wield all sorts of magic, we’d be in serious trouble.”

      “I thought you were working on your ability to summarize.”

      “Nope. You just continue to hope.”

      “I do, yes.”

      We walked into an empty elements class.

      “No class today, which you would know if you bothered to read the bulletin.” A harried teacher, Andrew, turned to us. “Oh. Well, you two will probably be needed with the Boss. Doesn’t anyone read the bulletins?”

      “Don’t blame Charles,” I said with a dour face. “He can’t read at all.”

      “Oh, you’re on fire today. What the hell did I ever do to you?” Charles asked with his hands on his hips as Andrew rolled his eyes and turned away.

      “Burnt down my damn apartment, Charles, or don’t you remember past yesterday?”

      “Get over it. You got a sweet set-up. I did you a favor. And, you nag.”

      “What does that have to do with the price of apples?”

      Charles cocked his head as we shuffled out. “Apples? Who said anything about apples? Did the Boss accidentally take too much blood, or something? You’re starting to lose it.”

      “So, now what?” I asked, happy-go-lucky now that I had a furlough.

      “Sure, change the subject. Why have a straightforward, intelligent conversation when we can jump all over the place.”

      I laughed. “Let me dumb myself down so we can have that conversation.”

      “I’m not the one that flunks every test she takes.”

      I nodded, my chest so tight I felt like I might crack a rib. “Touché. Got me there.”

      Charles smirked, his smile falling back into a grim line of lips a second later. “You’re not that clever, you know. I can tell you are nervous as hell. You always turn into a real strange bitch when you’re freaking out.”

      “A real strange bitch.” Ice formed in my stomach. “What if it’s me? What if I’m the problem, and not the teachers? What if my magic is defunct for some reason?”

      Charles shrugged, settling with me on a cold stone bench just outside the mansion. “We’ll figure it out. The Boss will tear down the world to keep you safe. And I’m his right-hand man, so between the two of us, we’ll make this all work out.”

      I leaned against his huge body for support. He’d become my best friend. I couldn’t imagine getting through all that I had without him, requests for sex and all. “What now?”

      “We wait to be called, I guess. And don’t get too close. I don’t want the Boss tearing my arm off.”

      I scoffed out a laugh, and stayed where I was.

      

      *****

      

      “They’re waiting for you in the purple lounge, Boss.”

      Stefan nodded to Jameson and imperceptibly took a deep breath. It was always disconcerting when meeting a superior, but this visit would decide his fate. He loved a human. More than that, he was one with a human. They shared something indescribable. A love so deep it had turned into something else entirely. Giving her up would be like giving up food. Or sleep. He needed her to survive.

      Which was not something he could go around telling his higher-up. His kind didn’t mate with humans. They might beget their offspring by that means, since humans could blink and get pregnant, but his species didn’t settle down to a life with humans. Not traditionally speaking.

      Stefan snorted at himself. He was picking up Sasha’s penchant for being cockamamie.

      Still, it had to be acknowledged that even though he might break custom and mate a human, he couldn’t expect his people to accept her as their leader. He couldn’t proclaim her lineage and the right of her station. All she had was her magic, and his devotion.

      Devotion. Now that was a word that could get you beat up.

      Steeling himself, his face the customary stern mask he wore in public, he entered the purple lounge with a confident step.

      Two men waited patiently, elegantly lounging in the large, overstuffed armchairs as if they owned the mansion and the people in it. Stefan’s eyes burned into Dominicous, the Regional, with the intensity of an alpha whose territory has been encroached upon. It took one full, vicious beat to rip his gaze away and to the floor, uncomfortably acknowledging his place as lesser.

      He didn't remember that ever galling as much.

      “You are just barely on the safe side of a challenge,” Dominicous stated in elevated speech, albeit colored with humor, which originated from somewhere in Europe a great many decades ago. Stefan’s people didn’t live forever, but they did live a long damn time.

      “But still on the safe side, Regional.”

      “Quite. Please, sit amongst us. We have much to discuss.”

      Stefan settled into a chair, his chest turned toward the Regional with the respect due his station, Stefan's eyes able to meet his superiors now that he’d acknowledged the other male’s status. Hard brown eyes of brutality in a weather beaten face stared back. You didn’t get to be the Boss without being able to hold your own against an entire clan. You didn’t become Regional without that same trait, only against a helluva lot more people.

      Dominicous extended a scarred hand toward the other man sitting in the room. “This is Toa. He is my linked mage and excels in intricate magical working and application. He is the strongest white outside of the Council.”

      He pronounced it like “toe.” Sasha would get a kick out of that if she was privileged enough to meet him.

      Long, straight hair so blond it might’ve been white framed Toa, while cold blue eyes stared out of a pristine face. With such smooth skin and beautifully elegant features, this male appeared feminine. Those eyes, though, sent a chill to the core of Stefan. Death lived in those eyes.

      Stefan’s hackles rose, another challenge slipping into his gaze before he had to, once again, drag his eyes downward.

      “Again, just barely on the safe side of a challenge. It seems you are outgrowing your post,” Dominicous remarked lightly.

      “No, Regional. Haven’t seen a superior in some time.”

      “I see. On to business, or would you rather a few minutes to discuss pleasantries?”

      “Business would do me fine.”

      “Splendid.” The Regional bowed his head, his gaze focused on his scuffed fingernails before he went on. “First order of business. We have had a startling request from this clan. A female with the black power level. Is this correct?”

      “Correct. A human.”

      “Yes.”

      If that bothered either of them, Stefan would never know. Blondie hadn’t moved more than his eyes since Stefan had come into the room.

      “And you have marked her, is that correct?” Dominicous continued.

      Stefan tried to emulate Blondie but it felt like fire ants danced up his back. “It is.”

      “We will come back to that.” Dominicous draped one long leg over the other, a gesture Stefan recognized as Dominicous’ version of comfort. “You know, I assume, that the black power level is so rare it is nearly a myth. It requires a different type of training since the magic reacts differently than what we deem “normal.” Sometimes the black level is a disguise for a lower level white. A strange mix of power and use, you see. We’ve had a few proclamations of the black level this year alone. All were false.”

      The fire ants started to bite down.

      “Toa has come all this way, however, to make sure,” Dominicous continued. “We like to be thorough where this is concerned. Finding a black power level would…tip certain battles in our favor. Even if those battles are not officially acknowledged.”

      Blondie’s stare was starting to get irritating.

      “So, we shall test her momentarily. There is another subject that needs discussion. Our Council has entered into an agreement with the North American Mata—or, to the layman, Shape Changers.” Dominicous paused for effect.

      Stefan wanted to tell him to get on with it. He knew what the hell they called themselves, and didn’t care. They were a nuisance, under the impression that because they actually changed into animals, rather than just embodying some of the customary territorial and aggressive traits of animal hunters, like Stefan’s species, that their claims to territory should be upheld. They had a magic of sorts, sure—certainly more defined than that of traditional humans—but they couldn’t hold a candle to Stefan’s clan in the fighting realm. They had tried. And gotten a smack down. Nobody fucked with Stefan’s clan, even a white mage. Period.

      “We believe the upheaval of those wanting to proclaim themselves to humans—I believe one of their faction reside in this city—the Eastern Territory.” At Stefan’s nod, Dominicous continued, “They are seeking to unite with other non-human entities. There are a few that could pose a real threat if amassed in numbers. The Mata are one.”

      Stefan didn’t like where this was going. And gods be damned, he was about ready to bash Blondie’s head against the table to stop that flat-eyed stare.

      “We have made an agreement, as I said, with the Alpha of the Mata. All those in his influence will unite. It is shaky ground, as I am sure you know. Our kind and theirs don’t get along well. And haven’t for centuries upon centuries. But we need them, and they will eventually need us when the scientists figure out what the rare strand of cancer that creates the ability to change shape really is. And really does.”

      “And how does this relate to me directly?” Stefan asked with a calm he didn’t feel.

      “I think you know.”

      Stefan couldn’t help a flex. “We have a standing truce with them, for now. They don’t come in my territories, I don’t intrude on theirs.”

      “That is not enough. You must unite forces. You must be able to fight together. Nolan, the male leading the upheaval against our kind staying in the shadows, has a rare talent for speech. He bends people to his will, promising power, world domination, and other such nonsense. Mages are particularly keen for power, craving it more than most, and flock to his side. We have greater numbers, but he is gathering greater power.”

      “We fight completely different than the Mata. We command, and follow commands, differently.”

      “We don’t anymore, actually. As you will find out, because you will bridge that gap. It is necessary.”

      Might as well learn to fly while I’m at it.

      Stefan barely acceded, causing Dominicous to tilt his head a fraction. It was a thin and dangerous line Stefan walked, but he wasn’t having an easy time bowing to another male. Especially since Stefan could take him. It’d be one hell of a fight, but in a dead heat, Stefan could crush him and rip his mantle out from under him.

      All in due time. He had to ensure Sasha’s safety before he took any steps.

      “We will discuss the details tomorrow. Now, let us see to this claim of black power. Bring her in.”

      Stefan rose easily, relaxing his body as he moved. If Sasha didn’t wield black, she could still wield a form of white, which meant she was still mage material. He knew for a fact that her power level exceeded his. He’d felt it both in her blood, and when she used him for an offshoot to sucking all the power from the room. She could download magic like a giant computer could data.

      Why the hell was he so worried?

      Worried. Another word that would get him beat up.

      “Bring her,” Stefan barked at Jameson as he poked his head out the door.

      When he’d returned to his seat, Dominicous said, “Tell me about the mark. It is a clever business move that might bite you if I take her for my own.”

      A surge of pure rage shot through Stefan. He stared at the Regional, not bothering to disguise the challenge. He would lose everything, including his life, before he allowed this male to take her like some piece of property. He had wanted to do this delicately, to try to explain matters, but under this sort of pressure, Stefan only knew one course of action. Kill!

      “I see,” Dominicous said quietly. “Not business, then. Interesting. We will return to this challenge at a later date, should it prove necessary. Now, this is her—ˮ

      The Regional cut off, his eyes widening in surprise. The unexpected hitch finally dislodged Blondie’s constant, flat stare, his attention swiveling toward the entrance.

      Sasha stood there, awkwardly, inching closer as though afraid to confront a room full of vipers. She unclasped her hands long enough to give a strange little wave, her face turning bright red. “You called for me?”

      Her beautiful eyes met Stefan’s and his heart swelled, love and heat filling the blood link they shared as they took comfort in each other’s closeness. The world fell away for a moment, one half of a soul meeting the other, before their surroundings again took solid form. It was a strange occurrence that seemed to happen each time they met after any sort of distance.

      “Please, come in,” Dominicous said, rising.

      The door closed behind her, making her jump, before her eyes rose to meet the Regional. Her brows furrowed and her head tilted, meeting his stare not with fear, as one might expect, or even anxiety for her fate, but as though she knew his face and was trying to place him.

      “Please,” the Regional said as he gestured her forward, his voice an octave higher, rising as though talking to a child.

      Vague confusion bled through the link as she took a couple more steps, her curiosity having her glance at the other male in the room.

      “Oh, my God!” A grin lit up her face. “He’s not…?” She pointed at Blondie and excitedly looked at Dominicous. “He’s not a vampire, right? He’s one of you guys? One of your kind, or whatever?”

      Blondie finally had someone new to stare at.

      “What is your name, please?” Dominicous asked in a soft voice. He seemed too damn near demur to her. Stefan expected flat or distant, since she was a human, but this was throwing him for a loop.

      “Sasha.” She tucked a strand of flyaway hair behind her ear.

      “Sasha, I am Dominicous, and this is Toa.” Dominicous extended a hand out toward his partnered mage. “He will be testing you. If you have a certain level of power, he will remain in this area and train you. If not, we will decide what’s next. Does that sound acceptable?”

      Sasha nodded mutely, studying Dominicous’s face with squinted eyes, as if she was looking into the sun and remembering a dream at the same time. “Fire away.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

        On a Razor’s Edge

      

    
    
      I watched as Toa stood gracefully, moving his body like a ballet dancer. He glided in front of me, almost hovering. If this guy wasn’t a real vampire the myths absolutely came from him! Porcelain face almost devoid of all color, smooth and soft, he had pink lips and long black lashes. There was an ethereal look about him. His defined body oozed sensuality, almost feminine in its overtones, and definitely feline. Graceful and lithe, I was totally looking for giant fangs stained with blood.

      “Call the elements, please,” he requested in a musical voice.

      I couldn’t get over it! The guy was a vampire. He had to be. Stefan had missed some important details about the magical world, I was sure of it.

      Back on track, though still distracted, I drew in all four elements, stopping at red like I usually did.

      “Fill up, Sasha,” I heard Stefan instruct.

      A look at him had me sighing. Having all that power at my disposal freaked me out, especially because it had to go somewhere, and usually ended up in some sort of creative magical experiment that Charles had to then kill.

      Trusting Stefan, I opened on up, having to immediately fight the elements as they filled me with magical Prozac, my body starting to sing and dance and crave to draw in more. “How much should I draw?”

      Toa stood staring at me, his ice blue eyes reminding me of the middle of a glacier—right before a huge chunk broke off and caused a tidal wave. “All.”

      “That’ll make me pass out.” I let in a bit more, stuffing up all available space in my body. Fighting with it. Needing to bend it, or shape it, or run out of here to release it, or this room would need a serious redecoration.

      “As much as you can, then.”

      Toa was irritatingly calm. Plus, did the man ever blink? It was weird.

      “It’ll make me pass out.” And probably skirt the edges of magic shock.

      “Go until you feel the warning, Sasha,” Stefan helped.

      I hated doing this. Ever since I had to stop Trek, white mage, from killing people by robbing all his—quite substantial—stockpile of magic, I shied away from overloading. But these guys were here for a reason, and this was important to Stefan, so I drew in more until I felt the prickles on my skin.

      “Is that all?” Toa asked in his sing-song voice.

      Scowling, I drew in more until the prickles turned into needles, stabbing my skin and yanking at my hair follicles. “Any more and I’ll have to use Stefan—the Boss, I mean—as an overflow.”

      Toa turned his unwavering stare at Stefan, analyzing him for a few moments before saying, “Show me.”

      “You might save that for last,” Stefan said in a voice filled with steadfast command. “We’ve only done it once and she did, in fact, pass out. It was an unavoidable risk to both of us.”

      Toa stared for a few more seconds, causing my butt to tingle in uneasiness. Something was happening. I had no idea what, but judging by my telltale sign of danger near, I stood in a battlefield of some sort.

      “Leave it, Toa,” Dominicous ordered, his eyes on me. “He is responding like a male to his mate. We’ll deal with it after we assess…the matters at hand.”

      My body filled with warm fuzzies before I could force them away. Holding a crap load of power like a washer woman would a basket of laundry and three squirming kids took all my concentration. I met Toa’s stare again and cringed when he said, “Release it.”

      “Can you open a window?”

      I got him to blink! I must’ve confused him.

      “I don’t want to blow anything up. It’s sometimes easier to just shoot it out a window… Although, someone would have to go kill whatever crops up.”

      Toa put his hands out in front of him, palms facing each other, and said, “Do this.”

      I felt a swirl in the air, like static electricity fizzing along my skin. If I was in a thunder storm, I’d look skyward, wondering if a bolt of lightning was about to strike me. Him drawing power? It must be, though I’d never felt anyone else do it, including Stefan. Which was weird, since Stefan and I had that link.

      Between Toa’s hands glowed a lovely white ball, so white and pure it looked solid. With all the magic filling me, I could make out the tiny fissure marks where the magic didn’t gel into the spell perfectly. As I watched, the lines became cracks, which became holes, until the whole thing kind of vibrated into nothing. The magic swooshed back around me.

      “Weird.” Sweat beading on my brow from holding my max magic for so long, I did as he had done, putting my palms together in front of me and creating something like a tube to direct the magic from my body into the air between my hands.

      All hell broke loose.

      The magic exploded from my body, knocking into Toa like a solid mass and flinging him backward, his lovely locks flying as haphazardly as his limbs. Stefan had a burnished gold shield in front of him, worried that might happen, and Dominicous had a grin and a new hairdo.

      “At least it was benign,” Dominicous said with a chuckle, smoothing his hair.

      Toa was not amused. Gliding back in front of me like a fallen angle with a vendetta, he squared off with that icy stare once again. “Your control needs work. I need to see the color of your power.”

      “That almost sounds scandalous,” I muttered. “Okay, I think I can make one of those protective boxes—it worked when I didn’t want it to, when we battled that caped idiot. It might blow up, though. Oh—I can turn my blade black…”

      Toa shook his head. “The coloring is marred by the blade. That is the chief reason for the power-level confusion.”

      I stuck out my lips in the strange “thinking pout” I was known for. And made fun of. “O-kay, let’s see.”

      “Can you not do spells or charms?” Dominicous asked with disapproval.

      “I can attempt a great many spells and charms, but they always turn into something unexpected and usually not very fun.”

      Dominicous leaned forward. “Show me.”

      I scanned the room. It housed the usual finery; expensive oil paintings, porcelain knick-knacks, quality and plush furniture. “Probably not wise right here. We should go outside. And you guys will want your swords.”

      As we exited the room, Charles jumped up with a men-at-arms kind of blank expression. Seeing me, his brow furrowed.

      “What ha—?ˮ His gaze swept to my followers. He peeled away to the side without another word.

      I marched forward, anxiety-ridden, knowing in another three minutes I’d make a boob of myself and probably embarrass Stefan. There was nothing for it, though. I just wasn’t getting this magic stuff. My spells never worked out how I planned, no matter what level of power I used. I could swing a sword decked in magic, but more often than not it blasted magic out the business end like some Sci-Fi movie.

      I stopped about one hundred yards away from the mansion in the backyard. If I was supposed to use black, I needed a lot of room to work with. “Okay, let’s aim for something not too…cumbersome.”

      “Oh, no, I would prefer the gamut, actually,” Dominicous said softly.

      I turned to him with a new scowl. “What do you mean by, the gamut?”

      “Give me a sampling, if you please. I want to see how you both cast, and then deal with your problems.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t deal with the problems. Usually I run, and Charles and Adnan, or someone else that knows what they’re doing, deal with it.”

      “Well, then, a little practice for Stefan and me.”

      Stefan’s eyes left me for a second to take in Dominicous. He gave a nod that seemed to act as a bow.

      I took a large breath. “Okay, here we go.”

      I opened up to draw in the elements when I felt a presence beside me. Toa stood nearly arm-to-arm, staring at me across his body.

      “I need to monitor how you control the power,” he said in reply to my raised eyebrows.

      “So, I’m not great at this. A little room to maneuver would help…”

      “Battle leaves you no room to maneuver.”

      “Dealing with that stare is a battle all right…” I muttered grumpily.

      Take two.

      I drew a perfect balance of elements, mixing them around just so, and then paused. “Should I do black, or a different color?”

      “Can you work in other powers?” Toa asked softly.

      “Speaking so I can barely hear you doesn’t make you any less in my space. And yes, I can work in all other powers, but not very well.”

      “The gamut,” I heard behind me.

      I had no end of sighs for this whole experiment. “Brace yourselves.”

      I tried to focus a binding spell at a dead tree in a lovely shade of blood red, my default. As expected, the tree burst at the base of the trunk, the top crashing down toward us.

      “Run!” I yelled, already having started moving with the initial blast.

      The procession scattered, a crowd having shown up when we got outside. Two guys got confused on which way to run and kinda shuffled back and forth with their arms out and their eyes wide while the branches fell on top of them.

      “That’s why they aren’t in the Watch.” Charles chuckled as he climbed over the crackly dead limbs, trying to fish the two guys out.

      “Okay, next.” I took a step down in power level, knowing it would show as green. I tried to work an informative spell, which could be left behind so someone treading in your footsteps would alert you with a vibration in your chest. Apparently. I could do it about half the time, and it gave me a shock so bad my teeth chattered.

      I mentally called up the chants, not knowing the sounds but understanding the working of power—which seemed to amount to the same thing with me—and moved my hands as though I lay a blanket of feathers on the ground. The green smoke sparkled for a brief second before settling.

      I took a giant step back, dragging Toa with me. “Sometimes it shoots fireworks. Pretty, but be ready with water because it’s been known to set things on fire.”

      Nothing happened.

      “Shit.” I braced myself.

      Toa stepped forward and waved his foot over the spell. The resulting shock nearly fused my teeth together.

      “Stop—it works, it works!” I gasped.

      Toa turned back to me quizzically. I knew this because one eyebrow was a millimeter above the other, overlaying that familiar stare. “How long does it take to dissipate?”

      “I don’t know. I’ll show you how I deal with it. Stand well back.”

      Everyone that had ever shared a class with me jogged backward. Toa once again came to stand by my side. “Here we go, a magic attack block. Supposedly. This one never works. Darla tried to teach it to me to prove some sort of point. Joke was on her.”

      A thin blue jet arced out from my body, first appearing like a mighty force field. The large, translucent blue shield started to contract the closer it got to ground zero, the blue becoming more and more solid, until finally, it covered the area in which the green spell crouched.

      Nothing happened.

      “Shit.”

      “Boss, get up there, quick!” Charles urged, rocking forward on the balls of his feet.

      Adnan jumped in front of me, his blade whirling a deep red, as a hive of insects burst from the ground, all a sharp, navy blue.

      “They’re growers!” Adnan shouted, in his customary ninja attack position.

      “It’s okay, I got this!” I pushed my palms forward. Purple oozing out in a thick glob, spilling across the ground. The magic rolled and boiled, growing in gooeyness to match the growing of the beetle-like insects. When the two collided—the insects had always started running back at me—the bugs got caught, steam rising from their many legs.

      “Okay, Adnan, get in there,” Charles shouted, chopping at the bugs, twelve in all, caught in the sticky purple fly trap.

      The boys had the bugs cut down with their swords and much stronger power before Stefan or Dominicous could even step up. I sucked in the purple magic, the least power level and therefore not a big deal to reel back in. Although, that stare was back.

      “What’s up?” I turned to Toa.

      “That magic did not dissipate, is that correct? You drew it back, like a yo-yo?”

      “Like a yo-yo…yeah, I guess. I can’t do it with the higher power levels—it needs to find a home. Or else I need Stefan around to brace me, but otherwise, yeah, I try to suck it back in when it isn’t trying to kill me in some horrific way.”

      “Although, the bugs were making their way back to you…”

      “Yeah, they do that. I give them life—accidentally, obviously—and they try to kill me. Ungrateful bastards.”

      “Yo-yo. Please.” He made a large sweeping motion with his hand, indicating I should move on to the next stage. He stepped next to me again.

      “Okay, well, now we move into the more serious power levels. Stefan and Dominicous, you might step closer. Things will probably get interesting…”

      “Can she do anything right?” I heard to my far right.

      The answer was no. I’d cried about that fact on Stefan’s chest so many times I couldn’t count. I had no idea what I was doing wrong. I could follow the spell exactly, mimicking the teacher or student identically, applying power just the way it was described, and while someone else got a happy little dog that waited by a gate, and then ran to its owner with a magical message of some kind, I got a killer wolf trying to kill me. It wasn’t the power level, either. I still got a giant, man-eating dog when I used purple, the lowest level I could possibly use. Stuff just didn’t work right for me.

      The overall consensus was that my magic was weird because I was human. I had long started to agree, regardless of what Stefan said.

      I took a cleansing breath, trying to focus even though that blue-eyed stare could throw the most experienced off track. If the guy would just blink once in a while it wouldn’t be so bad. Or else, I dunno, move a finger or something!

      “I am going to attempt…oh man, what do I want to attempt?”

      I thought for a minute into the quiet of midnight. The darkness permeated my awareness, sifting through my fingers and sliding past my skin. I sucked in power, feeling the glow in my chest and the tingle in my limbs. “No one touch me.”

      A long delicate pale finger slowly reached into my line of sight and poked my bare arm. A blast of magic burst into Toa’s skin. A resounding, bone jarring shock rocked him backward. He made a, “Whooee,” sound as he shook his hand.

      Not able to help my chuckles, I said, “I told you.”

      “What just happened?” Dominicous asked, stepping forward and peering around a once again staring Toa.

      “She electrified her skin somehow,” Toa explained in his musical tone, leaning forward to look at my arm, his hands at his sides. “I’ve never seen that before. Fascinating. Her magic, or a new spell?”

      “How did you do that?” Dominicous asked, suspicious of something.

      I shrugged, still trying to think of something to try that wouldn’t result in a lot of crushed people. “I feel the darkness around me, and then my chest and limbs get hot. Physically hot, I guess, because whenever someone touches me other than Stefan they get a shock.”

      Toa’s stare found Stefan. “Why aren’t you affected?”

      He shrugged, heat of a different kind filling our special link. “She calls to me, and I to her. I always thought it was because of that, somehow.”

      “Proceed,” Dominicous said suddenly. “I am eager for this portion of the testing to be over.”

      “There’s more after this?” I whined before I could help myself.

      “Are you tired?” Toa asked softly, almost mockingly.

      I looked at him in confusion, completely unsure why he insisted on talking at the very lower end of his volume level. He looked back—as usual—but this time his gaze was condescending.

      I crinkled my nose. “Just wait and see Mr. Marathon.”

      “Don’t do it, Sasha,” Charles warned.

      “Yes, do it,” Toa challenged.

      Fine.

      Orange, a step above my default red. It wouldn’t hurt for very long.

      I drew in a nice, big shot of air, mixed it with fire, added just a touch of earth so it would linger, and summoned up a thickening spell tinged with a furnace flare. The object was to solidify the air around an opponent to slow them down. Mine produced one hell of a shock as it did so. It took a lot of energy to execute, like physically holding someone still that wanted to run, but in this instance, it would be worth it.

      I left my hands at my sides, because I didn’t need those, and flashed a grin in Toa’s direction. “Surprise!” I let the magic settle down onto him.

      “Aaaeeeee!” Toa convulsed for three seconds before the orange haze started crackling with white and disintegrated into the harmless air around him.

      “Oooh, you’re fast at that,” I commended, giving him a praising downward smile. It was also my thinking smile. I had no idea how he’d done it.

      His stare had some of that left over voltage in it. I raised my hands in surrender, “You told me to!”

      “When do Stefan and I get to work?” Dominicous asked smoothly.

      “Now. I’m going to try the concealing charm and it always creates monsters. Large, fanged monsters.” I drew in my mix of charms, dreading this. I should have used this charm with purple, but I didn’t expect those danged beetles. They were hard to catch, and hurt when they tried to gnaw on your leg. After I’d figured out the goo, bugs weren’t such a problem, but I’d used up the lowest power in my demonstration so my legs didn’t have bite marks.

      Six of one, half dozen of the other…

      Eyes closed because I knew the feel of the charm, and what happened when I used it, I brought my fingers up and swooshed them back down, as if I were fanning a sheet onto the bed. Gold coated a sapling for a fraction of a second.

      Nothing happened.

      I groaned. Often, explosions were the safest results to charms and spells gone wrong. As I learned more spells and charms, though, mimicking their application perfectly, I got stranger results.

      Always the same results if I did the spell “properly,” though. So that had to be something.

      “Here you go, boys,” Charles said with a grimace. “In three, two, one…”

      The sapling started swinging wildly, branches flapping like wings, leaves fluttering. It started to grow, upward, twenty feet in the air. Wider now, a huge root stepping out of the ground like a leg, followed by five more.

      “Now’s the time to cleave it,” Charles counseled. “It only gets angry from here on out.”

      “You do this often?” Dominicous asked pleasantly, not bothering to watch the tree transform into a heinous creature.

      “Unfortunately, yes. It’s why I try not to use the higher powers. You’ll see what happens when I get to white.”

      That drew Toa’s attention away from the tree-animal, his gaze suspicious. “You can do pure white?”

      “Yes, though the effects are…unsettling.”

      “Is this directly after you take Stefan’s blood?”

      I thought about it. “I dunno. I never mapped out his offerings.”

      “But you do take his blood?”

      “Yes. And he takes mine. Why? Was that supposed to be a secret?”

      “When was the last time you took his?”

      I thought back. Then shrugged. “Must be a while now, I don’t remember. Stefan, do you—?ˮ

      A howl cut me off. The monster was thirty feet tall now with branch-like arms. A hole in the top suggested a mouth, but no teeth. Lucky for the boys.

      Even still, I started to back away. This damn thing would come after me, and by the look of it, it’d have a long reach.

      “We haven’t exchanged blood in the customary month before a visit such as this. She has no taint from me, nor I her.” Stefan stood with his neck craned, his face his usual stern leader’s mask, analyzing the monster.

      Charles walked over, placing himself in front of me. Adnan stood off to the side. A couple of my sword fighting classmates sauntered in, too. They’d all gotten really great at working together.

      My God, I sucked at this. My heart sank. Stefan would be lucky if I didn’t get kicked out.

      “Easy, love,” he said in his low, deep voice, turning his back on the monster and facing me. “Have faith in yourself.”

      I loved him more than words could express for believing in me, even though I couldn’t show worse if I possibly tried. I pointed behind him. “It’s about done growing. Things are about to get real.”

      He winked. The man was crazy!

      Another howl, and the monster sighted in.

      “Here we go!” Charles crouched, sword out, orangey-gold with my help.

      A giant tree-trunk leg lifted in the air, smashing down on the ground ten feet ahead of it. People started to scream or groan, moving or running backward. A few people high-tailed it out of there entirely.

      “Can you not suck out the magic?” Toa asked over another catastrophic howl.

      “I tried that once. I could only get half the magic back in before I got the warning prickles. When I released that bit of magic, I set fire to the whole thing. Which meant a huge bonfire monster chased us around for half the night.”

      “But the magic came from you…”

      “Yes, but as I release it, I’m pretty sure the draw isn’t cut off. I think I have to cut off the draw at a certain point, but I don’t know how. No one seems to think that is the right way. But…I don’t know, I suck at this.”

      Another earth quaking step. The monster was indeed heading my way.

      Stefan drew his sword, burnished gold, the power right under white. Dominicous drew his. Exact same color. Huh.

      “What power do you throw after you take her blood?” Dominicous roared over the thick and low tree groans.

      Another step forward, within striking range of the two guys.

      They could have been having an idle chat over a cigarette for how concerned they were.

      “White tinged with a golden hue. Not quite full white. White’s a big step up from gold. Even burnished gold, where I sit. I had no idea.”

      “Hmm. I am gold with white frost when I take Toa’s. Interesting.”

      “So, it’s getting angry now…” Charles counseled. “Just FYI.”

      And it was. Black mouth gaping, still fangless, the beast howled again, shaking the bones of everyone there. People brandished their swords in shaking hands, just in case.

      The monster bent to throw a huge, leafed fist toward Stefan. He danced out of the way, smooth and graceful, perfectly balanced. The bark monster howled in rage, throwing another fist, slamming it into the ground where Dominicous had been a moment before.

      Stefan rushed between the stomping feet, aiming for his prey. He slashed at the Achilles heel, then cut through half a leg. Dominicous was at the other leg, following Stefan’s example. The next stomp had the monster stumbling, but not falling. The root foot broke off, the beast now using a stumped foot.

      “It is an actual tree,” Stefan shouted, dodging the leafed fist. He slashed at the wrist, chopping some off before rolling out from beneath the tree’s next punch, and then dodging a stomp.

      Dominicous jumped, tucking his feet and doing a cool flip. Unfortunately, he landed in the path of an already attacking tree-palm and got knocked to the side. He rolled against the forest floor, kicking up dirt and dust, then hopped to his feet and ran back into the fray, his muscles bunching and releasing.

      “I would prefer an axe instead of a sword, I think,” Stefan reflected in a hum-drum voice, moving like a boxer within the swinging and thrashing of the tree-monster. He used his hands to rip away bark as often as he used his sword to chip away, debilitating the monster little by little.

      Dominicous, for his part, did the same thing, his tattoos glowing alongside Stefan’s. His movements were jerky and vicious where Stefan’s flowed from one strike to the next in perfect, powerful harmony, but each took down the beast in his own way.

      After about ten minutes, both men panting and sweaty, I was able to effectively draw enough power out to render the beast immobile. All that remained in its stead was firewood. Which was a money saver come winter—I informed everyone of that fact.

      You’re welcome.

      Stefan yanked off his shirt and sopped the sweat from his chiseled, handsome face. His body glistened in the faint moonlight, his animal magnetism drawing me to him, having me rubbing my palm up his chest without realizing how I got there.

      “Thanks for the workout, love,” he said, glancing his lips off of mine. “I needed that. It’s been a stressful couple of days.”

      “Two more power levels to go,” Dominicous said, stripping his shirt and wiping the sweat off his own face.

      I noticed a long, twisted scar up the side of Dominicous’s chest. White lines zigzagged across his back, as if he’d been whipped. He saw me looking, and let me. Battle wounds, or the reason he didn’t want to attempt emergence—or re-emergence, in his case—into the public eye?

      I settled on both. I suddenly knew what he fought for. Which side he was on, and why.

      “Which was that, gold?” I asked the growing crowd. “So now white.”

      “Does this create larger monsters?” Stefan asked with a smirk. “Because now I’m warmed up.”

      “No,” I answered, focusing. “Now I do something a touch more scary. No matter what freaking spell I try, I end up with the same result. I abhor working with white for this reason. Stefan, get ready to catch some magic—otherwise we might stand and blink for an hour before it drifts away.”

      Another huge breath. I drew power and readied myself, a tear falling down my cheek. I really, really hated this one.

      The spell let loose, a blanket of magic so fluffy and white it could have been snow. It solidified onto the ground in front of us, the trees disappearing as if they’d never been there, the sky going blue, the ground turning from lush brown and green to a hard, cracked plain of dirt. Desert as far as the eye could see. Nothingness. Death to any wayward traveler.

      I heard gasps and shrieks, watching a giant dinosaur walk toward me from the right. Fear gripped me as I noticed its foot long fangs. As I noticed it, noticing me, I turned toward Stefan, reaching out to him. He stepped closer, his eyes wide in shock, his mouth hanging out.

      “What is this?” he asked, his words unsure.

      “An illusion. Everyone lives it with me. We can wander around in this place, thinking we are trapped in the desert, and potentially hurt ourselves in real life, which we can’t see or feel. If we stay still, the dinosaur takes extremely painful bites from us. If we run…”

      “You could die or badly hurt yourself. Why did you never tell me? How did I not know about this?”

      “I did it once in class and was forbidden from ever doing it again. Since then, I’ve tried to work on my own—Charles and Adnan wouldn’t leave my side when they knew—to free up using the white power, but… This happens every time. The illusion goes only as far as my magic reaches, obviously, but that’s plenty far. On a side note, isn’t Toa’s stare really irritating?”

      “He can hear you, you know—”

      “The scaled monster is upon us. What happens now?” Toa interrupted, staring at a jaw full of teeth. If he was worried, he hid it behind that angelic face.

      “Well, we get bit. It hurts.”

      “Can you get yourself out of here?” Toa watched the T-Rex step toward us on those powerful back feet, the mostly useless hands half curled at its chest.

      “Nope. Not for about an hour. Then I can draw the magic back out.”

      “An hour, did you say?” That eyebrow had raised a millimeter again.

      “Question: do you change your facial expression during sex?” I asked, sidetracked.

      “He does, yes,” Dominicous said, stepping to Stefan’s and my sides. “Will its bite kill me?”

      “No.” I hesitated. “Well, it hasn’t killed anyone else, so I don’t think so.”

      Dominicous stepped forward, hands waving, right under the T-Rex.

      “What are you—?ˮ  I stared as the huge mouth chomped down on his body, his head completely in the mouth.  We heard a muffled scream before the beast straightened up, mouth still closed, leaving Dominicous on the ground.

      He looked down at himself and patted his stomach, his face pale. “That was incredibly painful. I am intrigued. How is this possible?”

      I pointed, aghast. “Careful, you’re going to—ˮ

      The T-Rex went for a side-hold this time, its teeth clamping down on Dominicous’s whole middle half. It ripped its head away, again, as if Dominicous was in his grasp. Being that it wasn’t more than an illusion, he stayed put, painfully.

      Toa touched my cheek with his long finger, peered into my eyes, and then looked back at the T-Rex. Taking the opposite direction of most cowards, he felt the bite next.

      “Ooouueeee,” he squealed. It wasn’t possible for him to get any paler, but he gave it a try.

      “Well, I can’t be the only one left out.” Stefan let go of my hand, next in line for pain.

      “A bunch of idiots,” I mumbled, sitting down.

      Usually it was an hour of pain. Charles, Adnan, and I took turns, but sometimes, when I snuck out in the middle of the day and tried on my own, I just sat in one place, feeling the bite over and over until the magic dwindled enough that I could get out.

      Toa held up both hands, palms toward the sky. I watched in rapture as his eyebrows dipped down his nose.

      “What is it?” Dominicous asked, stepping closer.

      “It won’t let me unravel and disintegrate it. There is flux in power at work here. A strange inverse. A crossing in delivery, maybe.”

      “Like a frozen computer,” I said, nodding. “Yeah, I’m doing something tragically wrong, but I have no idea what. I can feel the wrongness, too. It makes my heart hurt. But…” I shrugged.

      The dinosaur chomped down toward me, distracted at the last minute by Stefan. Stefan took another bite to keep it from me. I wanted to tell him I loved him. To apologize to him for ruining his chance to have a working mate. I wanted him to cure this weird hurt inside me that the magic had caused. I could do none of those things, because the science experiment wasn’t over.

      “What happens if nobody moves?” Dominicous asked, analyzing Stefan’s resolute face.

      “I get bit a lot,” I explained.

      “May I see?”

      “No,” Stefan interjected reflexively.

      “It’s fine.” I winked at Stefan. “This isn’t my first dance. Clear away and let the miracle that is my suckery happen.”

      Just like when I was alone, the mystical dinosaur bent to me in a rush, jagged teeth bared. All went dark as its head engulfed me, its teeth clamping down on my waist. Like knives digging into my sides, chest and back simultaneously, I gritted my teeth against the sharp, dizzying pain. When it lifted away, I took a steadying breath. Automatically, I said, “One.”

      “How many have you taken?”

      “Between fifty and sixty in a sitting. About one a minute for an hour. It helps keep time.”

      “You’ve endured that pain for—ˮ Stefan cut off as the image cleared away, Toa having disbanded the spell.

      “Yeah, but, let’s be honest, guys—there is no way that hurts more than childbirth, and it’s only an hour. Right?”

      Toa wavered, reaching for Dominicous to brace him. “I will need to think on that. That severely taxed my energy levels. I had not realized it was so dangerous.”

      “Bet your magic tests never went like this before.” I jumped up and rubbed my hands together. “I’m a professional at strange paranoia. Okay, on to black, finally.”

      I drew once again, sucking in deep, curing the failure of white with the bliss and glory of black. I sighed in relief and eased a protective box into existence, the only spell I’d tried in black lately, knowing that it actually worked. As I’d hoped, a large black box, almost solid, materialized in front of me, capturing air.

      “Alas, the one I can do right.”

      The spectators gasped, leaning forward to look at a square.

      “It isn’t much, but at least it won’t try to kill me.” I was tired. I wanted to go lie down, mocking smirk from Toa or no.

      Toa and Dominicous approached the box slowly, probably terrified it would grow arms and bite. Dominicous walked around the outside, his arms crossed over his chest. I used the stare-free time to lean against Stefan, closing my eyes when his arms came around my waist. He kissed me on the head and squeezed.

      Dominicous reached out a hand to touch the box.

      “Don’t,” I warned. “The shock is worse than when Toa touched me earlier.”

      He continued reaching.

      Like a bug zapper, a life-sized buzzing blared, flinging Dominicous flat on his back. He lay with his arms out, eyes open in shock. Charles wheezed out a laugh he couldn’t stop in time.

      “Can you get rid of this?” Toa asked, still analyzing the box, easing a dagger from his pocket.

      “I think so. Or I can blow it up.”

      Toa pushed the very tip of a glowing white blade toward the box. As soon as it touched a lesser buzz sounded, having Toa flinching back with a, “Eeeeah!”

      “Let’s move back into the house, shall we?” Dominicous suggested, hauling himself up slowly. “As men, we love an explosion, but maybe just disengage it, if you can.”

      I got to work unraveling, something I could do easily with black. If I wasn’t terrified of what would happen when the spells went wrong, I’d use black way more often.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

        On a Razor’s Edge

      

    
    
      The procession entered the same room we’d been in earlier, but this time Charles was allowed to sit in the corner. I think Stefan and Dominicous had had enough with pain, monsters, and workouts. Not that they would admit it. The way they went about it, Charles was there for moral support.

      “We now need to test your human vulnerabilities,” Dominicous started, sitting gratefully. “If you are to be mage, like Stefan hopes, you have to withstand our influences. Our pheromones.”

      Stefan tensed slightly but said nothing. I just nodded. I’d been through this with Luke, the clan’s best at mental manipulation. I’d gotten turned on for a second, I’d gotten a quick dose of fear, and I’d gotten pissed when he touched my boob. He hadn’t been expecting the slap.

      Toa drifted in front of me, his appearance like one fresh out of the powder room. If I hadn’t just seen him electrocuted, thrown around the dirt, chased in a clearing, and shocked, I would’ve suspected he’d just arrived at the mansion. Amazing.

      “You can close your eyes or keep them open, as it befits you.” Toa waited for me to nod.

      He knew humans.

      A tingling erupted at the bottom of my sternum. The flight reflex. He was trying fear first.

      My limbs got jittery and my breath shallow. My body tensed.

      My first impulse was to reach for my dagger. A huge smile erupted on my face and I stared at Toa manically, daring him to try anything. I even had my rape whistle handy—he didn’t know what he was messing with!

      Then I took a big breath and forced it all away. Stefan could do that with just a look, usually when he wasn’t even trying. Something would irritate him, or I would put myself in danger somehow, and his face would contort into a severe mask that had my heart beating and my butt tingling. He didn’t need the pheromones. Through stubborn practice, I’d gotten used to ignoring it.

      Toa blinked twice, straightening up. If I looked really hard, I swear I could see a faint flush. Swear I could.

      “Next,” Dominicous prompted.

      A haze swept over me, clouding my awareness and almost my vision. I hated it. It made me feel lost and dizzy, and I hated both of those sensations. It’s why I never took up smoking.

      I drew in a blast of power and wiped the thought away, finding a lingering presence at the outside of my skull where Toa lurked. I soaked into it, and then applied fire, blasting it open.

      Toa staggered back, his eyes wide.

      “I gave him an expression!” I giggled. It was the small things.

      “What happened?” Dominicous said, appearing on the edge of his seat without his body actually moving. Eyes like the gleaming edge of a blade, he was ready to fight, but still seemingly lounging in the chair. Neat.

      Also, awful. And scary. He didn’t need the pheromones to manipulate fear, either.

      “She broke my attempt. Like shattering the overlay on her mind. Full of surprises, this one. She shouldn’t have been allowed to exist so long without training. But then, she has developed some truly spectacular defenses. I’d like to see her in a foreign place. I have a feeling she could develop many lost treasures.”

      “Try to cut off my magic,” I blurted. I wanted to see if the little ditty I’d just done would work on that.

      “All in due time,” Toa replied noncommittally.

      My body erupted in goose bumps, shivers of delight working up from my groin. My face flushed and my skin started to tingle. Wow, it felt good. Like I wanted to reach out and touch the smooth sex trap in front of me. It reminded me of when I’d first met Charles and my brain went on complete hiatus despite the setting. That level of coercion I’d long since been able to block. But Mr. Toa-man had some tricks up his sleeve. He gave it to me much harder, breaking through my already practiced blocks.

      It wasn’t him I wanted, though.

      My gaze slid across his almost too perfect face and sought those deep, dark eyes of the man I loved. I wanted to rip his clothes off and take him right now, these people be damned. He sat across the room, a twinkle in his eyes, his bulge pronounced and ready. Fire shot through our link, fizzling up my body and nearly overtaking me. I focused on that earth-shattering face, rugged and handsome, an appearance to give any fabled vampire a run for their money.

      I heard a throat clear.

      “I think she has gotten off track,” Dominicous said lightly. “What an unusual smell. Like…fallen leaves on the lush forest floor. Vibrant and alive.”

      Stefan winked, pride welling up in our link. I’d still chosen him even though the pheromones were supposed to direct me toward Toa.

      Silly man. Of course I’d choose him! Who wouldn’t?

      “I’d like to see this overflow you two speak of,” Dominicous said as I pulled my gaze away from Stefan.

      “Until I pass out, or just enough to stay conscious?” I clarified. “I’m no stranger to magic shock, but I’m also no stranger to nearly dying from it. So…”

      “Conscious would be best, if at all possible.” Dominicous hid a smirk.

      Hmph.

      I drew in, filled up, and felt the warning prickles. Here we go. I kept on going, letting more gush in. Past a healthy dose and on, to the red line. More still. When my vision got hazy I opened the link and let Stefan siphon off whatever he could hold. A lovely white-gold sparkling arch of magic bloomed in the room. It’s use? I had no idea, but it sure was pretty.

      Obviously I didn’t create it. Otherwise it might have tried to eat somebody.

      “Again, Sasha, but steal the magic this time. Not all, but enough to get your point across and stay on your feet,” Stefan commanded lightly.

      Righty-o. He apparently thought I was a master at this stuff.

      I tried to remember how I did it the first time—I didn’t just pull elements; I focused on the others in the room. Then, because I couldn’t grasp the magic they held—since they held it within themselves—I envisioned them trying to hurt Stefan. Trying to direct an attack as Trek had done. As if I pulled a string from their bodies, I slowly emptied not only the room, but them, of magic.

      The warning came in a rush this time, threatening to overwhelm me. Pain lanced my body, my inner alarm blaring. I felt Stefan tug on the link, taking magic from my body, trying to balance me, but there was too much. Toa could hold a bit more than Trek. Dominicous could hold as much as Stefan. All in all, too much!

      The flood drowned me, dumped over my head and suffocated me. I felt consciousness leaving, like I had at that battle. More magic siphoned out, but even more dumped in.

      I threw my palms out. Black exploded into the room, turned the air sluggish, and then thick. Then solid. Everyone froze, not because they wanted to, but because I’d just—somehow—successfully executed the thickening spell. Really executed it, too. The only person that could move was me.

      Alarm pulsed through the link. Stefan stared at me, unable to even talk because he couldn’t move his jaw.

      “So, shit. Lemme…shit!” I thought really hard. I’d never been able to do it, so I didn’t know how to undo it.

      I sprinted for the door, but couldn’t rip it open because of the damn air. “Crap!”

      I sprinted in the other direction, diving through the open window like James Bond, and then running so fast around the giant mansion that my legs didn’t feel like my own. I hammered down the hallway, burst through two doors, straight armed a naked dude advancing on a waiting woman wearing a blindfold, and catapulted into the correct corridor. A team of attack-dog looking men waited outside of the room I was just in. Harsh and well-trained, they were supposed to be guarding against any foul play.

      They weren’t doing a real bang-up job!

      “Anybody know how to break or stop a thickening spell?” I gasped, my sides heaving as I gulped air.

      A whole defense team of eyes turned my way. There was an awkward beat while they placed my face and comprehended my words, and then they were active. Just not in the way I had hoped.

      Three guys reached for me immediately. I dodged out of the way and ducked under another pair of giant, groping hands. I backed against the wall and threw a protective spell around myself, not knowing any other way to keep them off while getting very important information.

      Three sets of hands kept reaching for me, apparently overconfident in their invincibility. A loud buzzing flung them away from my self-made cage.

      “So, anyway, I need help undoing a spell…” I said in a rush.

      A six-and-a-half foot block of muscle stepped in front of me. “Where is the Regional?”

      “He’s in the room still, locked in place because I turned the air solid. I need to undo that. Quickly. I’m pretty sure they can breathe, but if they can’t, we don’t have much time!”

      The man stared at me for a second. If I hadn’t grown used to Toa, it would have disconcerted me. He turned to someone behind him. “Break open the door.”

      “Best to try and rip it out. Air’s solid. It’s not going in…” I reminded, and then shrank against the wall as the flat-eyed stare of the large guy turned back to me.

      “How did you turn the air solid?” he asked, his deep voice thundering out of his chest.

      “Uh…with a spell…” I grimaced in a hopeful sort of way.

      Through the link, Stefan’s alarm had turned into bemused patience. The man dealt with a lot where it concerned me, and when in private, it tickled him to no end. I had no idea why, because I even flabbergasted myself. But at least he could breathe. That was the main thing.

      “Show me,” the guard said.

      “You’ve got to be kidding.” I shook my head as the first guard tried to bust down the door. Obviously it didn’t go into the room, but it did splinter. The wooden shards were pulled away, revealing a room with three men as still as the grave, all except their eyes. Charles, probably wishing he hadn’t been put in the room, was most probably still in his corner, and out of view.

      I waited behind my shield, watching each man try to force their way into the room. “Good spell, though,” I mused. “Kind of tiring, though. That one could definitely come in handy down the road, I think.”

      “Undo this,” the head guard said to me. Not too bright, this guy.

      “Yeah, I would love to. Which is exactly why I had to go through the window and come around here. I have no idea how.”

      “Undo what you did. Reverse it!”

      Toa started to loudly hum in that way a person does when their mouth was gagged but they had important information to impart. I moved to the end of my protective bubble and peered in the room, just making out his wide eyes.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea. Toa seems perturbed.”

      “Then how do we undo it?” the head guard asked.

      It was like I hadn’t run up in a dead sprint a few minutes ago asking that very same question. “Possibly find a teacher of mine to lend a hand?”

      Toa started to do his communicatory hum again.

      “Maybe not. He’s probably afraid I’ll blow them up.”

      

      An hour later I sat in my bubble, cross-legged on the ground, my chin on my fists, watching as white power zipped around the room. My magic had receded, and while the men couldn’t move much, they could move enough for Toa to get his palms and magic active. I was plenty able to suck the residual magic out of the room now, and I suspected Stefan could’ve as well, using that weird balancing thing he did, but the humor dancing in his eyes as Toa stubbornly tried to undo whatever I had done, kept me from mentioning it.

      Finally, in a bright flare, I felt a tug on my chest. All captured men took a huge, lung-filling breath.

      “Okay, come out of there.” The head guard, whose name was Bernie, jerked his hand in the air to facilitate my removal.

      “Nope. I think I’ll just hang on to see if they’re angry.”

      “Your magic fades. You’ll have to come out sometime.”

      “Wrong again. I keep replenishing this spell. Or charm. You know, I have no idea what the difference is. At any rate, this baby is as strong as strong can be. I’m good in here for a little longer.”

      Unfortunately, a little longer wasn’t long at all.

      One very serious-looking Regional strolled up to my self-made cage and looked down on me. His perfectly blank face still managed to communicate his complete lack of humor at that moment. “Care to enlighten us on what happened?”

      That stare had me babbling. “Too much power filled me too quickly and I had to do something with it! For some reason I did that thickening spell. But then I didn’t know how to undo it because I’d never successfully done it before. But I couldn’t open the door because the air was, well, you know how it was. So I ran around the side, but then your guards thought I did something awful—which doesn’t really make sense since I ran back toward them—so I locked myself in here for protection until we could figure it out!”

      “You tried that spell outside and couldn’t complete it. Why did it work this time?”

      “I have no idea!”

      And I didn’t. Largely, everything to do with magic had thus far eluded me. School had never been my strong suit. My magic not working properly meant I hadn’t been able to figure it out.

      “She has been working with lesser levels of power in the wrong way,” Toa explained, leaning against the walls. “She could have great control, but first needs to learn the ways of directing her power. It is like riding a bicycle extremely slow. The bicycle wobbles; balance is hard to maintain. Ride it with more speed, and you will steer with ease.”

      Toa could learn a thing or two from Dominicous’s stare.

      “I see. I am not in the habit of sitting, for an hour, in extremely uncomfortable situations.”

      “Sorry,” I mumbled.

      He grunted. Apparently an apology had been his agenda. After the explanation, obviously.

      He turned to Stefan. “We’ll need another room. I’d like to wrap this up and make plans for the next steps.”

      “There’s more?” I asked in horror.

      “Not for you. Please wait in your chambers until you are called. You are excused.”

      After glancing toward Stefan and seeing I wasn’t in any danger, I picked apart my protective shield and went on my way. Charles did not follow.

      

      *****

      

      “Toa, results please,” Dominicous asked with a straight back, sitting in a leather chair.

      They’d moved to a room in the back of the mansion and warded the room against eavesdroppers. They each sat in separate chairs, trying to mask the importance of these findings, both for Stefan, and for their overall cause. Finding someone with a black power level could open doors they hadn’t even contemplated.

      Stefan had another reason to be nervous, as well. They would need to discuss his mate, and his future. Most importantly, what would happen if those two things couldn’t both be Sasha while in his leadership role.

      “Her power is beyond my own,” Toa said easily. “It doesn’t work like mine, either—like ours. She is like a conductor for magic. Like a hub. She doesn’t have to reach for it and pull it into herself, she merely has to identify which elements to let in, and then try to stop the flow once she has begun to draw. Her spells will continue building magic until realized, always trying to return back to her. As you saw, her spells, once laid, take longer to unravel. And like you saw, that is not always a good thing.”

      “Then…she is definitely black,” Dominicous clarified.

      Stefan held his breath.

      “Without a doubt, she is a myth reincarnate. And completely, completely ignorant as to the ways magic works. All the training she’s received thus far is useless. She blows things up because she is the polar opposite to my—our people’s—power. She tries to work a spell inverted, and it combusts.”

      Stefan let his breath out in a slow exhale. He couldn’t say he wasn’t relieved. “Odd for a human to wield black, though.”

      “Not at all,” Toa waved him away like a pauper at a king’s table. “She is the polar opposite because she is human. You are familiar with the yin-yang sign. That was originally created as a representation of the union of the different sides of magic. White and black magic working together is the strongest cohesive bond in the world.  White magic is also a scale. As is black. She is at the higher end of the scale; I am at the middle of white. The black power has always been wielded by a human, the white by us. That is why it is so intensely rare. Not rare to possess—not any more than white—but rare to find. One in a million. Humans have power, but so rarely seen because so few believe. And also because we…have our own prejudices.

      “At the top of the scale, and acting as a hub, which is rare in itself—not because she is human, but in general—it is like trying to swim in the ocean in the middle of a hurricane. Magic is wild, and forcing into her like it does, makes the wielder constantly fight for control—even in someone experienced. Mistakes can easily be fatal. Because of this—that is speculation—she has developed some sort of rough control directly tied to survival. Living untrained for so long, she has learned to coexist. Now, however, seeing how she is supposed to work with it, the danger becomes more grave. Her ability to take in magic more extreme.”

      “You see, Toa, she was fated to live,” Dominicous said in a smug sort of way.

      Stefan barely had time to wonder at that comment when Toa snorted. “One in a million. The odds are incredible, but here she is. What next?”

      Dominicous turned to Stefan. “You plan to mate her, is that right?”

      A thrill went down Stefan’s back. Without hesitation, he answered, “Yes.”

      “Like her power level, mating between kinds has turned into myth. At least with someone of your stature and position. Your people must approve in order to grant her that title. If she cannot lead, she is useless, and therefore cannot mate you. It is twisted, you see.”

      Stefan nodded.

      “I understand your enthusiasm, of course,” Dominicous went on. “She is your one true mate. She needs your power and special ability balancing the wildness of it, and you gain and exult from hers. You two sync. That is plain to see. If you can work in tandem, you could create an exponentially dynamic team. You have linked with her already, you have marked her…and you are in luck on a couple of scores. One, she is a seer. Or, more probably, has seer blood. That is the reason for the smell she has when aroused. Or, I should say, that is the side-effect. There are other smells, but mostly females exude them. It doesn’t seem as though she has many female friends within this group…”

      Stefan shook his head to the question as he asked, “Seer?” He’d never heard of such a thing.

      “Humans have this trait in large doses. Many become psychics or readers of some kind, some even ghost hunters—even though that is a different talent. Some just think it is female intuition or, for a man, a shot of ego. Regardless, she has some sort of partial ability on that score. That secures her as a justifiable lineage for mating, besides the huge blessing in magical power, of course.”

      “Why are you helping me? I would’ve thought you’d resist a human as my mate. Possibly even try to take her with you back to the Council for training within the folds of political power.”

      “Why am I helping you?” Dominicous asked. “That is simple. She is my kindred.”

      After a long pause, Stefan said, “Come again?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

        On a Razor’s Edge

      

    
    
      I sat facing the woods on a wooden bench just behind the mansion’s back door. For the last half hour Stefan had blasted incredulity through the link, then suspicion, then mistrust. Finally, resignation. I knew it had to be about me. What else could it be? I could be hopelessly narcissistic at times, especially while hopeful in a dress, but I didn’t think this was a case of fashion-itis.

      I felt his presence come up behind me, then around, sitting next to me on the stone bench. I leaned into his great, muscled shoulder, feeling solidity and strength.

      “I just had a very…interesting meeting,” he started, roping an equally great arm around my shoulders.

      I closed my eyes as a delicate wind caressed my face in passing. The night sky had lightened, swishing its metaphorical cape to olé the daylight through. The familiar magic soaked into my skin, my chest and limbs warming.

      “Hmm,” Stefan said, squeezing me. He could feel it as I could. However his special gift worked, it enabled him to share in the feeling, his skin electrifying, as mine did to outsiders. But within our embrace, only pleasure pulsed between our bodies. We sat outside often, sharing the night with each other.

      “You are a seer, did you know?” he asked quietly.

      “As in, like, a fortune teller?”

      “Yes.” He shrugged. “I guess. In full strength a person can see the future before it happens. Can you do that?”

      “No. But I do get, like, premonitions. Kind of…I don’t know. Like a directional sense. It’s how I find your secret doors.”

      He shook his head. “That sounds like your magic. What about when you battled Jonas? You seemed to move right before he got there…”

      I thought back. I’d had a letter opener and a whistle as my only defense to rescue my ex-boyfriend Jared from a sadist named Jonas. Oh, yeah, I remembered. Stefan was right, I had moved just in time.

      “I don’t know. Maybe a seer, or maybe my survival instinct, or maybe just female intuition.”

      “Apparently female intuition is a mark of a seer. I am led to believe more than a few humans have this trait.”

      “Ah. And how did you know I had this?”

      “That smell you give when you’re aroused. Arousal has to come naturally, however. Since we are rarely without the pheromones when dealing with humans, manipulating their lust or some other emotion, well…”

      That wasn’t the cause for concern. The shoe had yet to drop.

      “You have to go away,” he said.

      And there it was. I turned my face into his shoulder. “Without you, I take it.”

      “Yes, but only for a short time. Dominicous is sending you and Toa into the Mata territory as some sort of…exchange program. You will go as a delegation. As my mate.”

      My body froze, a tear nearly wobbling free from the first piece of news. I straightened up slowly, my eyes meeting his. I could just make out his perfect face in the shadow, breathtaking as always, but with a slow smile and softening of eyes that he wouldn’t show in public.

      “I love you.”

      It was the first thing that came to me.

      He leaned over slowly, brushing his lips with mine. “I love you, too. I know a human tradition is to ask for your hand with jewelry and surprise and all that, and I will do that for you, but this exchange is, unfortunately, business.”

      I shook my head, tears at the surface for a different reason. “You don’t need to.”

      He nibbled my lips, softly brushing them with his tongue, but backed off before I could deepen it. “Your status as my mate is my intention. It is not cemented, unfortunately. My clan has to accept you as co-leader. Which means you actually need to learn to lead.” He smiled at me in jest. “Dominicous thinks it is wise to train you away from prying eyes.

      “This progression is important, and your status as human and my mate is important. You are very much one of us, but also human. You cross that line. We hope…” He paused, a vein popping out on his jaw from how hard his jaw clenched.

      I nudged him with a grin.

      “I am supposed to hope,” he amended, “that you develop a positive relationship with them. To unite our two factions.”

      “Who are these Meta?”

      “Mata. Shape Changers. Varmints and critters and useless fools that think I should make way for their strange rituals and odd behavior.”

      “I’m sorry—ˮ I leaned forward to think for a second. I turned to him on the bench, needing to be absolutely clear about this. “Shape Changers? As in…werewolves?”

      “Yes, and no. Well, not really. There are wolves—the stinky, mangy animals. But also other absurd human mutations.”

      “Okay, I am getting the feeling that you don’t like these people—ˮ

      “Mata.”

      “—but I am stuck on the ‘turning into an animal’ part of the story. How is that real?”

      “I’ll let them explain it. There is one other thing. Who are your parents?”

      That took me aback. “Because of the lineage thing? I don’t know. I lost them when I was five years old in a multiple car accident. I told you that, remember?”

      “But you survived.”

      “Yes. I was found a mile away in a park sitting on my own. Do you not listen to me?”

      “And you have no idea how you got there?”

      I shook my head, returning Stefan’s intense gaze. “Why?”

      “Dominicous. He…is claiming you as his.”

      Two emotions warred through me. One was an intense confusion, because since I first walked into the room with him, I’d felt something. It was very faint, almost a non-thing, but…it was vaguely familiar. Like I’d known him all my life.

      The next was a thrill of fear, dropping my jaw. “So you had to challenge him, or whatever? Because I am not sleeping with that man!”

      Stefan chuckled, and then looked around to make sure the big bad leader wasn’t caught actually laughing. We wouldn’t want a mass challenge because he had a sense of humor…

      “He put you in that park. He saw you that night, a little girl standing amongst the carnage, flame starting to lick up your leg. He removed you, fed you his blood to ensure you lived until found, and then waited until you were. He’s as close to a father as you have. He has put himself in that role. I’m sure your power level helped solidify his decision regarding this.”

      My world tilted and reeled. Then fell over.

      A huge chunk of my life had just surfaced. The last piece that helped me put it all in perspective.

      I had always been able to see the shadow men and women lurking in the night, huge people no one else had noticed. I could sense their presence, knowing I shared the world with something else, but never able to identify it with a likeminded person. Strange events had mentally crippled others, but energized me. I rushed into scuffles and battles where others, like Jared, whimpered.

      “Would his blood have any lasting effect?” I asked in a daze.

      Stefan pulled me into his body, sensing my strangeness to this news. “We don’t know. Trauma is a funny thing, especially to a child. But you resist our pheromones easily, and you have a soft link to him, though the experiences of the day have probably masked that. He thinks of you as blood, since he gave you blood as a child. Usually, giving blood once isn’t enough for any sort of lasting link.”

      “But maybe to a child…”

      Stefan gave a noncommittal shrug.

      “So…what does that mean?” I asked.

      “It means lineage is the least of your worries. So is a backer. That will help bring people around. All you have to do is learn to lead. Learn to hold your cards to your chest, and most importantly, learn to defend yourself. As my mate and especially bearing my mark, any battles you have are also my battles. Unfortunately, that reverses, as well. If I am challenged, you will be expected to meet that challenge with me.”

      “Well, I’m pretty good at protective boxes and freezing air…”

      He chuckled, rubbing my back. “Yes, very. If they’d had any doubt to your power level, that took it away. Toa has not recovered. He’s not used to someone with a higher power level that is not sitting on a council somewhere.”

      I closed my eyes as his soft lips trailed up my neck. “Shall we head to bed?”

      “No time. I need you.” His teeth barely scraped against my suddenly throbbing pulse.

      I gasped, my stomach doing a somersault.

      “Hmm, freshly baked cookies on a warm summer evening.”

      I had yet to ask him about his parents, forever curious how they had died, but never sure how to bring it up and chickening out. Once again, this wasn’t the time.

      I let my head fall back as he kissed down my chest, getting to my cleavage, and then unzipping my hoodie. His hands tucked under my thin shirt, lightly trailing along my stomach as his mouth took in my ear lobe. I felt him undo the top button of my pants.

      “Oh!” A thrill shot through me, a possible witness making my panties go wet.

      I kissed Stefan harder, wanting to try this. Wanting to act like his people and express myself openly. Wanting to engage in sexual expression outdoors! In plain sight!

      Embarrassment and social rules reared their head. Oh, my God, am I seriously going to do this?

      “We’ll go fast, love. Like getting into cold water,” Stefan assured me, his lips quirking.

      He knew I wanted to experiment. That I wanted to try some kinky things in an extremely safe and trusting situation. But oh, Lord…

      I jumped up and ripped off my pants, trying to get my panties off as well, but was stopped by his hands.

      “Hold on just a moment.”

      He bent forward, his fingers peeling off the lace of my underwear as his face dipped between my legs. I moaned and closed my eyes, all thought slipping away as his naughty tongue hit me in just the right places. My body started to burn as the pressure increased, shivers erupting from my groin and spiraling up my torso.

      He backed off, his eyes holding mine hungrily. “I love you,” he said as he undid his pants and slipped them down his muscular thighs. His erection sprung free, large and bobbing.

      He took my hand and brought me closer, lifting my legs to each side of him, allowing me to kneel on the bench and position my body over his. His tip pushed past my lips slowly until he had sheathed himself completely, filling me up.

      I hugged him, showing him my throat, craving that deeper connection. The scrape of his tooth exhilarated me, offsetting the sweet rush of him inside my body. Pain, like pinching, blossomed at the base of my neck. My gasp immediately turned into a moan; his suction reached all the way through my body, tingling my groin as he dove in and out, the pleasure from the contrast something I could barely comprehend with sensations so complex.

      I rocked harder, my body feeling that pull, then the wet slide, tingles overcoming me. I sucked in magic, fire and air mostly, the others swirling in, too, and poured it into his body along with my essence, wanting to share myself with him in this new, magical way.

      With each pull my chest grew hotter, my limbs humming, the connection with him deep inside me exploding. Stefan moaned, his lips still at my throat, thrusting into me as I pounded down on him. The pressure mounted, at a crest now, so tight.

      “Oh, G—od!” I cried, blasting apart, the very seams of my being coming undone.

      Stefan shuddered into me a second later, hugging me with ragged breaths. He leaned against my chest, his ear to my heart. “Lovely.”

      “That was fun,” I murmured contentedly, draping across him. “Let’s go to sleep. It’s been a long day.”

      Fifteen minutes later we walked down the hall toward his room, only to find Charles sitting outside. “Hey, Boss, Sasha. Heard about the trip, wanted to talk to you—ˮ

      Charles squinted at Stefan. “Sasha, step away for a quick sec, would you?”

      I took one step, my hand still in Stefan’s.

      “Boss…you… Sasha, go another step. Actually, go in the room for a second.”

      “What’s the matter?” Stefan asked in a deep growl.

      Charles put up his hands immediately. “Did she mark you, somehow? Can humans do that? You know what, you two have issues, that’s all I’m saying.”

      Stefan stared at him.

      “I’m stepping out of line, and I know it,” Charles continued, “But Jonas guarding her on this trip is a terrible idea. He can’t be trusted. He said something about other plans before you banished him for a time. Just a thought, but that’s a weird coincidence, you know? So, he has got to be a no-go. I can protect her, along with Snow White.”

      “Go to bed, Charles, before you say something you can’t unsay,” I said quietly, watching the edge creep quickly into Stefan’s eyes.

      “Yeah, good call. I want a day off. Also, good night.” Charles trudged away, the least graceful I had ever seen him.

      “He had his legs crossed when you froze us all. His balls got extremely hot and sweaty in that hour.” Stefan chuckled as we walked into his section of the mansion. “I felt bad for the guy.”

      “He deals with a lot around me,” I said sadly. “I love having him around—he’s like a brother to me—but maybe you should rotate him out. He’s got to be sick of the bodyguard detail.”

      Stefan sighed and unceremoniously stripped. “I’ll talk to him about it. For now, though, I’m exhausted.” He reached for me, folding me within his strong arms, then sighed gratefully. “G’night, mate.”

      I didn’t mention that he sounded Australian.

      

      *****

      

      “You are worried.”

      Stefan glanced at Dominicous on his right before returning to the final preparations in front of him. It had been a short two weeks since Dominicous and Toa showed up, but the Regional had lost no time. Today the delegates left to visit and make repairs with the largest nuisance in the history of the world: those damn Shape Changers. Stefan would ban them all from his side of the world if he could. The whole lot of them would rather run and hide than stick their neck out for Stefan’s kind. He’d seen it often enough, and histories had shown it more than that. To think that now he would stick out his hand to welcome these miscreants into his fold, when he knew they’d just turn tail and sprint away at the first sign of danger, galled.

      “Worried is not a term I know,” Stefan answered, an eye always on Sasha.

      He not only had to make social repairs, he had to send a piece of himself—the largest, most important piece of himself—into their den. If they turned tail, they’d leave her behind. And then Stefan would kill them all.

      Dominicous laughed, easily ignoring the violence sweating out of Stefan’s every pore. “I am sending Toa. He is the best magic worker of his age, and soon to be one of the top three in the world. He will see her safe from the enemy. From herself, though, that is a different concern.”

      Stefan clenched his jaw, a bad trait that showed weakness.

      “In other news,” Dominicous went on good-naturedly, “it seems she has found a way to mark you, though she is human and shouldn’t have the capability. Such an interesting female. Survival is strong in her. You should have seen her that night, stumbling away from the wreckage, and then staring down a hunting party. Usually I wouldn’t get involved, but… well, here we are.”

      “She doesn’t have the dumb luck of youth anymore. She has a complex to save those close to her. If she makes friends with those… with the Mata, then she’ll risk her life to save their cowardly hides.”

      “Noble.”

      “Foolish.”

      Dominicous bowed his head. “Here is Tim now.”

      A stocky male of average human height with a barrel chest walked up as if he expected an attack at any moment. His brown eyes flashed in his grim face, in a clear attempt to appear forbidding.

      Stefan would show this shifter forbidding…

      “Tim,” Dominicous said easily, stepping forward to deliver a human handshake. “You know of Stefan, of course.”

      Tim’s eyes snapped to Stefan’s. The hard gaze tried for intimidating. Stefan almost laughed.

      “I do,” the mongrel stated.

      Stefan stuck out his hand, as was right in his role, for the human handshake. The man met the grip, squeezed, then stepped away, out of Stefan’s reach. Smart.

      “Let’s move past the pleasantries, shall we?” Dominicous asked easily. “Tim, you have some valuable possessions being transferred into your care. That is the reason for their guard. They are both extremely high in magic, but one, Sasha, is untrained. Our enemy seeks Sasha as a poor miner seeks gold. She needs to train, but most importantly, she needs to be kept well away from enemy lines. We have leaks in our establishment, which means they will probably know she goes with you. Which is why her exact destination is solely in your hands.”

      Dominicous paused for a second, his gaze sweeping toward Toa, who had directed his trademark stare at Jonas, loading supplies into an off-road vehicle. Jonas, strong, fierce, and resolute, either didn’t notice the gaze, or, most likely, was not bothered by it. Jonas had his faults in plenty, but he was loyal. He and Stefan had grown up together, and out of everybody, Jonas knew most why the filthy vermin couldn’t be trusted. He’d been there when Stefan had learned firsthand.

      His focus returning from his linked mage, Dominicous continued, “We trust you with these most valuable possessions because we want to solidify our agreement. It is a huge leap of faith not only for our organization, but with Stefan and me personally. So, I must warn you, if you treat them ill, or have any dealings with our enemy, I will personally see to it that every one of your people is destroyed. Going a step further, I will personally make it my mission to eradicate your entire race from this earth, starting with the children. I hope you can believe me on that score…”

      In a show of pure courage, or absolute stupidity, Tim said, “You forget, those aren’t the only…loved ones being exchanged. You have my Beta—my second in command--and his entire family. His wife is pregnant. We each have given over something precious to ensure this working relationship. It is that important, and so we will treat it as such.”

      “Then we understand each other. I’ll leave you to it. Stefan, you might say your goodbyes.”

      Stefan stared at Tim as Dominicous walked away toward Toa, wanting to verbalize his own threats, but refrained, knowing he’d only sound redundant. Instead, for his mate, he said, “Sasha thinks she fails constantly, which brings her down. I’d be grateful…” Stefan refused to let his jaw clench. “…if you would play positive around her. Keep her spirits up. She is truly a remarkable female, but she doesn’t know it.”

      “In return, I hope you’ll keep Esmine comfortable. She is heavily pregnant.”

      “We cherish pregnant females. She will be well looked after.”

      Tim stared for a beat before saying, “I know about what happened with your parents. It is a different pack now than it was then. We do not abide by such absolute cowardice. I want you to know that.”

      Rage welled up in Stefan, barely in check. Sasha looked over in surprise, meeting his eyes with a question. She felt his sudden turmoil and, like the dear heart she was, would leave everyone waiting to come over and check. Dear heart, but terrible leader. Trusting he could work his way out of situations was something she still had to learn.

      For the moment, though, he was thankful—not that he could admit it, obviously. Especially in front of a sack of farts like this pack of critters in front of him.

      Stefan calmed his mind so his mental trash-talking didn’t turn verbal and end the agreement right here. He nodded once, and then strode away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

        On a Razor’s Edge

      

    
    
      I stopped loading the few meager possessions I owned into the car and stuffed my hands in my pockets. I’d never really had a home, which was true. Living with a foster family didn’t allow me to get too comfortable putting down roots. Then my small apartment, the first space that became mine, had been something like a handout from the city for my parentless status. I paid the rent and didn’t get any breaks on rent after a year, but still, I hadn’t exactly earned it.

      But now, as the door was opened by a solid man with wild eyes, I felt a clump of lead form in my chest. If ever I had a home, this was it. I had my own area in a secret spot, with a standing invitation to treat Stefan’s rooms as my own. I had been given leave to decorate as I wished, hang pictures if I wanted, and otherwise have the run of the place. He had invited me in permanently; to share his space, make it mine.

      On the cusp of deciding I would like that very much, I was being packed up again and sent on my way. Sure, it wasn’t for that long, and yes, I needed to get trained away from spectators, but still, a girl could whine a little.

      “Sasha.” The voice tingled down my spine and lit me up.

      Stefan stood behind me, his eyes intent but soft, his face something from a magazine cover. “This is farewell. I will see you soon. Take care of yourself and come back to me safe, okay? Don’t do anything foolish and make sure to stay close to Toa, Charles, or Jonas at all times.”

      I slid my arms around his neck, letting him hug me close. He backed off enough to kiss me, his lips and manner indulgent, giving me something familiar and solid to hang on to. He didn’t rush me or hurry me along for the sake of his gruff leadership role. Instead, his tongue played, chasing mine, intertwining as his hands roamed my body, as if he were feeling and remembering each curve to have something to hold on to when we had to endure our nights away from each other.

      “Okay,” I said into his chest when my body started to heat up uncomfortably. It wasn’t the time for a quickie. “I’ll come back ready to lead an army.”

      He smiled down on me. “I love you.”

      I took a big breath and wiped a tear. “You’d think I never spent any time alone.”

      He rested his palm lightly on my cheek. “It feels like we’ve been together all our lives. Keep your link open and I’ll feel you. It’ll lessen the distance.”

      I got a pang of longing as he stepped away. His face smoothed over into his familiar mask of steel as a burly man with a pronounced five o’clock shadow padded up with silent footsteps. He moved like a robust dancer, powerful but sleek. His brown eyes flicked at Stefan before landing on me.

      “Sasha,” his graveled voice rumbled out of his chest, “My name is Tim. I am the alpha, which means all decisions go through me. We’ll have an easy time of it, don’t you worry.” He stood at the door, silently asking me to get in and get on our way.

      I took one last look at Stefan, before I turned toward the car, and right into a staring, blue-eyed creeper. “Gah! Toa! Je-sus! Warn a girl when you plan to sneak up behind her.”

      “You should be sensing for others with your magic. I should not be able to sneak,” Toa replied with silky patience.

      I shook my head and climbed into the car.

      “Your lessons have officially begun,” Toa said before the car had even started moving. “First we shall go over the principles of magic, starting with the elements. Now…”

      My thoughts drifted sideways, Toa’s musical voice droning on as the city flashed by. I was interested to learn more about the Mata, wondering if they lined up with what I’d heard in stories, or if they, too, had a different twist on reality. I assumed they probably did, knowing Stefan wouldn’t have entrusted me to savage werewolves that bite anything they see and spread their werewolf ways through their bite.

      Some thirty minutes or more after leaving the city, and when Toa had just started on the water element, the cars all turned into a pull-out, with the woods reaching out to us in the darkness.

      “Everybody out,” Tim said, hopping out of the car and opening the door for me. I passed under his intent eyes, his watchfulness calm but detailed, disconcertingly so as he seemed to catch my every movement.

      “Why did we stop?” a rough voice demanded, suspicion evident.

      Jonas appeared at our side, huge and bulky, causing me a distinct urge to flee. As if he sensed it, Tim took one flowing step, positioning his body between me and Jonas’s bulk.

      “We go on foot from here,” Tim said evenly. “Per Dominicous’s instructions, we’re taking her to an outpost where she has ample space to learn her craft.”

      “That’s not the plan. You’re to take her to the main encampment to learn your way of life.”

      “Plans change. She’ll have plenty of ability to learn where she’s going. Plus, defense is easier from that location. I’ve been told your crew isn’t as loyal as some are led to believe…” It was a dig, and appeared to be aimed at Jonas directly. To make his point, Tim stared up at Jonas, the Shape Changer appearing larger than his six feet, the weight in his gaze enough to send an entire army marching.

      Jonas bristled, his whole body flexing, readying for action. I stepped back, the car stopping my exit.

      “Whoa, whoa!” Charles jumped in, his body the same size as Jonasʼs, but his movements more like a puppy than a panther. “Jonas, bro, let it go. The Boss approved this. I was there. We’re good, bro, we’re good.”

      Jonas stared down at Tim. Tim stared right back, ready. Five people, all about Tim’s build, took a step closer, ready to back up their alpha should he need it.

      “Now, earth is an interesting element,” Toa rattled off, carrying on as if World War III wasn’t two seconds away. “It is often the hardest for a person to work, even though it is the most plentiful at any given time. You, I believe, are one of the individuals that suffer from this…”

      Jonas’s focus switched to the nearly white head of Toa, deep in contemplation. When Jonas looked back at Tim, his eyes showed resignation even if his face showed the love of violence. He didn’t nod, step back, or even marginally drop his shoulders, but suddenly the air loosened. The danger had passed. For now.

      I was the only one that took a giant breath.

      “You two," Tim ordered, addressing his own men at arms.  "Stay with Sasha.  Now let’s go!”

      

      *****

      

      Andris entered Trek’s work room at a fast walk. “White Mage, I’ve got information.”

      Trek paused with his hands high in the air, the crackle of magic tingling Andris’s skin.

      “The Council is trying to join with the Mata.” Andris waited for that information to sink in.

      “That was our idea,” Trek said in a whine.

      Andris had to restrain himself from taking two quick steps and knocking the young fool on the side of the head. He didn’t feel like a magical duel today.

      In a patient voice a teacher might use, Andris said, “It was, yes. But given that we are just one of a large magical community, and given that the Mata are organized, with excellent fighting capabilities, it is logical the Council would seek to make amends.”

      “But I thought you said that stupid Boss of theirs hates the Shape Changers.”

      “He does, yes, but he is a company man, and this has come down from the top.”

      Trek dropped his hands and made his way to a large chair, not quite the throne from his bedroom, but close. He sat with a plop and picked at his nail. “What should we do, then?”

      “I’m working with another pack up north. They have tie-ins everywhere; people that are loyal to the cause. For now, though, the Mata has our girl.”

      Trek sat up straighter. “Get her!”

      “They took her to a remote location, intending to keep it secret. Obviously I had men following their progress to keep an eye on things. I would imagine Stefan would, as well, with how much he trusts the Shape Changers. As soon as we make a move, he’ll be alerted.”

      Andris crossed the room to lean against the wall. “Their position is easy to defend, and they have a large task force of people protecting her; all Mata. There are only a couple of our kind, but one is a white mage with power levels above yours. We need to plan this out.”

      “Above mine?” Trek stared at Andris for a second, his brain churning. “Impossible.”

      Andris’s nostrils flared in irritation. “There are a great many with power that rivals, or exceeds, yours. With a lot more experience.”

      Trek’s eyes widened before his face closed down in indignation. His chin rose, as he apparently chose to ignore that comment. “Can your elusive source sneak her out?”

      “Yes. But unless we have a distraction, someone is bound to notice the human’s absence. I want her halfway to Canada before Stefan is told she is gone. And we’ll need to deal with that link between them.”

      “And the loyalty of these Mata? Will they come over to our way of thinking?”

      Andris shook his head, not sure where this was going. “I doubt it. Tim, their alpha, takes great pains to lead normal lives within the human society. He’s set some things up that have money rolling in. His people are prospering and happy. He’s not going to jeopardize that.”

      Trek stared at him. “Then they’re not needed.”

      “True…”

      “So kill them. There’s your distraction. I’ll take care of the other mage. Get your source to ferret out the girl. Do you know this secret,” Trek used his fingers like rabbit ears, “location?”

      “Yes. The source is in place.”

      Trek hopped off the chair. “Good. Plan it. I’ll get an army of Dulcha at the ready. I’ll need some sacrifices, obviously.”

      “Of course.”

      Andris left the room strangely hopeful. Trek was a dippy youth, but put a target in front of him, and he busted his ass to claim it. They’d have this girl within the month.

      Now, to plan that distraction.

      

      *****

      

      “So… just drape it on?” I asked uncertainly, eyeing the five men and women sitting patiently around the room, allowing themselves to be my guinea pigs. These people had courage in droves—they’d seen some failed spells and still volunteered to help.

      We were in the cabin I used as my home base, the middle bunker—as Tim called it—within the cluster of cabins in this remote location. I’d met every one of the shape changers over the last week, a bunch of serious-eyed, combat-ready fighters that went about their duties to secure the location while still making it feel like a home in the woods.

      I was in my usual strange situation with them as I had been with everyone else my whole life. Pretty much, regardless of the group of people I found myself with, I was the oddball. At least I was used to it.

      Toa stood off to my right, staring. Nothing new there. Jonas, the leader in not trusting the Mata for any reason, at any time, sat near the door. He rarely let me out of his sight. Pretty much if I wasn’t on the toilet, he was in the same room. And that was only because I threw a tantrum when he tried to linger in the bathroom. Charles was off scouting, making sure Tim was doing a thorough job—Jonas had sent him. And here I was, trying to figure out this magic stuff.

      I sighed a lot these days.

      “This is not a new spell,” Toa said quietly. The man was under the impression I had bionic hearing.

      “Yes, but this is the first time I’m trying to do it. Last time it just happened.”

      “Do it,” Jonas barked.

      “Oh, yeah, being an impatient a-hole is the right way to help,” I muttered.

      “We trust you,” a slight girl with large, luminous brown eyes said. She, like the other four around her, changed into wolves. They apparently worked together like a wolf pack in the wild, and had been largely assigned to guard me.

      Tim didn’t trust Stefan’s people any more than Jonas trusted the Mata. The partnership wouldn’t be formed quickly, despite Dominicous’s hope.

      I called the elements, struggling and working to get and keep control of the tide that threatened to overwhelm me constantly. I shot past the red power level, flew past the orange and gold, slowed down at the white, and landed in black. Toa said I shouldn’t practice in anything but the black from now on. That to learn, I had to grow accustomed to my correct magic level. I had to admit, it did make things easier in the spell department.

      “Everyone get comfortable,” Toa said softly.

      Weaving the spell, I let loose and coated the room like a blanket. As the spell sank in, the tiny movements everyone but Toa made ceased. I’d frozen everyone in place.

      “I was trying for a light one—you know, so you could still move instead of being totally frozen…” All eyes stared at me, patient. Except for Jonas, who was mad as usual. No mouths moved.

      “Right. You guys can’t talk. Umm. Okay. I’ll try the disintegrate thing.” Alarm slowly crept into a few peepers. Like me, they also hoped I didn’t blow them up...

      I analyzed the spell as movement caught my eye. Like a person walking at full speed toward a freshly cleaned sliding glass door, I knew what would happen a second before it did. Tim’s features went splat against the clear air-wall of my spell, his limbs hitting a second later. He bounced back, the look of supreme confusion on his face as he stared at nothing in the doorway.

      His gaze hit mine as I started to giggle. “It’s a thickening spell. Air’s solid in here.”

      “Then why can you move?” He glanced around, smirking when his gaze caught the side of Jonas’s motionless face.

      “I have no idea, Tim. But as soon as Toa can talk, I’m sure he’ll lecture me on that.”

      “Mhmm,” Toa answered.

      I gave Tim a see? look.

      Tim glanced at Jonas again and let a small smile quirk the lips. He looked back at me. “Can I talk to you for a moment?” Tim motioned me out of the room.

      Tim was trying to irritate Jonas, which I could definitely get behind. I glanced around the patient faces. “I should probably try to get them out of this.”

      “It’ll only take a moment.”

      “Mmm mmm,” Jonas hummed, trying to prevent my leaving with a wordless growl.

      Jonas still wasn’t my favorite person, what with trying to get me killed and all. And being that no one else liked him, either, I figured they’d be okay with hanging out for a minute while I pissed him off. “Sure.”

      Outside the room, Tim leaned against the wall, surveying me. “I wanted to check in with you. Make sure you had everything you needed.”

      I bobbed my head. “I do, thanks! Everyone is being really nice and helpful.”

      “And the crew that came with you? Is Jonas treating you okay?” Steel crept into his voice, his bearing relaxed but the edge in his words hinting he could turn lethal in the blink of an eye.

      “He’s being Jonas. Hovering around, shooting everyone angry glares, and making sure I don’t step out of line. Stefan sent him, so…” I shrugged. Like Charles, I wondered if sending Jonas was the best idea, but Stefan knew what he was doing. I knew he would do everything in his power to protect me, even if he couldn’t be with me. If he thought Jonas would do that, I wouldn’t question.

      Besides, there was a huge camp of mean, fighting, potentially furry bodyguards. I’d be fine.

      Tim, probably thinking the same thing, said, “Okay. Well, let me know if you need anything. Or if you have any questions. Everyone says you’re really trying to learn our ways and fit in, so I want to help you as much as possible with that. Ignorance is dividing us from Stefan’s crew—I want to combat that any way I can.”

      I smiled at him, because it was a really sweet thing to say. Anyone that could help me fit in was A-Okay in my book. “I better try to unravel that spell. Or charm. I still don’t know the difference.”

      “Why don’t you ask Toa?” Tim walked me back to the room. “He seems to have a well of knowledge.”

      “I did. And he explained it. But he’s so hard to focus on. I find myself nodding off after the first thirty seconds.”

      Tim laughed and watched me reenter the room. He continued to watch, probably in fascination, as I frowned at the air and busted my brain trying to figure out how to unravel the spell. After a while of pawing at nothingness, I found the hairline cracks in my spell, and began pulling apart the fibers little by little. Carefully.

      Finally, my face drenched with sweat, I plucked the last magical knot and felt the spell disintegrate into nothing.

      “Much better,” Toa said, stepping forward as if he hadn’t been frozen for the last fifteen minutes.

      “Don’t step out of here when I’m immobile,” Jonas commanded.

      I rolled my eyes, then immediately lost focus as Toa started to explain about that spell and how it worked.

      

      A few hours later and I found myself traipsing through the bare halls of the main cabin. Fierce-eyed men and women, gliding with a killer’s grace not unlike Stefan’s clan, passed on their way to their duties, or maybe just after eating and heading to settle in somewhere and relax.

      While the Mata weren’t night creatures, they didn’t seem to keep normal hours, either. It seemed like they prowled half the night, slept way late, and started their day near noon. Basically, it was like living with a bunch of bartenders. Being that I got to see the sunlight with that schedule, while still keeping Toa happy, it was the schedule everyone kept.

      Jonas grumbled about it constantly.

      “Mage.” A stocky shape changer tilted his head at me in greeting as he passed.

      He just called me mage! I couldn’t help the foolish grin as I sauntered into the large kitchen and dining area. I had no idea why Jonas and Stefan hated these people—they seemed really cool to me.

      Three burly men sat at the far end of a large wood table, hunched over their plates with wide smiles. As I entered, their eyes flicked my way. Their bodies straightened up marginally, smiles dwindling. Each gave me a nod hello.

      “You guys don’t need to act all serious around me. You’re not on duty or anything,” I mumbled, turning right, toward the worn lime green kitchen island. Unlike Stefan’s mansion, which was kept pristine and refined, these cabins were mostly older and worked in. Clean, but not current. Did the same job, though.

      “Don’t mind them,” a pixie-like girl with a shock of bright blue hair said as she strolled in. She scooped a mound of mashed potatoes out of the bowl on the island and dumped it onto her plate. “They think the sun shines out of their asses.”

      Without turning around, the men at the table facing us straightened even more. Huge shoulders rolled. “We know the sun shines out of our asses, actually, “the one in the middle said, "and if you’d care to put your money where your mouth is, I’d show you.”

      “No, thanks. I don’t like seeing hairy full moons.” The girl winked at me with a smirk. The other two guys at the table huffed out a laugh. One slapped the butt of the joke on the back with a hearty guffaw.

      “Hilarious,” he drawled, standing up with his plate in his hands. He flashed the blue-haired girl a glare as he stalked our way.

      Magic filled me instantly. I wasn’t sure what this guy would do, but was ready to unleash hell if he got violent.

      The man gave me a wide berth as he entered the kitchen area, but veered in close to the blue-haired girl. Lightning-quick he reached toward her, his plate still in his free hand.

      A blast of electricity zipped through me as I feared he might strike her. Pure black shot out of my hands, wrapping around his body and squeezing.

      “What the fu—?ˮ The word ended in a wheeze.

      “What’s happening?” one of the other guys barked, jumping up from the table. The wooden table surface jolted, knocking the remaining two plates to the ground. They crashed to the floor, food and porcelain splashing across linoleum.

      “Don’t kill him, Sasha,” the girl said, a grin spreading up her face as she watched the man turn purple. “He was just trying to make me flinch. Haven’t been paying attention to the magical woman you were sent here to guard, have you, Rodge? Didn’t realize she acts first and thinks later when someone she knows is in danger. Not so detailed in your job, hmmm?”

      Rodge wheezed harder as I worked on unraveling the spell.

      “Sorry—I thought you were going to hit her,” I squeaked.

      “What’d she do?” one of the rescue party asked, standing just where the linoleum of the dining room changed into tile of the kitchen.

      The spell peeled away. Rodge took a huge, lung-filling breath, leaning forward against the island.

      “She got him with a spell, obviously.” The girl speared a piece of roast beef with a fork and hauled it onto her plate. “You guys better clean up that mess before the Alpha comes in here.”

      Rodge shot me a glare. With wooden movements, he dropped his plate, miraculously unscathed, into the dishwasher.

      As he moved away, leaving his two comrades to clean up their mess, the girl tilted her head toward the food spread out on the counter. “Help yourself. I’m Ann, by the way. The one with the mullet over there is Pete.”

      The guy on his hands and knees, wiping up spilled food, glanced up. “It’s not a mullet. I just haven’t had time to get to the barber.”

      “Uh huh. And the other one is John.”

      A man with bushy eyebrows and a receding hairline said, “Hi.” He jerked his head toward Pete. “It is a mullet, isn’t it?”

      Pete straightened up with a pained expression. “The back just grows faster than the sides. I can’t help if that every time I change my hair gets a weird urge to Rapunzel down my back.”

      “Anyway, don’t worry about Rodge,” Ann continued, laughing. “Being a shape changer goes right to his head. Thinks he’s invincible or something. Isn’t that right, guys? You all think you’re God’s gift.”

      John huffed, a smile tweaking his lips. “You’re one to talk. Wasn’t it you that challenged the Alpha right after you changed?”

      Ann’s face went crimson, but she smiled at me. “I totally did. I just felt so…strong! How about you? Do you get stronger with the magic?”

      The guys paused, staring at me.

      Still tingly from the scene a couple moments ago, and a little shocked that Rodge didn’t try to throw me through a window, I carefully picked up a plate with a shaking hand. “No, I didn’t get any stronger. And, as you apparently know, I don’t really have a firm control over my magic.”

      Ann waved my comment away as she headed toward the table. Pete said, “It took me a few years to have a firm grip on changing. You can’t just learn everything right away. It takes a while. You have that vampire-looking-dude to help you out, though, right?”

      I giggled. I couldn’t help myself. “He does look like a vampire, doesn’t he?”

      “I thought the myths were true when I first saw him,” Ann admitted, cutting her meat. “What’s with the staring?”

      “I know, right?” I laughed as I moved toward the table with my plate. “Drives me crazy. But he knows what he’s doing.”

      Pete leaned against the door frame. “Always helps to have a good teacher. Listen to that guy and you’ll have all this down lickety-split. Well, nice to meet you, Sasha. See ya later.”

      “See ya.” John gave a salute as he followed Pete out the room.

      “They’re friendly,” I said before I shoveled some mashed potatoes into my mouth. Constantly working with magic, and the energy drain that went with it, had me famished.

      “Yeah, everyone here is pretty cool. We’re family. Changing for the first time is really scary. It hurts, itʼs foreign, you turn into a thing out of story books, and you think you’re going to die. I freaked out for the first year. Didn’t ever want to change. Tim coached me through it.”

      “He’s a good leader, then?”

      Ann nodded adamantly. “He’s the backbone of this whole outfit. That guy bleeds for the pack. He’d do anything for any one of us. A lot of us would be running around wild, terrified and getting dead if he didn’t create the structure we have now. Yeah, it’s good here. I’m used to what I am, now, but at first…” She shook her head. “It was a hard first year.”

      I took a steadying breath. “I’m still in that first year.”

      Ann leaned against the table, surveying me. “You don’t really fit in, huh? I mean, you’re human, so that’s gotta be weird, right? Hanging out with a bunch of giant dudes with perpetual boners…”

      I choked out a laugh, spraying food. I raked the back of my hand across my face. “Don’t do that when I’m eating!”

      She chuckled and cut off a bit of her meat. “What? Spread my hilariousness around?”

      “Yes, exactly.” I sobered. “And yes, it’s a little…lonely. Where I’m at.”

      She beamed. “Was lonely. We aren’t exactly the same, I guess, but we both started out human, and we both had to get used to what we’ve become, right? So, now you got a partner in crime. Which is great, because I have a great idea for a practical joke, and I can’t think of anyone that would hate it more than that surly bodyguard of yours.”

      Excited laughter bubbled out of my chest. “I’m in.”

      “Where is he by the way?” Ann glanced at the door.

      “I gave him the slip. He’ll be around soon. He’s pretty good at tracking me down, unfortunately.”

      The large form of Jonas appearing in the doorway punctuated my words. I really missed privacy.

      

      *****

      

      “So this is what it’s come to?” Jonas asked a few days into their protection detail as he watched Sasha. She stood in the clearing beyond the cabins with Toa, working at some spell or other. “This is what more than a decade of good service gets you? Watching some human pet play at magic? The borders are open, our enemy is pushing at us, making a bunch of noise, and here we are, sitting on our asses, staring at some dumb human?”

      “How do you know what’s happening with the borders?” Charles asked more lightly than he felt like asking.

      “Unlike you, I keep tabs on my surroundings. I’m not going to let the Boss take us all down because he’s infatuated.”

      “Unlike you,” Charles returned with an edge to his voice, “I trust the Boss’s judgment. She’s at black power level, Jonas. Black. That’s the highest you can reach. Protecting her from getting snatched is ten times more important than chasing some purple Dulcha back across our border. Plus, half the time, she summons up all sorts of crap that keeps us on our toes. Maybe you should drop the pity party and be a team player for once. Or do you have interests outside of our clan…?”

      Jonas swung his gaze away from a flailing Toa enshrouded in black smoke. Charles felt his skin prickle within Jonasʼs hostile glare, as if he stared into the eyes of a predator, the gaze flat and unwavering. “Be careful, Boy Wonder. You might be the Boss’s favorite now, but when he gets tired of the human, you won’t be much more than a baby with a Watch Command badge again.”

      Charles shook his head, forcing himself to look away. Human males stalked the perimeter of the clearing, using all their senses to guard. If Charles was honest with himself, besides the fact that these Mata changed into animals, they had a lot of the same characteristics his kind did. Their vision wasn’t much improved, but their hearing, their smell, and their prowess would top a normal human any day. Plus, they had this extra sense. Somehow magical, they could perceive things.

      Charles had no idea how that perceiving thing worked. He could walk up to one of the shifters, absolutely silent, and he or she’d turn around and notice him as if he’d been as loud as Sasha. At breakfast earlier that morning, heʼd basically tiptoed in. Heʼd made sure his clothes didn’t even make a rustle. But sure enough, a really hot chick with her back to him had asked if he wanted coffee when he was only a couple steps into the room!

      How did she know? It was a little creepy.

      He didn’t want to ask about it, though. The Mata didn’t seem to like his kind much. And of course the Boss and everyone older than Charles hated the Mata, so there was that. No one talked about it, but there was history.

      “She can’t even do magic correctly,” Jonas growled, bringing Charles out of his reflections.

      “She’s new to it. She wasn’t raised with it,” Charles shot back. He noticed a man at the edge of the clearing bracing, readying for a fight. A second later he was stripping out of his clothes.

      Sasha paused in her ministrations, halting Toa with her. They looked toward the tree line. Charles stood as the male’s body blurred strangely, a blast of magic flaring. Skin morphed into fur, creating a huge wolf larger and broader than a Great Dane. Fighting one of them, with the teeth and claws and all that, would be…uncomfortable.

      “Cool!” Sasha exclaimed.

      A second later, Charles was running at the daft idiot. Toa, thinking just as fast, wrapped himself and Sasha in a white bubble, making a shield. At least one of them had sense. As Jonas joined Charles around the two mages, the rest of the clearing filled with wolves, ten in all, working together in defense like a wolf pack would.

      Three members of Charles’s clan stepped into the clearing; Adnan, Mira, and, “Oh great,” Charles muttered. Darla. They traveled with a member of Tim’s pack, a male that changed into a Tiger, fierce and nasty when pushed to it. Jonas tried to push him to it, often.

      Strangely, Toa kept the shield and the wolves kept their lupine form, teeth bared, surrounding the newcomers. Charles and Jonas stepped forward.

      “Why are you here?” Jonas asked, his attention focused on Adnan. “Aren’t you supposed to be in class or something? This ain’t a daycare.”

      Adnan raised his chin but didn’t have time to answer before Darla waved the thought away. “The Boss suspects a leak. We’ve come to warn you and provide a few more bodies . I’m also here to ensure the human is getting a proper magical education.” She eyed Toa with disdain.

      “Stefan sent you?” Sasha blurted, hands at her hips.

      Darla stared down at the human with her beautiful face perfectly flat. “I am still in line for the mate title, human. He might have a sophomoric interest in you now, but he is a business man. He wants all his future assets in one place. If you don’t work out, who do you think will take the mate title? And if something happens to me, there is Mira.”

      Sasha visibly deflated as Toa nodded. The white shield winked out. “Let us get back to it,” Toa stated as he eyed Darla. “You may watch, but you may not interfere. If you have a problem with the way I am going about things, you are free to scurry back to your liege and tell on me, as you see fit.”

      Darla’s eyes smoldered as she stared at the blond creep, receiving that strange blue-eyed gaze in return. She flicked her beautiful head and huffed. Toa turned to Sasha.

      “Commence.”

      “In front of her?” Sasha asked in a small voice.

      Charles’s heart went out to her, but the Boss was doing the right thing. If Sasha couldn’t pull this off, he needed a mate, and Darla was the best contender. Still sucked for poor Sasha, though. She didn’t need the reminder that she was human, and might not be good enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

        On a Razor’s Edge

      

    
    
      “I did it!” Sasha’s glance flew around the living room in the main cabin, landing on Charles. He momentarily dropped his knitting. “Charles, look. The dog-thing found me without shocking me. Finally. It only took the better part of a freaking week.”

      A black, smoky blob fizzled at her feet. The intent had been to leave a charm in a place an enemy might travel. Then, when said enemy stepped through, the magic would return-to-sender with a light hum, alerting of trespassers. In the past Sasha had always gotten one hell of a shock. Today, she’d done it. She was making strides.

      They sat in the living area of the largest log cabin, Toa wanting to be indoors to reduce the amount of distraction for Sasha. Jonas stood by the door, looking into the hall, monitoring someone’s progress toward the room. Either that, or looking at the ghost that set off that charm. Charles, as usual, sat in a chair, ready to have magic blasted at him at a moment’s notice. While Sasha was getting a hundred times better, she still had mishaps. None so far tonight, but Charles knew better than to get his hopes up.

      “Good.” Toa glided over to her in that creepy way he had. “That is a moderate charm which those with less than red power levels cannot achieve. Now we will take the next step up.”

      Moderate? Charles was suddenly extremely glad he was both violent, and great with a sword, because no way could he do that spell with any sort of results. He had plenty of power, but he’d never been great at magical finesse.

      Sasha took a big breath as Toa started explaining something to do with the elements fire and water. The man could bore a plant with the way he droned on. Judging by Sasha’s quickly glazing eyes, her mind was already drifting.

      “I shall demonstrate,” Toa cut off suddenly. Sasha wasn’t the only one learning.

      Pure white magic drifted into existence, creating a beach ball sized orb in the center of the room. Translucent, it hovered beautifully, reminding Charles of the first snowfall of winter.

      “Now, walk into it,” Toa instructed Sasha.

      “No.” Jonas straightened, stepping further into the room. “That spell can kill.”

      “By applying the proper defensive magic, and if the sphere is a solid color, then yes, it will kill if the caster has enough power. This sphere, as you can see, is not solid. It will simply be unpleasant,” Toa explained patiently.

      “Oh, fantastic,” Sasha muttered.

      “Ah, yes, baby steps,” Darla said in a silky purr as she stepped into the room behind Jonas.

      “What’re you doing here?” Jonas asked in a thick growl.

      “Assessing the level of training. Making sure our star pupil is worth all of our time.  The sooner she fails, the sooner I’ll be back on top.” Darla gracefully lowered herself into a chair beside the door, her legs peeking out from the slit in her shimmery dress all the way to her enticing upper thigh.

      Charles’s mouth went dry. He hadn’t had sex in a while. Those damn Mata were worse than Sasha for being prudes. Well, not worse, but certainly as bad. And more violent, too. He’d merely hinted to one of their females that he was available should she need a ride. He did not appreciate the sudden punch to the balls. It had been completely uncalled for. A simple ‘no thanks’ would’ve done the trick.

      Charles huffed with the memory as Toa turned. As if on a hinge, his shoulders swiveled, sparing one glance for the new arrival. She gave him a scorching glance and licked her lips, probably desperate for a drop of his blood. Toa turned back to Sasha just as slowly, somehow failing to get wood. Unlike Charles.

      “Walk through the sphere please, so you can try it.” Toa elegantly gestured Sasha toward the floating ball. “You only seem to learn when you experience something. I am simply instructing in the approach that is most likely to be received.”

      “Okay, but what’s the point of it?” Sasha asked dubiously, stalling. “You can see it. Why would someone just walk into a magical ball? I think I’d avoid it.”

      “In battle, you can create one of these and send it floating. If you have sufficient energy, you can take down a few unaware or distracted fighters.” Toa gestured her forward.

      Sasha’s eyes flicked to Darla’s chair. The other woman winked, her smile smug. Taking a determined breath, Sasha stepped forward slowly. As her face and torso drifted into the bubble, she gave a huge jolt.

      “Holy—ˮ

      She stepped back quickly, rubbing her arms. “Dang it, Toa. That hurt!”

      “Yes, it is not pleasant. Now you try.”

      Charles suddenly did not want to be in this room. If she managed to do the spell, he’d have to test it because Jonas ranked higher than him in the violence department. If Toa’s spell hurt, hers would probably blast his face off.

      For all the work Jonas did with this detail, it was a wonder heʼd come with them at all. Charles had no idea what the Boss was thinking on that score. Jonas hated Sasha, didn’t want to be here, but wouldn’t let her out of his sight, thus being a hostile nuisance to everyone else. Plus, he didn’t help with any of the unpleasant stuff. If he wasn’t so damn hostile and wound up, Charles would have mentioned it.

      They all needed to get laid. That was one of the problems right there.

      “Okay,” Sasha said as the white sphere melted back into the air. Her brow creased.

      “Show me, please,” Toa instructed in his sing-song voice.

      Sasha put up her hand, palm toward the ceiling. A colored wisp drifted above her skin, deep red. Now orange. Quickly to gold.

      “Slower, please,” Toa said.

      Sasha’s lips parted, her breath falling out of her open mouth heavily. Her other hand clenched at her side as the wisp eased past burnished gold and into white. She was trying to slow the draw, but based on her rigid body, having a hard time of it. Finally, the wisp was a deep, bottomless pit of black, sucking in the light around it. Full power.

      “Good. Now…” Toa gave her a sweeping hand gesture.

      Jonas stepped out through the doorway, an orange shield blocking Sasha's magic. Toa flicked up a white shield as red wrapped around Darla. Charles was last, nearly having forgotten to raise his shield. If the Boss trusted Jonas, there was no reason Charles shouldn’t. Especially in the face of whatever was coming.

      “Okay,” Sasha said again, her brows dipping down her nose in concentration. “I’m trying to create a moving sphere to sideswipe people who aren’t paying attention. I’m aiming for pain, not death. Okay…”

      She put her hands up, palms facing each other. Blackness materialized in front of her like pixilated smoke. Her brow started to glisten as she concentrated, her fingers trembling. The black took shape, ball-like, though too dense. Then denser.

      “Not so much,” Toa warned in a gentle voice.

      Charles started to cringe.

      Perfectly round now, outsides glistening like it was coated in oil. Charles’s skin started to tingle furiously, magic crackling the air. The ball started to wobble, losing shape but not density.

      “I’m losing it,” Sasha said through clenched teeth.

      Toa stepped forward. White frost enveloped the black, freezing the oil slick. Another moment had the outside cracking like ice, both Toa and Sasha now battling with flexed bodies and grim faces. In a whoosh, magic flooded the room, pounding against Charles’s shield, threatening to erode it away. Darla shrieked as her red was sandblasted, her hands in front of her face in a defense posture, pain lacing her expression.

      In another second it was all over, Sasha and Toa left panting in the middle of the room, Darla with a crazy mask of rage.

      “This is what you’ve learned?” Darla spat, standing up with a red face.  “You’ve been here for two weeks! You’ve been in classes for weeks before that, and this is all you can do? You can’t even control your magic, let alone contain it. You’re dangerous, human. No wonder the Boss sent me. There’s no way you can lead our people. You can’t even look after yourself!”

      “She is working with more than twice the flow you are,” Toa said calmly, completely unruffled by her tirade. “You could not possibly understand the effects of drawing that much power, since you reside in meager red. I will only say that it is slippery and dangerous, and you will never experience it no matter how much, or whose blood you take. You, simply, don’t have the ability to hold it. Now, Sasha, letʼs chat about what went wrong as we ready for bed.”

      Sasha’s gaze had fallen, now focused on the floor in front of her feet. She stuffed her hands in her pockets, following behind Toa like a kicked puppy. She didn’t raise her eyes in defiance as she passed Darla and out the door. Toa might not have been worried about Sasha’s lack of material progress, but Sasha clearly was.

      Charles wished he knew what to say to her. She would learn control of her magic, Charles was certain—that girl rose to the occasion when she had to. But she wouldn’t believe him if he told her that.

      That bitch Darla didn’t help matters by throwing it in her face, either.

      As Sasha disappeared, Jonas stepped to the door to follow, having entered the room again after the magic was diminished.

      “You got it, bro?” Charles asked as he dropped his knitting into the basket beside his chair. “I might get a quick workout before I tuck into bed. I didn’t get to kill any of Sasha’s creations today.”

      Jonas spared him a glance before nodding. When he turned back, he ran smack into Darla.

      “Running away so soon? I thought maybe we could—ˮ

      Jonas’s hand came up…and wiped Darla away as if she was a curtain covering the doorway. Limbs flailing, she went staggering out of the way, Jonas already strolling out. Charles couldn’t help laughing.

      “What is his problem these days?” Darla muttered as she straightened herself out. Her heat-soaked eyes hit Charles, now the only one in the room, almost as an afterthought. She paused for a moment, and then her body seemed to lose all its bones and kinda slink down into a shrine of sex.

      Oh, no.

      Charles tried to stand in a hurry, but his hard-on got painful when her dress gave in to gravity and shimmered down her nude body. Perfectly round breasts stared him in the face. This was the absolute worst time to be sex starved.

      “You’ll do,” she purred with a sultry smile, crossing the room.

      “No, no—I have stuff to do. And I don’t like giving blood. I’ll just…”

      Her tinkling laugh filled up the room as she stopped right in front of him. Her knee bent forward and nudged his legs wider apart. She stepped closer, his legs pushed out to accommodate her body. She bent low, her breasts passing by his vision as her beautiful face leveled with his. Her tongue slipped across his bottom lip.

      “Feel how wet I am, Charles.”

      She raised her leg and braced it to the side of his groin, just barely putting pressure on his pounding dick. Her hand grabbed his and directed it to the middle of her thighs, the tips of his fingers brushing her wet slit.

      The pounding got ten times harder to ignore.

      A breast graced his lips, its budded nipple nudging. “C’mon, Charles, I won’t bite if you really don’t want me to.”

      He rubbed deeper, working the wetness, not needing guidance anymore. His tongued her taut nipple, causing a low moan from Darla. She was crazy, and vindictive, and unpredictable, and would definitely bite him if he stopped paying attention, but…

      “What’s a little sex among friends?” Charles muttered, opening his mouth and sucking in her breast. Two fingers worked into her, feeling along the inner wall, as she pushed into him with a groan.

      “I underestimated you. You know exactly what you’re doing,” Darla breathed, pumping her hips into his hand.

      She leaned back, popping her breast out of his mouth. Grinding into his hand now, she fed him the other breast, her hips swooping into him expertly. He wasn’t the only one that knew what he was doing. She might give him a run for his money.

      But he’d rise to the occasion like a champ.

      He massaged with his thumb as his fingers plunged, working the suction at her nipple just right. Her breathing started to get labored and her movements more frantic. She clutched his hair in two fistfuls and yanked, screaming while she orgasmed in giant body spasms.

      “Oh, yes, Charles!” Darla slowed and languidly took her knee off of his leg.

      She smiled down on him. “My turn.”

      Her hair swished over her shoulders as she bent, her deft fingers working the fly of his jeans. Cool air assaulted his erection, giving him the best kind of shivers. Before he could acclimate, her hot hand had his shaft and she was running her palm against him firmly.

      “Nice and big. My kinda toy.” Her body bent further as she knelt between his legs. A warm, wet tongue licked up his sack before she sucked it in.

      “Oh!” Charles didn’t know whether to push forward, or fall back with his eyes rolled back in his head. He didn’t have to worry about it. The next second had her tongue licking up the back of his shaft and tickling along his crease, just about to take it all…

      “Ohh, shit.” He leaned back, his eyes rolling back. Her hot mouth sucked his brain out of his dick, reaching through his body and wiping out all his thoughts. Not that he had many to begin with. He felt his tip reach deep down, all the way to the back of her throat, as her chin met his ends.

      Maybe he wouldn’t rise like a champ. This female made him feel like a novice.

      Charles held onto the chair with all his might as he watched his erection pump in and out of her mouth. He could barely stand it. He was already close.

      Reading his situation, she straightened up suddenly and draped a long leg over his lap. With her hand, she took his shaft in a firm grip and worked his tip along her slit. His shaking hands gripped her hips as she sat down with all her weight.

      “Oh, gods. Oh, holy gods. Holy moly.” Then speech ran out as she bounced on top of him, her breasts jiggling in his face merrily, her sex stroking his.

      His balls tightened up and his stomach clenched. His whole body compressed, magic leaking out.

      “That’s right,” she purred, gyrating over him now, leaning those glorious breasts against his chest. “Fall into it.”

      The friction got more intense. She reached between them and ripped at his shirt, tearing it down the middle. Her taut nipples rubbed his skin. Her hot breath soaked into his neck.

      So close now. Just about…

      He felt the pinch right before one glorious, deep pull through the center of this body.

      “Nooooooooohh!”

      He shook her off his neck as his body erupted, exploding into her. He shuddered so hard he might’ve been sitting on a fault line in an earthquake.

      “Oh, gods,” he said, panting. He pushed her away again as her lips aimed for his neck.

      “No biting.” He leaned back against the chair, holding her shoulders. “Against the rules.”

      He barely registered her pout. “You’re not done yet, are you?”

      He groaned. “You want more?”

      “Of course. I hear you’ve got great stamina.”

      This was the first time in history he hated that rumor.

      Her mouth licked down his bare chest, her tongue circling a nipple. Her hand started working him again, light and tickling. Playful. Expert.

      Just as he was reviving, putting his all into the recovery, he felt another pinch. Like a tug through his pec, down through his stomach, and pulling on the inside of his balls, his dick became a live wire, deep and intimate. And she was the last female he wanted to share this kind of intimacy with.

      “No, no—no blood. I’ll stop right now, I swear to the gods I will.” Charles pushed her face away again, a dribble of blood dripping down his chest.

      With a smile, she licked at it before continuing down. And down. Her mouth took in his almost hardness, sucking so hard he yelped.

      “Hang in there, it’ll be worth it.” She winked at him.

      He wasn’t so sure anymore.

      Another swallow, sucking hard and deep. He butted the end of her throat. Completely hard now and in his stride. He palmed her head and helped push her down, grinding in there good and deep. She took to it in greedy gulps like a pro.

      Before he had to tell her he was nearly there again—so he didn’t have to start from scratch with the hard-on, because that might kill him—she pulled off, his erection bobbing in the air. Moving quick, not losing momentum, she sucked at his balls. Very nice.

      The pinch was in his inner thigh this time.

      “Damn it, woman. You’re like a piranha.” He jerked away.

      With an evil smile, she crawled back into his lap.

      “Last time, though. I need to hit the sack,” Charles warned, dropping his finger to the top of her slit to make sure she got where she needed to go. He wouldn’t admit it out loud, but she was a bit above his caliber. The Boss was a real man to deal with this all the time.

      Facing him, she clutched his shaft again, this time directing it to the opening in the back. Slowly she sat, his tip working into that tight hole.

      “Oh, my…oh. You’re into that, huh? Oh!”

      He couldn’t focus. That hole was so deep and tight. So hot. Lips nibbled at his neck. His finger worked her nub. That glorious friction had his dick tingling already, needing to orgasm so hard all he heard was white noise.

      And then the pinch came again on his neck.

      The pull sucked through his whole body, sweet and deep and so-fucking-good. He couldn’t back her off this time. Not with that deliciously tight hole. And the friction. And the blessed pull.

      “Oh, holy gods,” Charles moaned, lightheaded and delirious. He pumped into her, that suction on his neck pushing him higher, her ass muscles clutching him like a fist.

      Warning bells went off, but he couldn’t focus. Or function. All he could do was close his eyes and pump like an animal. Beyond reason. His balls screamed to let go. His body flexed. His fingers dug into her hips.

      Blessed release. Hard and fast. He slammed into her, groaning in ecstasy. Unable to help calling her name in bliss.

      His head lolled, his body totally spent. She backed off his neck.

      “Thanks, pet. Your blood hit just the spot.” She wiped her face with a smirk. As she left, she swooped down and snatched her dress off the ground.

      He hated her laugh as she left the room.

      Well. That happened. He’d given a nasty bitch a bunch of blood. Fantastic.

      He swore at himself as he stood, swaying slightly as his body registered the amount of blood sheʼd stolen. He walked across the grounds with his dick dangling. No sense in trying for decorum now—he’d given up his pride to the top of the sexual food chain. So much for no means no.

      He kind of felt like one of those human chicks in the movies after she got used like a tool. Kind of manhood stripping, he’d say that much.

      He entered the cabin he shared with Sasha and Jonas. As he walked down the hall to his room, knowing there was no way he was working out right now, Sasha stepped out of the bathroom. Her eyes did a quick assessment before her face fell.

      “You didn’t.”

      “Don’t want to talk about it.”

      “With her, though, Charles? She sucks.”

      Charles stripped off his shirt and threw it in a ball into the bathroom. “I know this. I was outgunned.”

      Sasha’s eyes snagged on the quickly healing cuts on his neck. “You gave her blood? Charles, what the hell is wrong with you?”

      “He’s a young twerp that barely knows how to use his dick.” Jonas passed by without a glance. “Lets every species he sees bowl him over. And this is my partner.”

      “Oh, great, yes. Rub it in, everybody. Even better.” Charles wiped spit off his chest. “Can you two just shove off? I need some alone time.”

      “Is this because I won’t do you? Is this spite?”

      Charles turned to Sasha, stared at her for one second, and then slammed the door in her face. They just didn’t understand. Until you were in the lion’s mouth, you had no idea how sharp the teeth were.

      He felt like a schmuck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

        On a Razor’s Edge

      

    
    
      The next day, I sat on a plush leather couch in the common room. A few other people within the room cleaned, read, or relaxed, each doing their own thing. A book lay open in my lap, staring at me as I stared back at it. All I saw were black letters on a white page, blending together as my eye focused and unfocused. I couldn’t stop thinking about Stefan protecting his interests. I logically knew he had to, and Toa had explained it in depth, but it still stung. It meant he didn’t have the utmost faith in me like he said he did. Being that I had never had faith in myself, it left me feeling empty and forlorn.

      “It’s going to work out, seriously.” Ann leaned against the bookcase, supposed to be off doing something, but when she saw me mope into the room, she followed. “Just as soon as you get your head around the magic, you’ll wipe the floor with Miss Runway.”

      “So you say.”

      “I do say. Sasha, listen to me. You need to have a little faith. You need to walk before you sprint, you know? Just--ˮ

      “Alpha.”

      I looked up in time to notice Tim enter the room, his eyes gleaming with that predatory light this group of Shape Changers was known for. The man at the desk came out of a shallow bow, continuing whatever paperwork he had been contemplating. A woman, young and spry, closed her book, stood and offered a slightly deeper bow, her eyes shining with stars, and her face flushing a desire-ridden rose. “Alpha.”

      Ann’s face went bright red, caught somewhere other than at her post. She bobbed her head in jerky movements. Busted. “Alpha.”

      She glanced my way, her eyes riddled with panic. “Gotta go, Sasha. I’ll talk to you later, okay?”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be working the perimeter?” Tim asked, flaying Ann with a hard stare.

      “Yes, Alpha. Just headed there now.” She very nearly sprinted from the room.

      Tim watched her go before stalking through, not offering an acknowledgement of the respectful diffidence of the others in the room. His eyes burned into mine as I tried to rip my gaze away from the power in that stare. I was used to Stefan, however, and if my backbone wouldn’t allow me to drop my gaze before his, which was stronger and more forceful than this guy, I certainly wasn’t going to drop it for a near stranger.

      “Sasha.” He seemed to be trying to soften his gravel-infused voice. Apparently thinking I scared easily. Probably not wanting to get hit with an unpredictable blast of magic.

      “Hi, Tim,” I responded, scooting over so he could sit next to me.

      He angled his body toward me, glancing at the book on my lap for a second before honing in on my face. “How goes it?”

      “Not well. Toa lectures me about my magic, tells me how to use it, and then expects that to be enough. It just doesn’t sink in. So, I try to mimic him, and I blow things up or create monsters. Then he yells at me because I’m doing things in opposite land.”

      I didn’t want to admit that Stefan was right to send Darla. That I wasn’t getting it; that I was letting him down.

      “You need a practical lesson. I had a great many new subjects that had never attempted a controlled change. I needed to work through it with them. Explanations are for theoretical knowledge. They don’t help with actually doing something.”

      “I know, but no one has my type of magic. No one can show me.”

      “Well, keep at it. You’ll get it. Stefan seems to have faith in you, so you need to have faith in yourself. That is one of the biggest needs in any type of leadership role. You can’t second-guess yourself or wander around without a purpose. If you do, people will think you aren’t in control.”

      “I’m not in control. And Stefan has so much faith he sent Darla into harm’s way.”

      “He is a great statistician with risk and a great leader.” Tim paused for a moment, and then placed a comforting arm around my shoulders. “I don’t know if his actions were right or wrong, but I, too, thought he had more faith than to send reinforcements. Nonetheless, he has his reasons. Maybe the decision isn’t what it seems. Maybe he is vying for the Regional position and wants to leave a successor.”

      “I don’t know, but crying about it isn’t going to help.” I blew out a frustrated breath. “What I really want to do is just punch her in the mouth.”

      “Atta girl,” Tim said softly.

      “How come you guys can change into animals?” I asked to sidetrack the conversation.

      Tim sat farther back, his arm still around my shoulders, continuing to lend support which I took greedily. “We think it’s a mutation in a person’s genetic makeup. Unlike Stefan’s kind, we are all human. At some point in a person’s life, we develop what the doctors think is an advanced stage of cancer. We either get treatment or we get a terminal date. In some people, it takes a few months to make the change, some longer, but the body priming is a painful affair. The person affected stops eating, has to stay in bed, loses sleep—you can see why they continue to think it is cancer even though some medical tests might seem strange. At the end of the body’s transformation, the person undergoes their first full change, which is often scary and sometimes dangerous.

      “We try to find these potential Shape Changers and help them through the change. We can smell it coming, you see. The body’s chemistry changes, changing a person’s scent. If we get there in time, we can help a person through it. If not, we have to hope they don’t endanger themselves or others. Some have gotten shot because the townspeople thought a wild animal prowled the streets.”

      “I bet. If I was walking around willy-nilly and saw a giant wolf I’d be a bit nervous, all right.”

      “Exactly. We are pretty good, though. We constantly have people looking. There aren’t so many that make the change.”

      “But, that’s in this area. What about the rest of the world?”

      “This…affliction happens all over the world. Like Stefan’s kind, we have a larger pack system. We’ve had to develop it to keep our people under the radar—keep us safe. If potential mutants landed in human hands, we’d spend our lives in a research facility or be hunted.”

      I nodded, because that was a very realistic view of what scientists would do. And if they didn’t, the Homeland Security people would step in, trying to engineer a new weapon. Or just kill on sight.

      “Is that why you are joining with Stefan?  To unite forces?”

      “It’s smart. Plus, we were approached by Andris. They are trying to organize a power shift with humans. They want to dominate, and to do that, they need to up their numbers. We were a logical choice, of course. We are human, and exist within the human society. What better group of people to infiltrate, and then bring the humans down from the inside. But in that way lies death, which Stefan and his Council know from experience. Andris is smart, but power hungry. He will eventually emerge from the shadows, but not until he has a clear way. I am trying to help Stefan put up a roadblock.”

      “I’m supposed to help with that.”

      “And you will,” Tim said softly, his eyes losing their alpha strength. I marveled at their soft depth, their color a deep auburn.

      “What animal do you change into?” I asked, entranced by those eyes.

      “A Kodiak,” he whispered.

      I noticed for the first time his face, broad and defined, with a strong jaw and straight nose. He was a handsome man, if no Stefan, with strength and power tempered by a slow way about him. “Are there many grizzlies?”

      “No, just one. We have quite a few wolves, a few large cats, some smaller animals; an all-around mix.”

      “So if you bite me, I won’t turn into an animal?” I smiled, hiding the gulp when his eyes traveled my face.

      “You will, but only until climax.” He chuckled, prompting an edge of uncertainty to crawl into my awareness.

      I turned my face away, suddenly hyper-aware of our proximity. “Anyway,” I said, “I should probably go and find Charles. He gets in trouble when left to his own devices for too long.”

      “He said the same thing about you yesterday evening.”

      I snorted. Figured.

      As I stood and headed for the door, my book forgotten, Tim said, “And Sasha…”

      I turned back, seeing Tim stand, his large shoulders straining the cotton of his t-shirt, currently molding to his defined pecks like spray paint. “Yeah?”

      “Watch out for Jonas, okay? He’s made it pretty clear he doesn’t trust humans.”

      The only reminder I needed on that score seemed to come from Jonas himself whenever we were in the same room. That hard stare was not easy to forget. Neither were the warning tingles up my back.

      A stocky man with giant arms stepped in front of me as I tried to exit the room, his eyes, a weird shade of light hazel, almost gold, rooted me in place and had my tongue sticking to the roof of my mouth.

      “Something is happening, where are your guards?”

      Tim was there in a flash, bristling behind me. “What is it?”

      “Alpha.” The man bowed his head quickly. “A large group is coming. The sentries sense a large amount of mag—ˮ

      The messenger was cut off as a wolf song broke through the walls. Sorrowful and haunting, it caused me to shiver, my familiar warning butt tingle making me wrap my magic around me like a cloak. I needed to get the hell out of there. I didn’t know how to use my magic well enough, and I didn’t have Stefan to protect me. Tim and his crowd were great fighters, but they couldn’t balance my potentially fatal draw of magic.

      “Get her to safety and then meet me in the front!” Tim pushed past us, moving down the hall with massive, lumbering steps. The bear side of him wasn’t far from breaking free.

      “Sasha!” I froze at that nightmarish growl.

      Jonas stalked up on liquid joints, his tattoos glowing a furious orange. His fierce gaze took in the were-tiger Tim had ordered to escort me to safety. “Run along kitty-cat, I’ve got her.”

      A deep growl rumbled out of the man’s chest, shaking my bones and making me step to the side, out from between these two wild men. Jonas struck out with his hand, grabbed my arm and dragged me near. The intensity in his eyes shocked into me a second later.

      “They’re here for you. We gotta get you outta here.”

      “But… I should fight…” I started, much rather facing a horde of unknowns than this one man alone.

      “You fight, you die. The Boss trusted you to my care. You’re coming with me.”

      I stared at the burly man, unsure. He stared back, no expression, turning my bones to liquid. Jonas was right, though, Stefan trusted Jonas for some reason.

      I hadn’t told Stefan about that first battle. About Jonas leaving me to die in that first battle.

      But still, he trusted Jonas, and not the Mata.  I trusted Stefan. I didn’t have much to go off of, so I had to trust the lesser of two evils.

      I started to jog next to Jonas, his long, hurried steps nearly impossible for me to keep up with. “Where’s Charles?” I asked in as close to a normal voice as I could muster. It sounded like a wobbling, squeaky bicycle.

      “Charles can look after himself.”

      I opened my mouth to push the issue, ducking into the twilight under Jonas’s arm. The evening was just falling, creating that strange gloom that hid things even in plain sight. A light breeze ruffled my hair as a surge of magic pounded in my chest. Freezing cold trickled down from the top of my head, a sure sign that those Dulcha monsters were near.

      “Hurry!” Jonas urged, grabbing me by the arm and yanking.

      “Why are we going toward the woods?” I asked, trying to avoid branches that thwapped me in the face.

      In answer, Jonas turned to me, a vicious glint in his eye. Without uttering a word, he ducked down and scooped me up, immediately starting to jog deep into the trees, the first blast of battle sounding behind us.

      Panic welled up, his harsh grip and haste sending pain and uncertainty into my core. I could shock him and get out of his hold, but then what? My power could beat his, but my use of it was truly lacking. Then where would I go? To the front line, where the Dulcha would chase and hound me? I couldn’t hide. Already I could feel them, seeking me, drawn to my power.

      I wiggled, still uncertain, hearing all the warnings over the last few weeks. Everyone had cited Jonas as someone to watch. Someone to steer clear from. Stefan trusted him, yes, but friendship could disillusion a person. And didn’t Stefan say he trusted me? That he had faith in me?

      But then heʼd sent Darla to basically sit on her hands and wait for me to fail.

      Tim and the Mata were my friends.

      I would not fail.

      Decided, I sucked power into myself, feeling the darkness as it warred with the daylight, drawing it into myself and feeling my limbs heat. Jonas flinched, trying to hold on, but was unable to as my body electrified to his touch.

      He jumped and released me suddenly, leaving me sprawled on the ground.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” he asked savagely, reaching down to me with a giant hand. “Do you want to die?”

      I scrambled away, ready with a blast of magic. I raised my palm and registered the widening of his eyes just as Adnan burst through the trees ahead of us, his blade glowing red, his throwing star in his hand.

      “I knew it, Jonas! Trying to steal away Sasha? You failed last time so you wanted to do it in person this time?”

      Darla stepped through the trees next. Sinewy and graceful, she held two deceptively delicate-looking daggers, each glowing deep red. Her confident gaze took in Jonas and she shook her head and tsk’d. “The Boss’s childhood friend. But then, we all saw this coming. Didn’t we, Adnan?”

      “Why are you helping me?” I blurted, focused on Darla.

      Her gaze never left Jonas, as she worked with Adnan to block Jonas and myself from continuing on our path.

      “I’m not helping you, I’m helping the Boss. You are just a stupid human. If I save you, I save the day.”

      “What is it you think you’re saving her from?” Jonas growled. “I’m going to the underground safe house to cut off her magic from the Dulcha.”

      “Would that work?” I asked of no one, which was exactly who paid attention to me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

        On a Razor’s Edge

      

    
    
      Stefan walked through the south-end corridor on the third floor, his focus on the turmoil within the link. With Sasha as far away as she was, he couldn’t feel much, but what he did had him disconcerted. She’d been in some state of unhappiness since she left, but this was altogether different.

      He saw two flesh covered forms writhing against the wall, one between the legs of the other, thrusting in great swings. Stefan’s balls tightened, the three weeks of abstinence playing hell on his concentration.

      “Knock it off,” Stefan snarled as he passed, stopping the figures in a tight embrace.

      The young male looked up with the fervor of lust. He wouldn’t dare question orders, but the blank stare said he obviously didn’t know why he should refrain.

      “There is a ban on sex in this area. We house a pregnant female and her offspring. She does not want her children seeing fornication when they wander out of their rooms.”

      A red hue suffused the youth’s face, the female looking down to hide her embarrassment. They muttered apologies as they disengaged, then hurried away. Shaking his head, Stefan knocked politely, waiting for one of the Shape Changer children to open the door.

      Esmine waited inside, lounging on a sofa, rubbing her belly. She looked up at Stefan’s entrance, smiling a greeting.

      “I came to ensure your continued comfort,” Stefan stated, looking over the room to make sure it had been cleaned regularly. He’d stopped by once every few days just to check on her. Seeing all was well, he returned his gaze to the female.

      “Yes, thanks,” she replied demurely, the lupine gaze he sometimes saw retracted now. “Your people have been kind and gracious.”

      “You have everything you need?”

      “Again, yes, thank you.”

      A small child bounded over to her, looking at him through the shyness of youth.

      “They are enamored with your people,” Esmine said with a laugh as she put a comforting hand on the female child’s head. “They stare and gawk, only to squeal and giggle when one of the helpers assigned to us plays. I had no idea everyone here was so good with children.”

      Stefan lounged so as not to appear impatient. “We cherish children here. We try hard for them, and are only rewarded occasionally. We protect them with every fiber of our being.”

      Esmine nodded. “Continuing the line. We know something of that.”

      A fast rapping interrupted them, the door swinging open and Jameson marching in. “Boss, we need you.”

      “What is it?” Esmine asked, rising onto her elbows, her pregnant belly awkward and hindering. “Are we in danger?”

      “I assure you, you are not in danger. I will send someone in shortly to fill you in on whatever is happening. We are safe within these walls.” Stefan bowed to her. “Excuse me.”

      “They are planning to attack Sasha’s location,” Jameson said as soon as they were out of earshot. “For the last three weeks we haven’t seen one Dulcha. Not one. We’ve seen increased numbers crossing our borders, but we only engage in skirmishes.”

      They nearly flew down the stairs, heading to their strategy room where Dominicous would be waiting. “We knew something was up, but couldn’t find out what. Then our spy overheard Trek and Andris speaking. They have someone on the inside.”

      Stefan burst into the strategy room, accounting for each member of their battle council, noting the presence of Rich, Tim's Beta, then taking a seat at the head of the table. Dominicous stood just off to the side, allowing Stefan the authority to preside by removing himself. It was an incredibly helpful gesture of good faith. Not many in the chain of command would relinquish power to one lesser. Stefan understood, however, that it wasn’t permanent by any means. Simply expeditious.

      “What are their plans?” Stefan asked, focusing on a map in the center of the table.

      “They’re putting all their efforts into what appears to be Sasha’s location. They plan to create one hell of a distraction, killing anyone they can, while a small group spirits Sasha out the back. We should receive a small scale attack here, keeping us busy, and them under the impression they are the only ones with a spy. Andris and Trek will be heading the distraction, though. They do not think they will fail.”

      “They never think they’ll fail. It’s their greatest downfall.” Stefan considered a minute, the room silent as he weighed the options. “Send a team in right now. We may be too late, but we need to at least warn the Shape Changers. We’ll leave a group here to defend the mansion, but we need to gear up and meet Trek head on.”

      “Another team, you mean?” Andrew asked, his face screwed up in puzzlement.

      “What do you mean another team?” Stefan shot back as Dominicous straightened.

      Andrew shook his head in jerky movements. “Maybe I’m wrong, but Adnan, a student of mine, mentioned he wouldn’t be around because he was personally asked to help warn Sasha of a spy. He said it was a test of his skills so that he might make the Watch Command. He went with Darla and someone else. I thought him a little young for the assignment, but he has great rapport with Sasha, so I didn’t question your judgment—else I would have asked you about it.”

      “Darla?” Stefan asked in controlled fury. “When did they leave?”  And how the hell had Darla known Sasha's location when even he had not been told?

      “About two weeks ago, if I’m not mistaken.”

      “I haven’t seen Darla around,” another council member added thoughtfully.

      Fear froze Stefan’s insides. “We haven’t any time to lose. Get Esmine and the children to a safe location. Rally everyone else.”

      

      *****

      

      The ground shook with an explosion, the telltale sign I’d be caught up in yet another battle. What had happened to my quiet life of boredom and hoping for some action? I missed those days.

      “C’mon, Sasha, come over here,” Adnan said, his sword pointing at Jonas’s face.

      “You two are under the impression you can take me, is that it? Did anyone happen to mention she shoots black?” Jonas asked in his scary voice.

      “I wasn’t planning to deal with you myself.” Darla laughed.

      “You were planning to let a child handle me, then?” Jonas stepped forward slowly, experienced and lethal. Adnan was good for his age, but Jonas had many years on him with the added bonus of unparalleled viciousness.

      “Not at all. I brought the child to appear legit. He was too stupid to realize what was going on, unlike my other lackey. She had to be put down.”

      She must have been talking about Mira! Sasha felt a rush of fury at the cruel injustice.

      Darla looked over her shoulder at six men at arms stepping through the foliage.

      “Shit,” Jonas swore, taking another step, this time in front of me.

      “You see, I come prepared,” Darla continued. “Thanks for getting her this far, though. Underground was a great idea, but short lived.”

      Adnan blinked, his sword lowering, his attention bouncing back and forth between Darla, the new additions—which apparently didn’t belong to Stefan’s clan—and Jonas. I was doing the same thing. Darla had always been a bitch, but never a double-crossing bitch. Jonas, on the other hand, had never struck me as trustworthy.

      As if hearing my thoughts, and desperate to disband them, Jonas shouted, “Sasha, run!” He launched his body forward, bypassing Adnan and aiming directly for the first man through the trees.

      “Grab her!” Darla shouted, propelling toward me.

      Adnan, finally catching on, stepped in front of her, his blade whirling.

      That’s all I saw. Afraid to do magic lest I accidentally blow up the good guys, I ran. No destination in mind, just away. I would not be captured again. Trek and Andris knew what I was now. I was sure of it. If they were coming for me again, they didn’t plan to let me go once they got me.

      A blind panicked run later I heard the first screech of an animal in pain. That sorrowful dog’s wail, so much worse, somehow, than a human screaming or crying. The wail cut off abruptly.

      My every instinct urged me to find a place to hide and wait all this out. But if I did that, I would forever be a coward. No matter if I made up for it later by somehow winning the whole war single-handedly, I would always remember that first battle where I skulked away and let other people die on my behalf.

      The caped moron and his minions had come to this place because of me. Andris fought these people to acquire me as a prize. People were dying and screaming on my behalf.

      To save me. In what world could I live with that knowledge, without helping them fight back?

      No world I wanted to live in, that was for sure.

      “Damn it!” I sprinted toward my cabin, darted through the door and pawed through my possessions. One thing was for certain, I had to have my trusty rape whistle. It had always been good luck in these sorts of things, and by God, it would see me through. Obviously I grabbed my dagger, too. I wasn’t a complete idiot.

      With that, I sprinted back out, my chest throbbing with the magic in the air, proof the Dulcha were in the area. I might as well just call the damn things. They’d seek me out anyway.

      At a jog I aimed for the heart of the most noise, the night flickering bright with explosions or blasts of spells. Looming trees illuminated with a rainbow of glows for seconds at a time, serious spells and charms zinging around the place. Apparently the caped white mage had found the non-caped variety. I had no doubt Toa was winning.

      Until I got closer.

      Dodging in between the trees with the agility born of someone I wasn’t, I saw a blast of white leave the fingers of a glowing blond ghost, his hair flying in the breeze like feathers, so like the vampires in the stories, with his graceful elegance and ethereal beauty, I nearly recoiled thinking another magical kind of person had shown up. As a huge wolf bounded in front of me, teeth bared in a drool-flinging snarl, I properly saw what Toa was up against. How many Toa was up against.

      Trek stood some distance away on a rock outcropping, blasting spell after attack spell Toa’s way. Those, Toa seemed to block without too much concern, wiping them aside with a defensive spell, and then throwing his own in return. The problem was the Dulcha. There were dozens aiming for Toa, giant beasts with fangs and claws, hurling magic or flailing razor-sharp claws. Some even created other representations of themselves, spinning charms and spells as if they were human.

      A sickening realization hit me. They were human—at least the essence of them. The body long since dead, their blood and Trek’s magic had created these disgusting monsters. Toa didn’t have any Dulcha because he wasn’t a murderer of innocent people. The very thought of it was as revolting as it was rage inspiring.

      Toa had to cast three spells to Trek’s one. Stefan had sent less than half a dozen warriors. The Mata, for their part, fought fiercely, tooth and claw biting and scratching beast or man, able to cut through monsters like magically coated blades. So, we had some brawn, but not a lot of magic throwers.

      No pressure.

      Here we go, let’s add some of my own monsters to the mix!

      I pulled up the sleeves of my hoodie and let the magic fill me. Calling the elements, I drew in so much fire my face felt hot.

      Three wolves surrounded me, facing out, snarling and growling as one. Now two Dulcha noticed me on the scene. That, of course, drew enemy eyes. One even pointed.

      Howdy boys and girls! Wanna see a magic show?

      I sent a blast of orange toward a tree way behind enemy lines, my power going up in an arc and falling like a star. I always made the absolute best monsters with orange. In the dark distance I could see a tree burst into magical fire, orange flame licking up the side into the top, the whole thing shimmering until a huge foot yanked out of the ground.

      I sent another. They would come toward me, trampling and killing anything in their path. That would get Trek looking.

      I tried to take off toward Toa, but a snarling wolf cut me off, the three—now four guard wolves—trying to herd me out of harm’s way.

      “Do you want to die? Because without me you have no chance unless you run!” I raised my voice high, trying to throw it over the sounds of howling from my tree creations.

      “Move!” I yelled.

      The wolf in front of me stuck its tail between its legs, whining as I ran around it. A second later they tailed me, watching my back and flanks like a hunting party.

      I shot past a vicious tiger, a massive paw slashing through the chest of his opponent. Blood and guts spilled out to the ground, making me gag.

      Near Toa, I saw a giant—and I mean giant—Kodiak bear, wielding huge claws with the sharp intellect of Tim. He stood over fifteen feet tall when upright, swiping at Dulcha with hundreds of pounds of raw power. Bodies were ripped in half if they got too close, monsters with twisted heads and strange bodies came apart like statues made of leather, then puffed into smoke. Still, he could barely keep them at bay, those attacking making clones of themselves somehow, shooting magic and drifting toward Toa.

      Time to sound the siren.

      “Leave the Dulcha to me!” I screamed.

      The shaggy bear’s head swung toward me, huge tufted ears twitching. He stood on his back legs, his massive body dwarfing all those around him, while he let out a ground-shaking roar.

      I sucked in the magic, feeling my chest spark, a flame within, glowing to life. Hotter and hotter the magic around me swirled, my limbs catching on fire, my skin prickling. More and more, calling those monsters, one or three at a time, tempting them with my raw power.

      “Here monster, monster, monster. Join me!”

      Huge men came at me, glowing tattoos and swords, trying to cut me down where I stood. They felt my draw, felt me calling the power, like the North Pole attracts compass needles. Wolves surged forward, keeping the enemy at bay, letting me call the monsters. The tiger jumped in my path, launching at a six and a half foot guy about to strike at me, the tiger’s jaw fitting around the guy’s head. I turned my head away as the head popped off.

      I held the power, the magic pulsing out in waves, turning every Dulcha in my direction. I saw my tree men, wanting a piece of that action, too. This was about to get messy.

      I blasted some trees while I waited, red streams firing out from my hands. I sent a spiral of flame toward Trek, a satisfied laugh filling me as his cap caught on fire. My laugh turned into giddy cackling, the magic infusing my body and prickling my skin.

      I needed to release soon. I couldn’t totally shut off the tide.

      “Clear out of the way,” I instructed my growing mass of animal body guards as the first five heinous monsters glided my way.

      Blue or purple, they weren’t packing much; more like Halloween glow lights than actual threats.

      “Join me!” they called in their eerie speech of what sounded like consonants. “I promise great rewards…”

      I pushed out my open palm like a stop motion, and then curled it around and up, grabbing the air around them. I squeezed with my fist, the magic acting out my miming, bending their bodies and exploding the magic out of them.

      Sweat beaded my brow, more energy taken than I had anticipated. Not good.

      I threw out two red jets, blasting open a tree and scattering whatever attack pattern the enemy had tried for. A red jet came my way, trying to bind me.

      “I know how to break that one, now.” My black magic crept into the fibers and disintegrated the spell.

      I threw out another tree monster, one of the first two having been taken down. I erupted some hives of blue beetles way far away from me, the pests climbing on anything in their path and magically biting legs and faces and whatever they could get at. It wouldn’t kill anyone, but it sure hurt like bloody hell.

      White exploded around me, knocking me off my feet. I landed in a bush ten feet away, my ears ringing, my leg screaming, surrounded by Dulcha. I sat up groggily, furry bodies leaping to my aid, standing in front of me, fangs showing and hair bristling. A panther jumped down from a tree branch onto the nearest monster, scratching and clawing the thing to bits.

      My leg pounded along with my heartbeat. One attempt to get up had my shin bursting with agony and my head swimming. I leaned against the bush and shielded myself from future Trek attacks. It would drain me every time his magic hit my shield, but that was the good thing about having more power than him, he’d drain faster than me. Eat that!

      I zapped off a few fraying spells, my magic wrapping around three Dulcha, unraveling the fabric of their spells. It seemed to work okay, the creatures disintegrating like a sugar witch in the rain. I zipped off a couple more as white exploded against my shield.

      That asshole is starting to piss me off! Just to be a bitch, I fired off a spell in his direction, a zap of pure electricity. He blocked it, the fiend, but it sucked more energy out of him than he was probably used to.

      Back to the never ending monsters. I needed to learn more aggressive spells.

      I created a tree monster too close. Crap! I fired fraying spells at will, my aim not great under pressure, but the mass of magical bodies starting to crowd around me making even a misfire useful. Smoky wisps clouded my vision, and still they came. Trek must have brought his whole damn arsenal. He was trying for genocide.

      “I need you to move me,” I shouted to four furry bodies slashing at monsters in front of me. “I can’t walk on my leg, but we need distance. They’ll follow me wherever I go; I just have to get there. Somewhere.”

      Before the first wolf could get in position, the tiger jogged closer, his movements elegant and graceful even though his back was as high as my chest.

      He gave one growl and a head jerk.

      Get on.

      “You are huge, and I think my leg is broken,” I responded, zipping out a few more spells, needing the wolves to start ripping and tearing with vigor as the masses drew closer. It was like a mosh pit at a rock concert.

      A mountain lion padded up, his baby-like cry having my bones vibrating. I’d heard real mountain lions when they came down from the mountains, and their screech terrified me.

      At least, I’d thought it was a real mountain lion at the time…

      The tiger growled and jerked its head again, the smaller lion—though not by any means small—acting like a step ladder to boost me up. The wolves’ snarls drowned out the night, the monsters starting to wade closer.

      I grabbed fur and fell toward the mountain lion, half doing a pull-up, half hopping, to get my good leg on its back. I clawed myself higher, the radiating pain in my shin wanting to blot out my consciousness with each pulse of pure agony.

      Eye on the prize, I threw my body over the tiger’s back, and then swung my bad leg over his haunches, screaming with the pain. Taking big steadying breaths, I blasted a black spell in Trek’s direction, the magic silky, like an oil slick on water, as it wound through the air--then splashed off his defenses. I’d made that one special, though. It would act like acid, slowly eating away power levels as it burrowed in. It would deplete me, also, but I needed the end in sight. With my leg like it was, I didn’t have long before the pain and shock took me under. I was already starting to get cold, and it had only been a few minutes. My body had started to shut down.

      Okay, time to get serious.

      Clutching onto the tiger’s back, not knowing his intention and deciding I didn’t care—I didn’t plan to get off—I thought back to the first time I used a spell on the Dulcha. Somehow I had blasted into the fiber of the thing and reached the root to its magic, going back to the source and cutting off the flow of power. Somehow.

      Pain making my head throb, I closed my eyes, not worrying about tears. I felt those bastards floating closer, drifting toward my magic like sharks to blood. I also felt my magical acid dripping into Trek’s defenses, his power eroding and him not knowing why.

      My cheek lay on surprisingly soft tiger fur.  I didn’t even stick out my palm. I envisioned a beating heart at the center of each monster, a cord from its body to the source of magic. I created magical shears, so black that light penetrated, bent to it, and got lost in its gaping maw. I plunged those shears into the first beast, rooting around, finding what felt like a well of palpitating magic, and snipped.

      Magic was sucked out of me. The spell was trying to reach every Dulcha, of which there were hundreds. The magic drew from my body and looked for more when I started to run out. I opened myself up wide, drawing it out of the air, stealing it from Trek’s shield, borrowing it from the tiger and surrounding wolves, and calling to Stefan through the link, begging him for help.

      Toa’s voice echoed through my head. “Once the spell has been created, it will need to run its course. Your magic is different than mine. With your magic, there is no turning off the faucet once you have set it in motion. You will ride it until it completes the spell, or it drains enough energy to kill you.”

      “So that’s what he meant,” I said weakly, my head getting fuzzy. “There are so many,” I mumbled as the magic drained faster than I could fill.

      Then I felt a surge. A great swell of swirling elements up through my middle, refilling me with energy as I lay on the tiger’s back, fading. Stefan was replenishing me. He was close! How had I missed that?

      I felt more than saw a burnished gold sword held by flashing tattoos on rippled arms, the blade fading to gold as my eyes drooped, his power diminishing with what he was giving me. I could potentially kill both of us unless he cut off his donation. Which he wouldn’t. But there was nothing I could do.

      Protect the tiger! I heard through the haze.

      As blackness consumed me, my body shutting down from the magical trauma and agony from my leg, I heard a bloodcurdling scream wrench the night. My spell had indirectly reached the source, cutting off the last Dulcha from Trek’s original spell. It probably hurt worse than my leg. Like ripping out a kidney without drugs.

      “Capture him!” someone yelled.

      My mind stopped comprehending. I felt empty. The battle raged, part of the enemy faction trying to get to me, but others running in another direction.

      I began to hear their screams and calls to retreat. And then I felt my last remaining tree monster. I didn’t have the energy to cut the power.

      “Get moving. Take her to safety.” Stefan’s voice sounded like angels singing.

      I reached my hand out, trying to touch him, only seeing a hazy orange glow.

      “Charles, with Sasha. Take the wolves. I’ll help Tim,” Stefan ordered.

      I had a lot to live up to if I hoped to match his prowess for command. He wasn’t even directing his own people and they rushed to follow his lead.

      I let my mind get even hazier as we moved away from the yelling and sword clashes. Stefan had probably brought his people, which meant the fight was nearly done. Sleep would happen soon. Or fever. We’d see.
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        On a Razor’s Edge

      

    
    
      “How is she?” the Boss demanded as he entered the Mata hospital cabin twenty-four hours after the battle.

      Charles got up immediately from his chair by Sasha’s head and moved to the other side of the bed. “She’s okay. Compound fracture in her leg, so that’s going to take ages to heal. She’s a human, after all. Toa helped a little with a spell, but he didn’t say how much that would speed it up. Bumps and bruises, she’ll probably be extremely weak with magic for a few days, but other than that she’ll survive.”

      The Boss lowered himself into the chair, gently taking up Sasha’s hand where it rested on the bed. Charles had never seen the man move so delicately, careful not to disturb her. Seeing this form of vulnerability made him nervous; he knew that on the other side of it was a white hot rage that would destroy anything in its path. Charles stepped away toward the window.

      Technically, it wasn’t Charles’s fault sheʼd ended up like this. Jonas had gotten to her first and tried to move her to safety. Out of everyone, no one had thought Darla was smart enough to get in league with Andris and his goons. No one had suspected her of anything more than trying to drown Sasha and steal the Boss back. This was a stretch, even for her. Which was probably why it had worked out badly.

      Still, Jonas had barely gotten away with his life. If not for Adnan, he probably wouldn’t have survived. If Charles had been in his place, he had to admit that things might’ve worked out differently. Charles should have been involved; should have found Sasha and taken her to safety. Sheʼd nearly died. If not for the Boss, she would have. All to save everyone else. Which was ass backward as far as the plan had gone.

      “What were the losses?” Charles asked, throwing his gaze out the window so he could stop registering the tender look on the Boss’s face. That shit made him uncomfortable.

      “The Mata lost a dozen or so, mostly in the first scuffle. Another dozen are wounded and chained to the bed for a while. The Dulcha wreaked havoc. Trek must have emptied his store of captives to create that many. They know, without a doubt, what Sasha could represent, and they want her. Or, they want to destroy her.”

      “What of Trek, and Andris? Could you get them?”

      A smug look crossed the Boss’s face. “I got Trek. Sasha knocked the breath out of him and I got there in time to take out his guard and scoop him up. Dominicous and Toa are seeing to him. They plan to take him back to the Council.”

      “Andris?” Charles was half afraid to ask. Andris was the brains behind the operation, working with whomever necessary to internationally to make their uprising a household name. His level of ambition bordered on an obsession, and his intelligence made everything possible.

      The Boss shook his head. “Once he realized the tide was turning, he got skittish. I saw him briefly as I grabbed Trek, but he was already on his way out.”

      “So, what does that mean for the Eastern Territory?”

      Stefan brushed some wisps of hair back from Sasha’s bruised and scratched face. Charles turned away again. “We won’t have any problems for a while—Andris will probably join up with another faction to regroup. He’ll search for another way to accomplish his goals. We’ll have a reprieve from fighting for a while.”

      “Quiet before the storm.”

      The Boss nodded slowly.

      Andris was a tricky bastard; the only thing you could count on with him was unpredictability. It made strategy a nightmare.

      Or so the Boss said.

      

      *****

      

      I opened my eyes and surveyed my room, greeted by the same spotless white affair with that chemical smell you seem to only find in hospitals. While I wasn’t in an actual hospital, I had been moved to a room in the encampment that acted like one.

      I turned my head to the side, expecting, and finding, my new B.F.F. lying in the bed beside mine, healing. It had been three days since the battle, and two days since Jonas was moved into my room. Apparently, he didn’t want to be removed from my side, even in the hospital. Somehow, when he’d sacrificed himself to prevent me from being taken, his mind had made the connection that I was worth saving. Charles had said once that thought entered Jonas’s head that was it. Cemented.

      “Quit staring, human.”

      Being that there was no TV, and he hated reading, Jonas had nothing better to do than to talk to me. Instead, he stared straight at the ceiling. He still hadn’t forgiven me for being human.

      I had now forgiven him for leaving me that first battle.

      “Did you eat recently?” I asked. I could usually get a response with simple questions that had some relevance.

      “Why?”

      “I’m hungry.”

      “How is that my problem?”

      “It isn’t. You’ll notice I didn’t accuse you of eating. I merely asked if you did, wondering if I missed a meal during my beauty sleep.”

      Jonas huffed. “Better get back to sleep. You still look like dog shit.”

      “Uh hum. So…did you eat?”

      His bruised and battered face scrunched down into a tight ball, his desire to ignore me fighting with his need to keep me alive. He hated me even more for it. It caused me no end of chuckling. Especially now that I knew he wouldn’t kill me.

      “No. Lunch is coming in about half an hour.” Jonas resumed staring at the ceiling.

      He’d sustained a plethora of broken bones, got pounded on, had magical burns and other strange magical maladies, but he’d killed all the enemy invaders with the help of Adnan. Darla had gotten away, had run as soon as I was out of reach, but no one seemed overly concerned with that fact. Other than me, obviously. She was a crazy bitch, not to mention a scorned woman

      The door opened slowly. Charles peeked in, scanned the room’s occupants, grinned at Jonas, and then winked at me. “You want a visitor?”

      “How the hell can we get any peace and quiet with the human getting damn visitors all day?” Jonas growled at Charles.

      Charles’s grin widened. “Bro, you need to simmer down. People are going to think you aren’t friendly.”

      “I’ll show you friendly,” Jonas muttered, looking back at the ceiling. It was the only place to direct his eyes away from people. The nurse had tried to lean over him to maintain eye contact when it was time to change his bandages. That nurse had left with a black eye. Apparently hitting Shape Changer females wasn’t the same as human females. Which made sense—the ladies were nearly as strong as the guys, and just as great at fighting.

      The nurse had leaned on Jonas’s broken ribs in retaliation.

      Tim entered the room with his strangely graceful lumber, the way he walked characteristic of the ginormous Kodiak bear he turned into. He sauntered to the chair at the head of my bed, picked it up and moved to the other side so his face was to Jonas. Not many Mata trusted Jonas, even though he’d done the right thing by me.

      “Sasha,” Tim said as his soft brown eyes met mine. “How are you feeling?”

      I shrugged. “Okay. The pain meds make me feel better. My shin stopped throbbing, too, so I think I’m good for the moment.”

      “I’d thought you were safe; that you had been taken to safety. I apologize. You should not have been in that battle.”

      “I could’ve been safe—I think—but I couldn’t let your people die for me.”

      Jonas huffed, drawing Tim’s alpha stare for a moment. Jonas ignored him.

      Tim refocused on me, his face softening instantly. “We were grossly outnumbered. You saved a great many lives. I, and the pack, would like to thank you. You have our favor, and are anointed Pack Friend status. Should you need us, for any reason, we will be there for you. As kin.”

      “Wow.” I blinked for a moment, taken aback. “But I stepped on someone in order to ride your tiger like a horse. Surely a few people are a little…miffed.”

      Tim’s lips quirked. “Like I said, you saved a great many lives. You showed bravery and courage, even with a bone poking out of your leg. The tiger didn’t mind a beautiful woman riding him.”

      “Be careful with your flirting,” Jonas warned, his eyes boring holes in the ceiling tiles. “She is marked.”

      “Marked?” Tim asked, his eyes scanning all available skin.

      “By the Boss,ˮ I elaborated.  “Humans can’t smell it. Or sense it, or whatever. It’s a chemical thing.” “Well, then, I guess it doesn’t apply outside of Stefan’s kind,” Tim smiled this time, a predatory gleam in his eyes, mocking Jonas. I rolled my eyes.

      “What about Ann? Is she okay?” I held my breath.

      Tim smiled. “Just fine. A few scratches is all.”

      I let my breath out. I’d only talked to her a few times, but I liked her, and I badly needed a friend that was a girl.

      “Anyway,” Tim said, his warm hand clasping mine. “I’ll check back in with you later. Let me know if you want me to find you a room a little less…occupied.”

      “Yes, do find her a room less occupied,” Jonas piped up immediately. “Her incessant talking does my head in.”

      “Sweet, ain’t he?” I asked with a grin.

      

      *****

      

      I stood in front of a congregation of Stefan’s clan, wearing a sheer black gown, denoting my magic level. Stefan stood next to me, wearing a sheer suit in burnished gold. In front of him stood Dominicous, Toa by his side, both showing off their magical levels. Also sheer.

      I had never seen so many people basically naked in all my life. Unfortunately, I couldn’t be stressed out by that fact. It was unfortunate because what did have me stressed out was a lot more important.

      “I stand before you, as your Regional, to proclaim Sasha your mage. Linked with your leader, Stefan, with at least two Watch Commanders sworn to throw down their lives to protect her, Charles and Jonas, she fulfills the requirements for this post. Take notice.”

      Everyone in the room, whether they liked me or not, bowed their heads. I saw more than one hostile stare as faces turned back up—more than one person that wanted to fit me for cement shoes and take me to the lake—but they could not deny my power level. They had no one else for the role.

      “Sasha comes to us with the highest power level ever recorded,” Dominicous continued, his voice rising above those gathered. “She has thrice battled our mortal enemy, and come out on top. Take notice.”

      Again with the near naked bowing; something slightly gross and weird, both at the same time.

      “In addition, she has tied herself with the Mata, a lost connection we hoped to re-forge. A connection already shown to yield positive results. Through her, they are tied with us. Take notice.”

      Stefan gave the barest of flinches, his hands balling for a fraction of a second. He controlled himself easily, his eyes still trained on Dominicous.

      “Welcome her within our fold. We expect great things from her.” Dominicous winked at me, intending for me to bow. Which I did, trying my hardest not to cover my lady bits in mortification.

      The gathered crowd bowed back. And that was that. I now had a job I was only qualified for when   in the middle of a war, battle, or any life and death situation. It could be worse, I guess. I could’ve been kicked out of the territory. At least I still had a home.

      After Dominicous nodded, and Toa nodded, and Stefan nodded—too many chiefs—the congregation broke up. Dominicous stepped up to me immediately, offering me his arm.  Stefan stepped back, and then turned to see to other matters while Dominicous led me toward a banquet in my honor.

      “You did exceedingly well, Sasha,” he said quietly. “I am exceptionally proud of you.

      He hesitated, stopping in an isolated corner. “Stefan told you of how we first met?”

      Shivers raked my body.

      “Do you remember?” he asked, his sharp gaze focused on me.

      I shook my head. “But I’ve always been able to see your kind. My foster parents thought something was wrong with me until I stopped mentioning it.”

      Dominicous tilted his head thoughtfully. “It is an interesting topic. One I might like to explore. If we expose human children to us, maybe even share our blood, will they grow to be able to access their magical gifts?  It bears thinking about.”

      I guess. “What parents are going to give you access to their kids?”

      “Kids without parents need a proper home. You were lucky to find one. Many don’t. I wonder if I can do good, while also conducting a large scale experiment. It bears thinking about.”

      Obviously, he would think about it. I just nodded distractedly. I wasn’t in the mood to think. I was in the mood to cover up, lie down, and share a quiet evening alone with Stefan.

      And yet here I was, the guest of honor at a party while wearing a see-through gown. Sweet Jesus, how did I get myself into these things?

      Seeing my discomfort, Dominicous smiled. “We’ll speak more thoroughly at a later date. I can see now is not the time.” He directed me toward my prince, standing at the head of the room in unshakable confidence, just as naked as me, but caring not at all. My heart surged and my body filled with warmth. His gaze swiveled to me immediately.

      “I approve of your choice, by the way,” Dominicous said as we slowly walked closer, my hand lightly holding his arm. “He is young for his post, but more than deserving. You have found a worthy mate.”

      My face heated and my body shivered, responding to the implications of that word. “I love him.”

      “Yes. And he you. It is a good match. We’ll make sure it’s a lasting one.”

      I smiled at Dominicous in thanks as he handed me off to Stefan.

      “How are you now, love?” Stefan asked quietly. Charles had made himself scarce.

      “I need a robe.” I pointed my chest at Stefan so no one could see my boobies. Not that they were looking. There were a lot bigger ones on display.

      “You did well in that battle, though we’ll talk about why you were there.”

      I gulped. Stefan had been taking it easy on me for the last couple months since I’d largely been an invalid, but I knew it wouldn’t last forever, especially now that my leg was nearly back to new. He hated seeing me in danger. Regardless if it was now my post to take on bad guys, he still didn’t like it. If it was up to him, I’d be stashed away in a tamperproof box during all dangerous situations.

      “When can we leave?”

      Stefan wrapped his arm around my back. “You need to stay for a while longer. You need to be seen with your new clan. You’re one of us, now. You’re a viable member. You’re mine.”

      My body tingled. Yes, I was. One hundred percent his. I always had been. And now I had a home. These people didn’t completely accept me yet, but now I had proven I had a right to be here. Gaining their trust was in my hands. I was on the doorstep to finally belonging somewhere. The prospects had me giddy.

      Though, the nudity would take some getting used to.

      I took a deep breath and smiled. It had been a long road, but finally, I didn’t have any secrets. I could just be me.

      

      *****

      

      Dominicous turned to Toa as Sasha entwined hands with Stefan. “Did you speak to her about her ability to communicate with the Dulcha? Does she realize what that means?”

      Toa studied the remarkable young woman with a great many secrets, many she had yet to learn. “I did not. There is no reason to worry her just yet. That is a skill we will have to harness, however. It won’t be long before we see a more powerful demon not relegated to the confines of a human body, as the Dulcha are.”

      “And you think her ability it is a result of that crash?”

      “I think so. I can find no other explanation.”

      Dominicous shifted, his gaze settling back on Sasha. “I wonder why she survived, when no one else did. It wasn’t magic—not in one so young. She saw us before I gave her blood, too. Remember that? Stared us down defiantly after she tumbled out of the ripped carnage. After she stumbled our way. Almost as if she walked away from that accident and specifically toward us. Crossing the human divide at that time, rather than when she met Stefan. Was it luck, or does Fate still have her in its grip?”

      Toa blinked. “If Fate, what does it want with her? And how does Stefan play into it…?”

      “How do we?”

      “You will need to link with her,” Dominicous said after a while. “As a white power level, it will give her much needed protection. Whatever Fate’s plans, she needs to be armed with as much as we can give her.”

      “But how to convince her? She is a strong-willed woman—not one to easily manipulate. She will not want to go against Stefan’s wishes, and his primal urge to possess her will cloud his judgment. He will not want any other male to have a hold on her, even if it is to help.”

      Dominicous gave a smug smile. “She has attracted a strong and sure suitor. I could not have picked better. I’ve chosen well for my protégés. When I rise, I will yank Stefan and her up behind me. If we confront the murmurings of treason within the Council, we will do it with a strong backing of power.”

      “Yes. Though I still hope those whispered fears are unfounded...”

      Dominicous kept silent. He did not know, but they’d need to figure it out soon. Danger was mounting.

      THE END
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      “Um…hi.” I inched into the dimly lit room wearing a black pant suit that denoted my status as the least knowledgeable mage in history. Dominicous and Toa waited for me patiently, Dominicous with his ankle crossed over his knee, and Toa displaying great posture.

      This was one of the rooms that needed extensive repairs after the first battle I’d ever experienced. Once the dust had settled, most of the front of the house, and a great portion of the back, lay in tatters from enemy magic blasting. The interior had been rebuilt, as well as updated, and now the room dripped refinement and elegance for which Stefan’s clan—and my clan, too—was known.

      The renovation didn’t make this meeting any more comfortable.

      “Sasha, yes. Please,” Dominicous pointed to the chair in front of him, “have a seat.”

      “Okay.”

      I entered the rest of the way into the room, closing the door behind me. Toa had that flat, blue-eyed stare going. It was amazing that I still hadn’t gotten used to it. Although, in my defense, a nonblinking eye rape was rarely the kind of thing you just eased into.

      After I was seated, I looked expectantly from one man to the other, waiting to find out why I was summoned.

      Dominicous started. “There are a few things I’d like to discuss. The first, and most unusual, concerns our history. I’m sure Stefan has told you the nature of my personal interest in you?”

      I gulped, sweat starting under my arms. He was talking about when I was five years old and got in a really bad car accident. My entire family had been killed, along with people in four other cars. I had been the sole survivor. Not only that, but I ended up a mile away, sitting in a park on my own, with little more than second-degree burns and a bad gash to the head.

      Apparently Dominicous was the reason I ended up there, having plucked me out of the aftermath of the wreckage and moved me a safe distance away. He’d also given me blood. From his vein. Kind of gross.

      “He has, no doubt, also told you,” Dominicous went on, “that it appears I will not be able to have children. I have tried for…” His face fell, briefly, before he composed himself again. “Decades. Which puts us in a unique situation. You have no parents or family to speak of. I have no heir. We both find ourselves in the same world with similar experiences, regardless of which race we were originally born into. The outcome is obvious; I would like to formally adopt you.”

      My breath exited my body in a ragged whoosh. While I’d had a foster family since I was seven, they’d never adopted me. They’d taken the state funds for orphans and allowed me to reside within their house until I was old enough to move on. And while I was extremely lucky to have ended up with loving foster parents and their normal, bratty children, I’d always been different. Not outcast, but separate. Soul-wrenchingly alone. That fact had left me unable to thoroughly trust anyone, and nowhere to put down roots.

      So to sit in this chair, in a job I didn’t know how to do properly, in a world I hardly fit into, and to have someone ask to adopt me even though I was a pain in the ass… I couldn’t stop the tears from raiding my eyes.

      “But, am I too old to adopt? I’m twenty-two.” I gave him a watery grimace. I probably didn’t have to mention that I acted nowhere near my age.

      “Being that I don’t exist in the human records, that isn’t a concern of mine. You will be adopted in our way, which is to say, welcomed into my family hearth and signed onto my documents as an heir. I’m sure you realize that with multiple partners, we don’t always know the fathers of children. It is why we set up a hearth with our mate, welcoming any children she has or begets.”

      “But—and I’m just trying to understand, here—but can’t you just snag a woman that already has a kid? Rather than open yourself to jokes and snide remarks because I’m human… ”

      “I can, yes. I had a mate long ago, but she died. I was working toward that path again when you resurfaced in my life. It seems you are deeply entwined with Fate. And me with you. There is a reason you survived that horrible accident. And a reason I was nearby to pluck you out. While I do not know that reason, I don’t turn my back on the divine, and being that you are more my child than any I would claim through mating, this solves my problem nicely. And yours.

      “You would gain a family and a dowry. From me, you would bring status and political influence to your chosen mate. From you…I would finally have the stability only a family can provide. Your magic would disband any naysayers, and Stefan’s mark would further silence them. There will always be prejudice, of course—that can’t be helped, as you know—but it would be lessened with both your magic and my influence. I think this would work out in the best ways for both of us.”

      All I could do was blink at him for a few minutes. While it sounded more like a business proposition than anything, his eyes had gone soft and a comforting smile I’d never seen before played around his lips. He wanted me in his family. Me: idiot human with a ton of power and absolutely no sense.

      Through the warm gush in my middle, I found my voice enough to say, “Wow. That’s pretty thought-out.”

      Dominicous’ smile grew. “In my position, something of this magnitude cannot be entered into lightly. Plus, I’m fond of you. It was emotion that led me to take you from the wreckage in the first place. This is the right decision. I feel it.”

      Another few tears slipped down my cheeks. I nodded, not really knowing what to say.

      Dominicous’ eyes twinkled. “Good. That’s settled then. Plus, you’re human. I’ll get grandchildren.”

      “Which will turn your hair white from stress, I’m sure,” Toa added in a dry voice.

      I rolled my eyes at Toa; he was just pissed he couldn’t unravel half the weird magical spells I accidently created.

      “Wonderful. Let’s continue,” Dominicous said, more chipper than I’d ever seen him. “We plan to take a trip back to the council. We have Trek, the white mage from the Eastern Territory, who needs to be brought in. We plan to use him as proof an uprising is occurring. The lead council member has taken a mental hiatus—we need to pull him back into leadership. As a new mage of high magical status, you are also required to give your due. We will need to bring you into the fold. How is your leg?”

      I looked down at my scrawny shin, newly out of the cast. “It’s okay. A bit weak.”

      “Yes, that is to be expected. And how is your relationship with the Mata? Strong as ever, I hope?”

      The Mata were Shape Changers. I’d fought beside them in the last battle in which we captured Trek, the caped idiot. I’d been given Pack Friend status on a kinship level, which meant I was someone they would fight beside if it ever came up. It was kind of a big deal.

      “It’s good, except…well, Stefan isn’t thrilled when I go to see them,” I admitted.

      That was an understatement! Stefan nearly foamed at the mouth every time I so much as mentioned Tim, the alpha. God forbid I try to go visit without both Charles and Jonas at my back. His behavior was ridiculously overprotective, for no discernible reason. Whenever I tried to talk about it, his mouth got as thin as his patience.

      Toa blinked. Which meant he knew something!

      I jumped on it immediately. “What am I missing? What’s Stefan’s problem with them?”

      Toa glanced at Dominicous, whose gaze bored into mine. “He has history with the Mata. It is not for me to discuss.”

      I felt my eyebrows dip. Stefan generally told me everything, both about his feelings—which he usually hated admitting—or anything relevant to the clan. As mage, and hopefully co-leader one day, I needed all relevant information to make informed decisions.

      Or so Jonas constantly told me. I barely had hold of my magic, and now I was supposed to learn how to lead. Needless to say, the pressure was mounting, one mountain at a time.

      “Interesting,” I muttered, biting my lip.

      “You see? She has an unhealthy amount of curiosity and nosiness,” Toa reflected.

      “I don’t point out your flaws of stubbornness and sulkiness, do I?” I shot back.

      Toa sniffed. “Yes, you do…”

      Dominicous laughed. “Okay, Sasha, go create havoc. We’ll meet again in a week or so to discuss our visit to the council. We have some time, yet. A few representatives from the Mata will be accompanying us, so hopefully you can smooth the working relationship between Stefan and their alpha in the meantime.”

      Fat chance. They each wanted to bash the other’s head in. Tim tried for patience, and usually then tried not to pick up something heavy and swing it in Stefan’s direction. Stefan tried not to growl and bluster and bodily pick Tim up and throw the bear shifter out of the mansion. Pretty much the best they could each do was stare, flex, and wish I didn’t have any interaction with the other.

      It wasn’t a recipe for a lovely afternoon picnic.

      I was nearly skipping out the door when I met the frosty stare of one of my bodyguards.

      “What are you so happy about, human?” Jonas asked, pushing forward from the wall.

      Jonas didn’t like me personally, and he didn’t like that I was human, but because his brain had made the connection that I was not only necessary to the well-being of his clan, but also important, he’d assigned himself the role of my protector. He would, and had, laid down his life to keep me alive.

      I think he hated himself more than me.

      And yes, normal people would reciprocate that hate—the guy had left me for dead the first time we’d come in contact with each other. Plus, he was a vicious, grumpy a-hole. But for all that, he did save me from capture, and Stefan had implicit trust in him. Plus, I was terrible at holding a grudge, and the guy was hilarious if you took him with a grain of salt.

      To that end, I flashed him a huge smile and said, “Dominicous is adopting me!”

      Jonas snorted. “Only a fool would tie himself to you.”

      “You just called yourself a fool.”

      “That’s different.”

      “You called Stefan a fool, too.”

      Jonas’ eyebrows dipped low over his eyes, his customary irritated look. “We have a possible territory breach at the West Third. Also, your furry friends are here. They say two of theirs went missing around that area, so they want to come along. The Boss says no, but it’s your expedition because he’s tied up, so it’s your call.”

      “Obviously I’m going to say they can come.”

      Jonas yanked the door open leading into the front greeting room and impatiently gestured me through. He was a gentleman at heart—another trait he hated about himself.

      “They’re not riding with me. I don’t want to have to flea bomb my car,” he said when we were within hearing range.

      “Would it kill you to be nice?”

      “Yes.”

      Tim fell silent as I came in sight and turned to me expectantly. Being in his late twenties, Tim was the youngest alpha for his pack in nearly fifty years. The fact that he led a giant, North American faction made him an anomaly. He’d gotten the title the same way Stefan had gotten his leadership role, by fighting for it. He was tough and robust, only about six feet tall, but powerfully sculpted ,with thick cords of muscle running the length of his body. When he looked at a person, they wanted to take a step back from the power blasted at them. Under it all, though, he was a sweet-tempered guy.

      Until he turned into a Kodiak bear, obviously.

      “Hi Sasha, good to see you.” Tim opened his arms for a hug.

      His people were huggers and handshakers, which I loved. I hadn’t gotten a lot of that growing up, so I took advantage of it. I gave him a big squeeze, having really gotten comfortable with him these last couple months. He always made time for me, pleased that I wanted to get to know his people and personally thank his fighters for keeping me alive when we battled Trek, the white mage, in the woods.

      He also understood that sometimes I needed to get away from Stefan’s people, who thought humans were mostly worthless. Granted, when you could manipulate and control most of the species, and were simultaneously kept down by them—having to skulk off to the shadows—yeah, I got it. But still, hanging out with other humans, regardless of if they turned into soft creatures with wet noses, kept a girl sane.

      He turned to his left and motioned for two others to get up. “This is Jack, the tiger you rode like a horse.”

      I felt my face flush. “More like a gurney,” I mumbled.

      Jack stepped forward with balanced grace, something I didn’t expect from a stocky, barrel-chested man swinging muscular arms. His gold-hazel eyes connected with mine, giving me a weird kind of thrill—like being stalked on a prairie somewhere. “It was a pleasure fighting beside you.”

      “Or under you, like a pony,” Jonas rumbled from beside the door, staring straight ahead in his “I am ignoring all things human or Mata” default pose.

      I rolled my eyes. To Jack I said, “Don’t mind him, he’s just mad no one likes him.”

      Jonas clenched his jaw.

      “And Ann, whom you know, I believe,” Tim went on with a smirk.

      Ann stepped forward with a beaming smile, her customary shock of blue hair, and a hug. “Hi! Long time no see.”

      “It’s been a week,” I laughed.

      “Yeah. A week without a girl my own speed to talk to. I just have these grim party poopers.”

      Tim cleared his throat, eliciting an evil smile from Ann.

      “Well, cool,” I said, bobbing my head, happy to be alive. I had friends, a clan, a handsome boyfriend and a guy that wanted to adopt me—my life was turning out a-okay.

      To Ann I said, “At least I have someone that gets my sense of humor.”

      “Everyone else will come around, trust me,” she replied.

      “Doubtful.” Jonas stepped forward, suddenly action. “Let’s get going. I got things to do.”

      “I am your things to do,” I shot back as Jonas grabbed me by the arm and hauled me toward the door.

      “I know. And you’re getting behind.”

      “Our working relationship is not exactly professional,” I muttered as Jonas walked me out of the house and left me at the driver’s side door of a giant black Hummer.

      “What, not going to open the door for me?” I asked sarcastically as I pulled open the door and scrambled up inside. The responding glare shut me up.

      We rolled up to a decrepit building in the industrial part of town. The structure stood in the middle of the run-down block, crumbling and abandoned. Jagged windows dotted the face, littering broken glass on the dirty sidewalk lining its front. Boards covered the doors and graffiti marred the pockmarked brick.

      We got out of the car and surveyed the building for a moment, waiting for Tim and the others to pull up. “Quaint,” I said in a hush, scooting closer to Jonas.

      Jonas stalked toward the boarded front door, his feet crunching glass and debris into the hard pavement. The sounds echoed along the quiet street, pinging off the walls and disintegrating into the silence. I followed, knowing that with him around, the only people in their right mind who would pick a fight with us were his kind of people. I could handle magic workers; it was the gun carriers I was concerned about—my kind.

      “You okay?” Tim asked, stepping beside me and rubbing my back to calm my nerves.

      “No sweat. Kinda. So…why are we here, again? Territory breach?”

      Jack and Ann split up, each walking in a diagonal line toward the opposite corners of the building.

      “Stefan had reports of a breach, but we have two pack members missing. Last we know, they were in this part of town. We’re wondering if the two are related,” Tim informed me, his acute focus scanning the building in front of us.

      A loud screech echoed down the street as Jonas ripped off the board across the front entryway. His arms and back bunched with thick, lethal muscle. The wood groaned as it bent, hanging on with steel claws. It was no match for Jonas’ strength, though. A moment later, the board flew to the side, jarring my teeth as it banged off the concrete and slid to a stop.

      I took two loud breaths as silence once again descended on our surroundings. If anyone was around, we’d just made our presence known.

      Jack disappeared beyond the corner of the building. A moment later, Ann did, too.

      “Sasha—“ Jonas motioned me near. He stepped into the gaping black of the doorway.

      “Oh man,” I whined, tiptoeing closer.

      Tim stayed at my back, eyes scanning the street and then the darkened face of the building. Jonas spared him one irritated glance before honing in on me.

      “I need you to sense for magic. Something doesn’t feel right, and it certainly doesn’t smell right. It’s too subtle for me to pick up, though.”

      “Do I have to go inside?” I whispered. I rubbed my arms as the lifeless building pressed down around me. It felt hollowed, somehow. Gutted and left for dead.

      Jonas stared at me for a long, stern-faced beat. “Yes.”

      I pushed the air out of my lungs, a swear riding the wave. I could sprint into danger with a grin and a rape whistle, but this slow creeping into the unknown was not high on my list of loves.

      Goosebumps spread across my arms as I crossed the threshold, a feeling of disquiet smearing over my skin like lotion. I barely heard Jonas’ voice speaking to Tim as the cold, dank air washed over me. “Your magic will throw things off, mongrel. Stay outside.”

      Tim growled out some sort of threat, but I couldn’t focus on that now. Prickles dotted my exposed flesh, foul magic eating through my senses. Jonas had it right: something was definitely off.

      I put out my hands in front of me like a blind person feeling their way in. The rush of power, slippery and hard to control, filled my body as I called the elements, combating the polluted power in the room with blissful joy. My foot went lopsided on a discarded board, popping it out from under my shoe, skittering across the floor in a dull collection of tinkles.

      The shadows crouched in the corners of the enormous, empty space, watching me. Moonlight filtered in from jagged, broken windows along the outside of the structure, casting an unearthly glow. My breath rang through my ears, unnaturally loud, interrupting the stillness of a tomb.

      This was a very bad idea. I could feel it. How did I land myself in this job, again?

      Filling my lungs and then holding it, I inched closer to the back of the warehouse. Large beams crossed above me and touched down periodically, keeping the sagging ceiling in place far above my head. A ring of black along the side wall advertised an old firepit for someone down on their luck. I kept my eyes pointed down, wary of needles and other items lazily discarded after a night of partying.

      As I got halfway through the open space, a vulgar feeling began to crawl up my skin like tiny insects. The sickly sweet smell of rotting flesh tickled my nose.

      “I’ve never felt anything like this before,” I said quietly, passing my hands through the air. “Although, granted, I haven’t had a lot of experience.”

      Shapes took form within the shadows toward the back wall the closer I got. On the right, near the corner of the building, lay a pile of grayish sticks, charred and blackened by fire. Scorched fabric was glued to the various elements of the pile.

      Three more steps had me halting, sucking in a huge breath.

      It was a body! They weren’t sticks, they were bones coated in masticated skin!

      Did that moan come from me?

      A face, twisted in an endless scream of agony, lay on the backside of his calves. One arm had been ripped out of the socket and lay flat under his back. One leg, cracked at the thigh, lay over the other. He was broken and twisted, as if he’d been made of matchsticks and sporadically snapped and tossed to the ground.

      “No human could have done this,” I whispered. “His back was broken in half.”

      “A bear could have,” Jonas’ voice echoed around the crouching walls.

      “Not without opposable thumbs,” I retorted into the hush.

      A few more steps and I could see another fire site, only this time, there was a large black pot overturned against the wall. A round camping stove, smudged with soot, half lay under it.

      “This has got to be a few days old, at least…”

      “You’re not here to investigate,” Jonas growled. “You’re here to feel for magic. We have an experienced clan that’ll go over this site and give us more conclusive findings.”

      “Oh. Well, you could’ve made that more clear before I looked at the body.”

      I let my magic drift, sensing for spells and pitfalls within the area. This was something I practiced every day per Toa’s instruction. A large part of my job was sensing other magic and possible dangers. I still had trouble doing this on the fly, but here, in the quiet settings, the building almost feeling as if it was holding its breath, I had nothing else to do but concentrate.

      The black glow of my magic, hardly discernable in the gloom of the warehouse, drifted over the overturned pot. Like a match to kerosene, a circular fire lit up, climbing into the sky. Sparkles danced and played in a shimmering orange halo lazily drifting toward the right. Toward the body.

      I could not help that squeak. Or holding my breath afterwards.

      Still it drifted. Reaching for that death. What would it do when it got there?

      I didn’t want to know!

      A blast of rotten stench crawled up my nose, prompting a gag. That smell didn’t come from the body; it came from the disgusting magic corroding this area. Magic that was still active. Lingering, waiting. But for what? Whatever spells had been laid, they weren’t used to create rainbows. They were also extensive and intricate. Beyond my training.

      “Not good magic over here…” I mumbled.

      My magic spread like a fog over the body. For a second, nothing happened.

      “Sasha?” Tim asked into the din.

      “Don’t go in there, mong—”

      Jonas’ voice cut off as my magic started to sizzle and pop. Like water splashing into hot grease.

      “What’s it doing?” I asked Jonas with a quiver in my voice.

      “This isn’t normal…” Jonas’ voice drifted away.

      “Back out of there, Sasha,” Tim urged from the door.

      Something tugged at my magical senses. It was like undertow, rolling and fierce, sucking. Consuming. As fast as magic surged into my body, elements desperate to get in, something in that area stole it again, using my draw to fuel itself.

      “Crap,” I mumbled, scrabbling to pull my power back.

      “What is it?” Jonas asked, stepping into the building, his tattoos lighting up like a Christmas tree. A great, gleaming sword swung into his hand, the blade glowing orange.

      “Get out of here, Jonas! I need to tie off this weird spell. It’s sucking magic to it.”

      Jonas took a hasty step back, his body once again receding out of the doorway. Tim backed out with him, but hesitantly.

      I got to work, sweat beading my brow, fighting the draw both of that corner, and from the elements fighting to rush into my body.

      “Nasty spell-working, this,” I said under my breath, sensing the elements within the casting. “They’re, like, reaching for me. Feeding off my magic. I’ve never dealt with a spell like this. I didn’t even know this was possible.”

      “Dark magic,” Jonas whispered. “Hard to work. Harder to control. Someone has balls of steel.”

      “Well, it’s not me,” I wheezed.

      I snubbed out the elements that made up the spell, like soldering wires, closing the spell in a sort of circuit.

      “I don’t think the wielder knew exactly what he was doing,” I murmured, analyzing the lacy structure of the orangey incantation. It hovered within a shaky line spilled on the cement floor. Spilled because it looked suspiciously like blood, sticky and slick, gleaming in the soft light from the window.

      As I was about to turn away toward Jonas, wanting to talk about what I’d done, the lacy spell cleared away like mist. In its place grinned the head of a black monster, staring at me like a hungry lion would a fresh steak.

      “You did not call me.” Sharp, ragged teeth filled a mouth too big for its face.

      Terror jolted me back as a stringy leg stepped forward.

      “Sasha?” Jonas’ voice held hard fibers of alarm as it echoed through the cavernous space.

      The monster slapped into an invisible barrier. Orange sparks rained down on its head as a tall circle flared to life around it. It glanced up, and then around, noticing the hazy orange circle trapping it. And then its face straightened out, staring right at me out of black pits instead of eyes. In a raspy voice that shivered across my body, it said, “We can rule, you and I. Our power, combined, will be indestructible. Join me.”

      “Oh lovely, one of you. Fantastic.”

      I eyed its cage as it did, sensing the weakness of it. The shaky spell barely held together. Even as I stood there, the thing was starting to eat away at its cage.

      Super.

      Was this a terrible spell by design, or some sort of failed attempt?

      “We gotta get out of here!” I roared at Jonas, backing away as quickly as possible. “This thing is way, way stronger than other Dulcha I’ve seen. It’s feeding off of the magic containing it, somehow. We need Toa for this one.”

      Jonas flicked his gaze at Tim, whose eyes were directed in a flat stare, at the scary monster pacing within its sphere. “You wanna go check if the dead body is one of yours?”

      Tim started forward immediately. When that thing’s hollow gaze locked on him, his step did not falter.

      “Don’t touch the orange cylinder surrounding it,” I whisper-yelled as he passed.

      “When he’s done, pull your magic out, but you’ll need to seal off the building,” Jonas instructed as I neared.

      “Yes, Jonas, I know. I’m not an idiot.”

      His face had turned to point down at me, the area around his eyes tight.

      “This isn’t just a normal Dulcha, is it?” I asked in a tiny voice, following Jonas as he backed away from the opening. My eyes scanned the enormity of the building. I thought of the spells at my disposal—the ones I could do well. “I’m not really sure how to seal off something of this size. I mean, containment spell, obviously, but it seems to be eating away at the one locking it in right now. How did the wielder create that thing?”

      “Old magic,” Jonas said in a low voice, stepping aside so a grim-faced Tim could exit the door and move past. “More power makes the process easier, but humans that don’t know how to work their magic can call them, too. It takes chants and sacrifices. Blood and death.”

      His haunted eyes took me in. “I’m only orange. You are black. If that thing breaks free, my magic isn’t going to stop it. Which means you need to work this shit out. That thing cannot escape this building.”

      I grimaced. True words.

      “Don’t blow up the building, either,” he added. “It’ll laugh at the fire and keep on coming.”

      I groaned. “That didn’t need to be said…”

      We backed out to the center of the quiet street, the shape changers all waiting for us.

      Tim’s gaze touched mine, tight and serious, before finding Jack. “It was Dom in there. He didn’t make it to his fox form. He was a fast and fearless fighter. No chains or manacles to secure him.”

      “How did he get taken so easily? Do your people get manipulated like humans do?” I asked, because that would be a good explanation.

      Tim shook his head solemnly.

      “I found Phillip,” Ann said quietly. “Killed with a sword. Apparently he was just in the way.”

      “The person that called this thing didn’t need two sacrifices—one was enough,” Jonas growled, gaze skewering the decrepit and hulking warehouse in front of us. “Seal this place off, Sasha.”

      Him using my name straightened my back and sent tingles down my spine. His eyes, a dark shade of brown with specks of gold, were intense and serious, a spark of fear deep within their depths. That thing in the warehouse had shaken him. Shaken Jonas, the meanest, most fearsome badass in Stefan’s clan.

      Not good.

      Survival mode washed over me, that glimmer of fear peeking out of Jonas’ stare infusing my courage. I had to stop that thing from getting out. Only seriously bad news could scare Jonas, and only I had the ability to cut it off.

      It was not shaping into a good day.

      I opened up and let the elements rush in, filling me to capacity, then taking just a bit more. For me, unlike for others, magic shock was a very real issue every single time I used my magic. I couldn’t draw too heavily, or the dam would burst, the elements blasting into my body until my body became overloaded and shut down. So far, that shut down was just for a few hours, or even a day or so. I’d been lucky. Worst case, however, meant that the shutdown would be forever. I had to be careful.

      I envisioned placing a huge blanket over that warehouse, draping it in suffocating power. No holes. The weave was water tight. I used mass quantities of earth for the lock, keeping that spell put.

      I’d learned a thing or two from Toa. It had given me stress wrinkles, but I was getting somewhere.

      As the billowing cloud of magic enveloped the building, I could feel my energy sucking out of my body. I had limitless magic, yes, but like running or lifting something heavy, it took energy. I did not have limitless energy. It was another way things could go wrong.

      For all the things I had going for me in the magic world, I had just as many that would result in death if I wasn’t careful. I was forever walking on that razor’s edge.

      I reached through my link with Stefan, tugging, needing his special power. The distance softened the connection, lessening his help, but he was with me immediately, balancing the flow. Distributing it.

      He was also growing concerned. This was supposed to be a routine stop along his—our—territory. I shouldn’t need his help. That I did would alert him something was wrong.

      Gaining a burst of energy, I sprinkled an invisibility charm that would have the eye glancing off of the building should someone wander by. I also tied off this spell, keeping the magic in place. I stepped back, panting with fatigue.

      Jonas’ brow had furrowed. “You did more than just disguise it, right?”

      I continued my eye-rolling marathon as Tim stalked up, having left with Ann around the building when I started my spell. “Obviously.”

      “There’s nothing obvious when you do magic…”

      “He was taken down cleanly,” Tim said, glancing around the area.

      “What were they doing here?” Jonas asked suspiciously.

      “We had notice of a wilder in this location. They came to check it out.”

      Jonas and Tim stared at each other for a moment, before Jonas took one more glance at the building and headed back to the car. “C’mon, we gotta let the Boss know.”

      A thrill ran through my stomach at the mention of Stefan. As always, I couldn’t wait to get back to him. It was like an extended honeymoon period with him—part of me wanted to just hang out in the same room and stare at him while drool dribbled down my chin.

      At the moment, however, unease ate away my longing to touch him. He knew something was wrong, and he wanted me away from whatever it was. Like any alpha male, he was protective and possessive to a fault, wanting to wrap me up in bubble wrap and stow me away from harm. Obviously that was as harebrained as it was impossible, but it didn’t prevent his agitation when he couldn’t protect me.

      Scared Jonas on one hand, partially irrational clan leader struggling for control on the other. The day was not getting any better.

      As I turned toward the car, Tim said, “We’ll hang on—I want to see to Phillip’s remains.”

      Jonas nodded and motioned for me to hurry up and get in the car.

      “Alright, this is your time to assert yourself,” Jonas coached as he started driving. “This is an important and valid discovery that you made.”

      “We did it together—”

      “You are the Black Mage, which means you technically led this expedition. You are in charge—”

      “Which no one can tell since you constantly bully me.”

      “—and you need to demonstrate that if the Boss has people around him. You need to start showing that you pull rank with everyone but the Boss. Got it?”

      “Yes.”

      “You need to act mature and professional. Can you do that?”

      Not a chance. “Absolutely.”

      We pulled up to the front of the mansion, only a faint glow seeping from the front windows. Jonas slammed the gear shift into park and opened the door. “Alright, let’s go.”

      

      Ten minutes later, we arrived at the room my link told me Stefan occupied. Jonas stepped forward and pulled open the door. I got an impatient thumb jerk from him, telling me to enter. As I crossed the threshold; the world fell away. All I could focus on were those intelligent, dark eyes, looking at me out of that earth-shatteringly handsome face. My stomach exploded in butterflies as my chest tugged, wanting to close the distance and touch him. The emotion through the link held the same longing, the same single-minded focus as Stefan paid homage to me entering the room.

      In the beginning, this would irritate people to no end, no one understanding why everything ground to a halt so we could share a moment meeting our other half. After Stefan scared the crap out of a few people for interrupting, or I accidentally zapped them with magic, they all got the hint. It only lasted about thirty seconds, but in that time, nothing existed in the world but each other.

      “And they’re back,” Charles said as I exhaled, taking in the scene.

      Stefan stood near the far wall, holding a sheet of paper with that sexy muscular arm. His rippled body stood in repose, in the middle of some business meeting that must have to do with our journey in a few weeks, because all of the top army guys and gals, including my new adopted dad and his staring side-kick, were present. Stefan’s slacks fit him oh-so-right, showing off that defined butt and his strong thighs. A dress shirt strained across his enormous width of shoulders and hinted at his mouthwatering pecs. Those washboard abs were hidden, but I salivated knowing they were there.

      “Having a hot flash?” Charles asked with a smirk, the only one allowed to back talk to me in Stefan’s presence.

      Charles had been through serious crap on my behalf—he’d earned it.

      “Sorry, where were we?” I swung my gaze around the crowded room.

      “We were discussing the needs of the clan in our absence,” Stefan said smoothly, eyes devouring me instead of going back to his paper.

      I cleared my throat and noticed an intense stare from Jonas. Oh yeah. Lead.

      “Well, we might need to put that on hold. We found something.” I just barely left off the uncertain, “is that okay?”

      Stefan’s eyes cleared of heat. Anxiety crept back into the link, having disappeared when I arrived in one piece. “What is it?”

      I quickly ran through what we found at the warehouse, watching carefully as Stefan’s face got grimmer and grimmer with some emotion he was trying desperately to suppress. The link warred with shock and fear and determination. When I finished, more than a few people, including Dominicous, were subtly glancing at him.

      “You contained it?” Stefan asked in a low voice.

      I nodded. “But we need to get rid of it somehow.”

      Determination took over the link as his jaw set. “You stay here. I’ll deal with it.”

      “She has to remove her charm,” Jonas said in as small of a voice as I’d ever heard him use.

      Stefan’s gaze skewered Jonas.

      “Orange was containing it,” I rushed in quickly, knowing Stefan didn’t want me anywhere near that monster, and also knowing the decision came from a man in love, not a leader. Nothing would undermine me faster than if Stefan tried to put Baby in the corner.

      “If it escaped orange power, then Jonas wouldn’t be any good, since he is also orange. It’s my job, Stefan.” I straightened my back against that scorching, dominating stare. My warning butt tingle sounded, screaming at me to flee. Still I stood my ground, nearly letting terrified chuckles escape my throat to let the tension out of my body.

      That intense, black-eyed gaze retracted before he grudgingly nodded. I took a silent breath, trying to ignore the sweat dripping down my back.

      “Let’s go.” Stefan moved across the room. “Jonas, assemble a team. Charles—”

      Stefan cut off, his eyes flicking to me. Jonas was staring again.

      Oh yeah. Lead.

      “Charles, get Adnan,” I jumpstarted. “You two are mine so Stefan can use Jonas.”

      Stefan gave me the briefest of nods, indicating I did the right thing. Thank god.

      “You’re going to take a juvenile for protection?” Claudia, a red power with a mean right hook, came as close to a snicker as was possible for it not to be a challenge.

      I stared her down, trying to get my gaze to shock into her like Stefan’s always did. Condescension stared back.

      “You’ll challenge him to a duel tomorrow,” I noted smoothly. “We’ll see how you hold up against a juvenile. I will personally tell you you’re right if you win. Now,” my gaze swept the room, “let’s get going. That thing was too smug for my taste.”
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      “What did Jonas have to say?” Toa asked in his silky tone as he drifted in beside Dominicous.

      Dominicous slowed his pace, allowing Stefan and Sasha to lead their fierce-eyed warriors out of the mansion. If he kept to the front, his position would dictate his leadership. Stefan was barely keeping his subservience in check as it was; if Dominicous took control of a situation as dire as this, the younger male would challenge for sure. And while usually that wouldn’t be a huge deal—Dominicous able to quell most upstarts easily—he wasn’t entirely positive he would come out the victor. Even if he did, however, he didn’t want to leave his adopted daughter without her future mate. A challenge needed to be prevented at all costs.

      “This is probably a class-six demon. Weak enough, but based on what Sasha said, operating with some strange magic.” Toa glided out the front door with a smooth and calm demeanor. Most wouldn’t notice the left shoulder raised slightly above the right, a sign of Toa’s tense and unsure state of mind.

      Very little ruffled Toa.

      “That isn’t an altogether strong demon,” Dominicous said calmly. “With it contained for now, and with Stefan’s ability to organize and lead in battle, we shouldn’t have any problem dispatching it.”

      “We shouldn’t, no.” Toa’s gaze drifted toward Sasha, walking with a sure step toward one of the many parked cars.

      Dominicous knew she had no idea what she was walking toward, but she kept her chin up and back straight. Such a courageous young woman.

      “The demon will hone in on her, I am certain,” Toa continued. “Usually, only someone that summoned the demon can converse with it.”

      “Speaking with it means one can control it, correct? Why isn’t this beneficial?”

      Toa made a disgusted sound at Dominicous’ ignorance. “It could be beneficial, yes. It could. But it is a two-way affair. You can speak, but you can also understand. And if you aren’t strong enough to control, you will become the controlled. Sasha has barely emerged into our way of life, into leadership, into her magic—and now we are throwing demons at her. She barely has time to grasp one idea when we throw something else at her. How can we expect her to keep up?”

      Toa smoothed his hair, and Dominicous knew he was trying to smooth his nerves at the same time. Toa had to be out in front of her training-wise to give all of them any hope of her making it through the council meeting in one piece, but so many other dangers kept arising. Toa was a perfectionist, and often contemplative, but he’d been having to sprint to the next challenge right along with Sasha. He didn’t have to tell Dominicous that it was getting to him—Dominicous could feel it all through their blood link. But they each had their duties, and all duties had a hard road as far as Sasha was concerned.

      “You fear Sasha can be thus turned?” Dominicous asked quietly, trying to keep them on track.

      Toa’s mouth collapsed into a thin, bloodless line. “I am not sure. She has not dealt with a demon of this magnitude. Dulcha do not even remotely compare.”

      Dominicous shook his head as a chorus of car doors shut around him. “She will not turn. She has a core of steel to her.”

      “Then it will attempt to destroy her. Without someone to control it, it is a free entity, able to rip, rape, and pillage as it will. She will be target number one.”

      “This isn’t the age of Vikings, Toa.” Dominicous suppressed a chuckle, starting the car and pulling away from the curb. His partner at arms had always been a little…overdramatic when edging up to a battle. It was a side of him not many saw. “Plus, it won’t come anywhere near her. Stefan will see to that long before I would have to intervene and ensure it.”

      “Dominicous—” Toa’s nostrils flared. “You take things too lightly. It will target her. Her defensive…talents will spring to life. She will try to dispatch it on her own, feeling out the spell like a blind man searches for a telephone. Like she has with Dulcha. It will sap her energy and rip the life out of her before she can complete the spell.”

      Dominicous cleared his throat. “She has Stefan to fortify her magic until we can link. She will have plenty of power for a five or six-level demon. Toa, I really think—”

      “I cannot link with her.”

      Dominicous’ head whipped around. The car swerved to the right before Dominicous ripped the wheel back. “In all this time, you, a white, have not enacted the age-old partnership between a black and a white? You realize, I am sure, that the more one person links with another, the easier and more effective the bond. At the council there will be a great many trying to link with her to create just such a bond. You have the privilege of having her all to yourself, and you have not linked?”

      Toa’s stare drifted across the space of the car and held his, unwaveringly. Dominicous pulled to the side, idling. The car crackled with magic, the challenge in Toa’s eyes making the hair stand up all over Dominicous’ body.

      “We’ve been here before, Toa,” Dominicous said in a low tone. “I will take this moment to remind you that, despite your higher level of power, you do not usually come out on top in these instances.”

      Toa’s gaze retracted slightly, but he did not drop it altogether. Nor did he speak. Dominicous had offended him. Damn.

      “I was bold in my allegations.” It was as close as Dominicous would come to an apology.

      That icy blue stare held. And held.

      Finally, the blond head bowed ever so slightly. He turned back to the road. Dominicous pushed the gas pedal.

      Into the purr of the large motor, Toa said, “Pairing with a black should be effortless. It was how we were made, after all. And I can see how this could be a possibility, but she is a magic conductor. She is wired differently. When I link, I give that raging torrent of magic another outlet. I give it more body to fill. It gushes through her and directly into me. It’s…chaos. There is no controlling it—I do not know how she manages. I have tried three times, and all three times ended up flat on my back. She, she, had to cut it off and rip it away. The novice had to protect the master.”

      “And this torrent—this is something she deals with on a daily basis?”

      “Yes. Like trying to direct a flood. It is the price for the power at her disposal, I am sure. With her as lead, we could have a huge Merge. She doesn’t have to pull the power and disperse it, or merge with anyone to pull more, she simply has to open up, and direct the deluge.”

      Dominicous shook his head. “Is this because she is human? Because she is black?”

      “No. It is because she is one in a million. Had we known what we found that night, the little thing you gave blood to, we would’ve taken her right then. We would’ve had time to train her, to study her. To coach her before she could come up with wild ways to use her power.”

      “That day is done. We are here now. What do we do? Link around her?”

      “And then there is Stefan to think about.”

      Dominicous threw the car in park beside Sasha’s vehicle. He breathed through his mouth in a silent exhale, willing patience in the light of Toa’s constant analytics. Stefan stepped out of a large Hummer on their right, his face a mask of fierce determination. Dominicous could almost see the ghosts of his parents sitting on his shoulders as his gaze stabbed Charles, the driver of Sasha’s vehicle.

      Toa said, “He can balance Sasha. Her special skill seems to be to coax others to accept more magic. His special skill is to balance the flow of magic. He gets more power while balancing her so she can work the torrents accosting her. They make each other better—more powerful. They were made for each other. One in a million.”

      Dominicous snorted at the romantic babble. He earned a glare.

      “If he had been a white…” Toa’s voice drifted away as he watched Stefan consult with Jonas. Charles sat in the car, speaking with Sasha. Probably filling her in on what she faced.

      “Stefan is not in control,” Dominicous stated flatly. “He was not there when his parents died, but he lost everything. Imagination is sometimes worse than witnessing the actual events.”

      Toa threaded his fingers together in his lap. “It might be wise, for all our sakes, if you lead this battle.”

      “He would challenge me, immediately. He would see the value in my leadership, but he would fear for Sasha’s safety if he wasn’t in control.”

      “But he’s not in control.”

      “He’s holding it together.”

      “She will try to cut that thing off from the source before I can enact a link with you. I will then have to try and work around her magical weave without merging. Dominicous, if you sit and do nothing, it could kill her, and then everyone else. If I scrape against her magic, it will bind to me and surge through me. I’ll end up flat on my back, but this time, without the novice to save me. You’ll then be fighting without me.”

      “So we chop the thing into bits while you two play at elements. It’s not that strong of a demon, Toa. You’re fantasizing.”

      Toa exhaled noisily. The glare was back. “Can you take nothing seriously? I wonder how you were able to ascend to your position at all.”

      “You know how: by killing. C’mon, I want to be in position to monitor my daughter. I’ve just found her again, I will not lose her.”
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      Charles sat in the car after the Boss evacuated, feeling uncertainty and nerves burning a hole in his stomach. Sasha sat beside him, picking her nail and watching the Boss as he gathered his men to him.

      Charles had just explained what it was they faced, but the problem was, he didn’t really know, either. He’d learned about this stuff in school. That, and from the rumors and the hushed stories told in places the Boss was sure never to hear. This wasn’t one of those things people wanted to get caught talking about.

      “So…” Her voice was frail, sounding as nervous as Charles felt. “It’s kind of like a Dulcha, then. This thing. Right?”

      “This thing is not like a Dulcha,” Charles answered. “Well, it is, but in a different sort of way. A Dulcha is a newer creation with magic—implanting a demon into a human body. Demons that need a host—need to feed off of a life—are lesser demons. No real power. No real ability to think on their own. They’re governed by the magic holder that summoned them.”

      “Trek always did that.”

      “Exactly. And they reacted to his desires. As demons get more powerful, they need a sacrifice, but not a host. These demons are also less likely to take directions. They’re harder to control. Plus, it’s the old magic. Think of it like opening a portal to that underworld you believe in. Let one of these magical beings with a lot of power run around, and it’ll rain down death and destruction.”

      “Why? What’s their purpose? What do they want?”

      Charles squinted at her. “Ah…good question. I never thought to ask.”

      Adnan shifted in the back seat. Charles glanced at him in the rear view mirror and got a blank expression in return. He obviously didn’t know, either.

      Sasha said, “Okay, well, how do I get rid of it? Toa hasn’t taught me how to link, yet.”

      Charles stared at her. “He hasn’t?”

      Sasha chewed her lip in response.

      Oh. Toa probably tried, but something went wrong. Figured. With her, something always went all kinds of wrong before it finally went right.

      He said as much.

      “Really helpful, Charles, great talk.”

      “At least you have a little information. If it was up to the Boss, you’d be back at home base.”

      Sasha turned to him in a cloud of frustration. “What is really going on, Charles? Why is he so freaked—”

      Her mouth slammed shut and her body went rigid. Her eyes flicked toward her left—Adnan. She could be open with Charles—they were as close as siblings—but Adnan was a different story entirely. And he must’ve known it.

      “See you out there,” he said quickly. He slid out of the car and closed the door behind him, waiting just outside.

      “What is his deal with all this?” she asked immediately, fear riding her words. “Why is he scared out of his head, Charles? What’s happening?”

      “He’s, ah…”

      Charles hesitated. This was the Boss’ business, and that man hadn’t opened his mouth to utter a word about it since it happened. Apparently not even to his lady love, which meant he didn’t want the information known. Charles was not about to get killed by being the messenger.

      Although, not telling her anything and letting her get her fool self killed would also get him, as her protector, killed.

      How did he always end up in these situations?

      “You know his parents were killed, right?” Charles hedged.

      Sasha’s round eyes swung his way. Charles nodded. “Without giving too much detail—or any, because I value my life—I’ll just say that his parents had a run-in with one of these things, and it didn’t work favorably on his family life. You need to approach with caution on this one, Sasha.”

      “Oh my god—demons killed his parents?”

      Charles wiggled like fire ants were eating his backside. “I’ve said plenty.”

      “A demon like the one in there? Is it that strong—or, you know, that powerful?”

      “Jonas said that this one is probably a six or seven, out of ten. Dulcha are nines and tens—not powerful. This one is just slightly more so. The one that…you know…with his parents—gods, I shouldn’t be telling you this.”

      “I won’t breathe a word.”

      “I’m sure he can feel your gushy compassion and all that chick crap.”

      “Oh, shut up.” She punched him. “You feel those things, too, you jackass.”

      Charles rubbed his arm for something to do. Mental note: teach her how to punch. “Anyway, the demon that…”

      “I get it. Finish the damn sentence.”

      “Well, it was a three, I think. A really nasty one. They had to sacrifice three people to summon it—two humans called it, the lunatics. Guess who it killed first? Served them right.”

      “So the one we have isn’t that strong. But, are you sure? Because Jonas was really freaked out. And Stefan is out of his mind...”

      “Jonas lost his dad,” Charles said without thinking. He thrust a finger through the silent air, straight into her face. “If you say one word—one word—to anyone that I just told you that, I will make your life hell. Do you understand me?”

      “No you won’t, because Jonas would’ve already killed you.”

      True. Shit.

      Worry melted the grin off her face. She peered at the large building a ways in front of him, then at the Boss. “What are we waiting for?”

      As if on cue, the Boss’ gaze flashed into the car and pommeled Charles. Charles could feel the power push into his body, buckling his spine and having his gaze headed for the ground before he could stop himself. This was the Boss that everyone feared. Everyone. The mean sonovabitch that fought his way to the leadership role with teeth and nails, taking down males twice his age, experience, and size. If he found someone he couldn’t cripple with brute force, he used his honed intellect. That failing, he used his friends.

      Jonas and Jameson had been infallible wingmen, Charles had heard. Still were.

      The Boss had started ascending shortly after his parents were killed. He wanted to make sure no other kid would go through what he did. And so far, he had.

      But he hadn’t had a demon show up to prove his prowess. Until now. With his chick on site. And not only that, but she’d have to actually face the demon, too.

      Charles should have picked another occupation.

      Knowing what was coming, Charles spilled out of the car as he clicked on the child lock, slamming the locked door before Sasha could follow. The large, lethal shape of his leader came around the hood, bristling with danger. He did not look scared at all. He looked formidable.

      Charles gulped.

      “If shit goes sideways, get her out of here,” the Boss growled, putting a heavy hand on the door in an act of protectiveness, keeping Sasha from letting herself out. “I don’t care if you have to knock her out and run, get her out.”

      “No problem, Boss.”

      Charles felt the dark stare as the Boss ensured those words were heard. When he tore his gaze away to walk to the front line, Charles couldn’t help a sigh of relief. Only to be sucked back up when the crazy sidekick stalked up next.

      “You keep her alive, or you better hope you go down with her,” Jonas threatened, his eyes alight with his thirst for blood.

      “Don’t tell me my job, bro. I got this.” Charles flexed, wishing that other male’s stare didn’t have the power to give him the heebie-jeebies. Jonas could really turn into a hardass when he placed himself as a protector of someone. Especially someone in danger. Like the pissed off human in the car.

      The scar on Jonas’ neck stood out in relief as he smirked. He didn’t spare a glance for the hard rapping on the inside of the window.

      Charles took a deep breath after both males had moved on. “Well, goody, rainbows and unicorns. Lovely working conditions.”

      He opened the door to a bag of cats.

      “What the hell, Charles?!” Sasha yelled, clambering out. “I’m supposed to be his damn equal, and the two of you lock me in the car?”

      “Sorry, he’s bigger. C’mon.” Feigning confidence, Charles jerked his head toward the warehouse. “Dominicous is already out of his car and headed over there. You need to show up before he does.”

      “Why, would he usurp my power or something?”

      “Yes. Him hanging back is a nod to the Boss. And you. He is letting everyone know that the Boss is leading—why do you not know this?”

      “I can’t learn everything in a few months, Charles. Magic came first. Stupid hierarchy of egotistical penises had to take a backseat.”

      “Penises don’t have egos. And what about the women in command? They can be pretty damn bitchy.”

      “The women have bigger balls than you do, Charles. Let’s get focused.”

      Kind of a dick thing to say.

      The warehouse crouched on the deserted road, silent and foreboding, housing some sort of hellion that could tear families apart. He had never seen one, true, but from a lifetime of ghost stories, he wasn’t in a great hurry. He liked the little life he’d set up—he didn’t really want it getting torn apart right now.

      They stepped beyond the cars. A large circle of Mata waited around the warehouse, facing the building. They stood sentinel with resolute expressions and fisted hands, just in case that thing inside got out. Dressed in loose sweats, with most primed to change form, they waited for war.

      Walking toward each Mata guard, ready to take over, was a clan member dressed in battle leathers with glowing swords.

      The Mata didn’t plan to step aside. The clan members would try to make them.

      “What a mess,” Sasha muttered.

      Charles agreed wholeheartedly. “I thought you used a concealment charm?”

      Adnan caught up with them, shadowing Sasha.

      “I took it off when we got here. Remember me yelling at you to shut it so I could concentrate?” Sasha rubbed her temples, her nerves fraying, looking every bit as out of her element as Charles felt.

      In front of the building, facing off, stood the Boss and Tim. The Boss was bigger, more heavily muscled, with an elegance to his grace that made a male’s hairs stand on end—he was a world ender.

      But Tim…Charles had to hand it to him. He wasn’t a wimp by anyone’s standards, especially when he changed into that colossal Kodiak bear. He faced off, meeting the Boss’ stare with one of his own, power and brawn ready to be unleashed.

      “C’mon,” Sasha said, half to herself. She marched out toward the two men.

      “What’s going on?” she demanded as she got within speaking range.

      It was Tim that answered. “Stefan has decided he reins this territory, and as such, is trying to send us packing. I have politely informed him, as is my place, that when we lose one of ours, we are given license to step in. This was an agreement reached in witness of Dominicous and his authority of office as it represents the council.”

      Sasha stepped forward to make a point. The Boss held out his hand to block her advance, trying to keep her at a safer distance.

      “Back off!” She pushed at the Boss’ arm. Her brows lowered dangerously when she had no effect. Next they heard a metallic crackle, zapping the Boss with a shot of fire as only she knew how.

      The big male took one step back, every muscle on his body taut in pain. Jonas, standing a few feet away, rolled his neck—he’d flown three feet when Sasha had done that to him.

      Her gaze slid to Tim as her brows lowered. “You, too.”

      Tim stared back for a moment, before taking one step back.

      Wise, Charles thought.

      “This is my rule,” she addressed both males. “Tim, you came here as my guest, which makes you subject to my leadership. Had you investigated on your own, per the signed treaties, given that it was only your men affected, then yes, you would be licensed to step in. For right now, until I abandon my rights, you do not take a primary role. Not until the threat is neutralized.”

      Charles couldn’t help his mouth dropping open as Tim nodded, somehow not looking as shocked as Charles felt. Who was this girl? And more importantly, who’d been working with her? Genius, whoever it was. And obviously extremely patient.

      Her gaze swung to the Boss. “I will repeat, this is my rule. I will soon defer to your leadership, since you have more experience in these matters, but regarding the Mata’s right to be here, I have the rights to approve that, and I do. We do not have time for a challenge, so I hope you don’t make one. I woke up whatever that thing is. Somehow. It’s loose in that warehouse. I can feel it eating away at my magic. It’s doing a really good job.”

      “The last time these mongrels offered aid,” the Boss said in low, hate-filled tones, “they whimpered like curs and ran, leaving us to deal with it. There is no way I’m leaving holes in the defense. This is easily settled with them leaving now before the demon is released.”

      The breath left Sasha’s body, a brief flash of compassion covering her face. Just as quickly, it was gone; business.

      “The pack before me consisted of a loose band of scared individuals,” Tim argued. “Our kind don’t do well in that setting. I stepped up, disbanded the old regime, and instilled the new order. We aren’t cowards, and we do not back down. He’s working with haunted memories, no matter how potent. Like a child.”

      The Boss flexed, probably hating that comment. His gaze flicked toward the warehouse, deciding. Probably realizing it was a hopeless argument with Sasha in control. Finally, he glanced at Sasha without a word.

      Picking up the cue immediately, her gaze shifted to the warehouse. “We’re out of time.”

      A strange black mist billowed within the building, creeping out of the broken windows. If not for a glossy sheen containing it, that stuff would’ve been spilling out onto the street. In the middle of the door, standing on two clawed feet, with long, stringy arms ending in another set of claws, stood a ghastly creature that could only be a demon. It was just as vile and terror-inspiring as Charles had always heard.

      It stared at Sasha.

      “That black mist is not my magic,” Sasha whispered, squinting at the warehouse. “I don’t know what it is, but it’s not me.”

      Strange sounds erupted from the gnarled and twisted thing, deep and scratchy. The Boss stepped right to Sasha’s side, scary as all hell, ready to protect her with his life. Charles stepped up, too, ready to be her backup line of defense, or her first line of defense—whatever she needed.

      “Yeah, right,” Sasha answered the thing. Charles felt his magic stir. She was calling the elements. “Plentiful rewards, right? You creeps are all the same. Although, I gotta admit, you are way scarier than the other ones.”

      Charles felt a cold hand on his shoulder. A pale arm and a flat, blue stare was attached. “We must link. She cannot work the demon on her own,” Toa said, an urgency in his gaze Charles had never seen before.

      Charles’ balls started to tingle in warning. Toa freaked out couldn’t be good…

      “Is she talking to it?” someone asked in a terrified whisper.

      “Who else?” Dominicous asked Toa, his face a stern mask of determination, not unlike the Boss.

      “I thought she didn’t know how to link?” Charles asked hurriedly, aiming for a steady tone. He didn’t really know how, either. He’d only done it in class a million years ago, and that had been under calm conditions, with him already pegged as the clown in class—he didn’t have to be serious. This was…different. Unstable. Lives depended on it this time.

      “Maybe I should just use my sword,” Charles murmured as Sasha took a step toward the thing in the doorway, still staring at her. Still talking to her.

      “Hurry!” Toa pushed.

      The Boss grabbed Sasha’s arm, pulling her into his body. His sword swung out, white with a gold frost, the effect of taking her blood. Within their line, glowing swords came up in a rush, the Boss’ readiness an unspoken command. Orange, red, and one green flashed; this crew was packing some power.

      Toa shook Charles, knocking him out of uncertainty. “Link, damn you! We are out of time. She is already feeling out the magic attached to the demon!”

      He felt a tickle of magical touch as Toa’s hand on his bare arm heated up. “I am ready to engage the link. You must reach out to accept it—keep the pool of magic central.”

      What the hell does that mean?

      Charles took a deep breath and pulled a balanced mix of elements. He felt the energy reaching for him, jagged and sticky. Like threading fingers, Charles linked his magic with Toa—surprisingly easier than he expected. Energy swirled between the two of them, yanking at Charles, then pushing.

      “Keep it central,” Toa said again, his brow furrowed in concentration.

      Charles clenched his teeth and wrestled with the flow of elements, trying to move his pool of magic away from his body and along the invisible line of the link between him and Toa, like shoving it out along a tightrope. Their combined effort steadied, shaky but manageable.

      “Phew, that wasn’t so bad,” Charles reflected, too soon.

      “Dominicous,” Toa said in a monotone.

      A blast of power surged through the link from Dominicous, shoving way too much magic Charles’ way. He wrestled again, trying to keep it from infusing him and shell-shocking his body. It tried to force its way in, though, tingling along his skin like hot needles, singeing and burning. Too much—it was too much magic!

      “Centralize it, you fool!” Toa yelled, his hands balled in fists, sweat standing out on his face.

      Charles squeezed his eyes shut and concentrated with everything he had, trying to force it back out along that tight rope. Trying to breathe through the crushing weight of all that magic; trying to rip off his skin and flash-burn his bones.

      Inch by inch it went, back to the middle. Balanced, as much as it could be, seemingly hanging out in the air, waiting for Toa to dip in and use it. So much power. So hard to deal with.

      Charles longingly grabbed the handle of his sword as Dominicous asked, “Who else?”

      “More?” Charles couldn’t help the whine. This was way out of his league.

      “We only need three of high level,” Toa said calmly, once again staring at Sasha. “She is already analyzing the magic.”

      “Let Toa handle the chants, Sasha,” Dominicous commanded in a firm tone.

      She didn’t acknowledge. Her gaze was locked on that demon, body bowed slightly, brow furrowed.

      The demon stared back, its too-large mouth filled with gnarly teeth, grinning manically, always talking. Rasping out incoherent words as she stared.

      “Yuck, you’re gross. Lots more power than the other ones. But…” Sasha took a few unconscious steps in its direction, as if working out a tough math problem. “You’re a runt, aren’t you? You aren’t all the way here, or something. You’re…practice.”

      “Stop her!” Toa shouted as the Boss pulled her back. She didn’t notice any of it.

      Which was not like her.

      Magic swelled, dragging Charles attention away from Sasha, the power wobbling within the link between the three of them, the bubble of power starting prickles up Charles’s arms.

      “Focus on the link, Toa, Charles is inexperienced. He is drawing the power to him in his protectiveness.” Dominicous stepped forward, up beside Sasha and the Boss, facing the demon. “We don’t need him passing out before he can be of use.”

      The link trembled, the center of magic yanking toward Dominicous. Toa’s forehead beaded in sweat.

      “Let it loose, Sasha. Let me handle it,” Toa instructed.

      The thing had started making those horrible sounds again. Like a blade scraping across decaying bones. Black mist spread out along Sasha’s magic. Pulsing. A smell of burning hair drifted from the warehouse.

      “Oh yeah, I’d get to lead until you got free,” Sasha spoke to the demon. “Lot of good vast riches and mind-blowing power gets me, since you’d just suck my power dry and kill a bunch of people. Nah, I think I’ll just kill you.”

      Power surged in Charles, Sasha unconsciously bolstering him as she always had in classes. They didn’t have a link, but they had a deep connection through friendship—she always had him in her unconscious bubble. Except, this time, he wasn’t excited about the extra magic.

      The link wavered, the extra push from Charles battering toward Toa.

      “I cannot maintain this balance with the two of you drawing inconsistently,” Toa yelled.

      Tim stepped closer to Sasha as he pulled off his sweats, ready to change. Knowing it was coming soon. Whatever happened in the past, Tim was not one to run away, and he was proving it.

      “It could be sucking the magic out of her right now,” Toa warned. “It uses speech to enact a kind of trance.”

      “It’s not,” the Boss growled, still holding her. “She’s not expending any energy right now.”

      The thing started its grating again. Sasha waved her hand through the air. “Right, well, banishing you out of your mobile form might as well be killing you. And guess what, ugly, you aren’t real mysterious. Your creator was practicing—I can see that now. You’re an experiment gone wrong. You’re no stronger than a messenger, isn’t that right? All I have to do is…”

      “No!” Toa shouted.

      The sheen around the building cleared away in an instant, that black plume of smoky vapor spilling out onto the street. Charles could feel it, sucking at him, draining his energy and power even before it touched his skin.

      It tumbled forward as the creature surged, rushing, aiming directly for her.

      The Boss tossed her behind him, bracing in front of her. Dominicous stood right beside him, sword out, knees bent. A quick blur and blast of magic, and suddenly a Kodiak bear lumbered in the place of Tim. A huge roar rumbled the ground. Bursts of magic lit around the circle, various animals taking the place of their human counterparts. Growls, shrieks and barks sounded a battle roar.

      “Cut it down!” the Boss roared.

      Glowing swords swung out, three males running forward to cut off the charge. And not a moment too soon.

      The maniacally grinning demon reached the first line of defense as the ranks closed in behind it, locking it in a circle of glowing tattoos, swords and fur. A claw struck out with a blur of movement, swiping the midsection of a male with green power. Three gapes in leather bubbled forth a sludge of red, the claws cutting through leather and skin like fingers through foam. Another demon claw swung out, catching a furred arm. The demon snarled, legs whipping out, catching someone on the thigh as a red blade swooped down into the melee.

      Magic and metal cut through a thick demon hide, a sizzling swirl of smoke rising from the wound. The howl battered through the street, hate and rage filled. Claws lashed out, downing one male and one wolf.

      “No!” Sasha yelled, dagger yanked from its holster. The blade was burnished gold, dimming fast.

      “Do not lay that spell, Sasha!” Toa commanded with strain in his voice, his face pale, his hands fisted. His legs wobbled where he stood, trying to balance magic and work it at the same time.

      Charles stepped forward, but staggered in a wave of dizziness. Magic pulsed and pushed, yanking at him one minute and pushing the next, threatening to overcome him. Threatening to blast him with more than three times what he could safely handle.

      “Include the Boss in this link—he can balance this,” Charles said through clenched teeth.

      “Hurry, Toa,” Dominicous said, knuckles white around the hilt of his sword.

      “She is working—something,” Toa replied with strain lancing his words. “She is laying intricacies she doesn’t understand. She is in survival mode.”

      A male went down, rolling away. Three steps had the demon halving the distance to Sasha, faster than thought. Claws swinging.

      Shit.

      Charles staggered forward, skin on fire. Magic scored him like razor blades. Sweat drenched his face.

      So this is what the warning stages of magic shock felt like. Now he knew why Sasha wanted to hold back more often than not.

      “Almost…” Toa went down on one knee, yanking the magic away from Charles. Trying to keep it centered. Trying to split his focus. To play Superman.

      Dominicous stepped forward with Stefan, shaky on his feet, ready to combat the demon regardless of the magical balance in which he teetered. Another roar shook the ground from the bear, followed by one from a massive tiger.

      A quick wave of fear crossed the Boss’ face before determination rushed back in. He stepped toward Tim, cutting him off, trying to cover the hole he thought Tim would leave if he got scared and ran. As he did so, he left a gap…straight for Sasha. The creature saw it, saw her, right before Dominicous slid over, covering the path to her with his body.

      “Focus, Stefan. Focus on her,” Dominicous yelled, somehow bracing for that galloping, clawed, grinning monster. Also playing Superman.

      “She laid the spell.” Toa went down to his knees. He wavered, his brow dipping low over his eyes. Then his eyes closed. Hands met concrete.

      The magic in the link whipped wildly, stabbing Charles before ripping away nearly completely. Then back. Toa hung his head, struggling for control. Struggling with a spell so intricate Charles was lost.

      The demon lurched toward the Boss. Swirling magic sparkled along the Boss’ flexed arms, his sword at the ready. His eyes flashed excitement and wrath ready to be unleashed.

      Before he could run forward to meet it, though, leaving Sasha open again, Jonas barreled through. Brawn and snarls, orange sword whirling, the crazy male slashed. The sword cut through the demon hide, eliciting a hissing snarl. A dagger blossomed out of nowhere, Jonas’ manic grin one to match that of the demon. Orange blazed and seethed around his arms, turning his body into a weapon. He slashed with them, raking the creature’s arm, ripping leathery skin off like peeling a banana.

      Sasha stared straight ahead, as if she could still see the demon through a wall of males and fur. Sweat beaded her brow. Her breath came in fast pants. Her thumb stroked her whistle.

      “Stefan…” she whispered.

      Toa’s head bent, panting as well. Dominicous stepped forward to slash the creature but staggered, the magic pulsing in the link swung from one person to the other wildly.

      Three wolves and a mountain lion vied for position, trying to close Sasha off. Jameson was there, fighting them back, keeping them from her, but also from the fight. Keeping himself from it as well.

      “Fight together!” Charles screamed despite himself, his vision clouding, going dark. Pain screamed at him, stabbing then ripping away, leaving him dizzy in its wake.

      Jonas was flung to the side, a gaping hole in his arm where a claw had gouged.

      “Stefan…” Sasha pleaded.

      “Get her out of here!” the Boss screamed, his sword flashing up, ready for the strike.

      “Give her more magic!” Toa yelled back, on hands and knees. “She cannot disengage once the spell is laid. It is too intricate—”

      “I can’t give to her and fight it off at the same time,” the Boss growled. “She’ll have no protection! I will trade my life for hers if needed.”

      “Instead you’ll accomplish the opposite!” Toa’s head drooped, the magic whipping through the link in hard slashes, pounding Charles, then back toward Toa, then to Dominicous. Painful chaos.

      The bear fought to get through. The demon bore down. The Boss’ sword came up, as fast as that thing, but before he could lope off an arm, its whole body convulsed.

      Its screams cut off at exactly the same moment Sasha fell. Charles dropped his sword in order to catch her, only getting half her body in time, her face scraping the concrete. He cradled her in his arms, half falling on her in a wave of dizziness. He quickly checked for a pulse, his heart in his throat, barely able to see and not caring.

      “C’mon, Sasha, be okay,” he prayed, his fingers finding the spot on her fragile neck. Her head lolled.

      “We’ve disbanded it,” Toa said in a hiss, struggling to get up. And failing.

      Charles glanced through the crack in bodies, his vision clearing in a wave as the link dissolved. To an oily black smear across the concrete. The burnt hair smell had turned into a smell of charred flesh.

      “If it wasn’t for you, would she have made it?” Dominicous asked Toa, shaking like a tall building in an earthquake.

      “I was able to cut it off around her spell. Had she had more power and energy, she would’ve disbanded it quickly and easily. She needed more energy. More power. Only one person could’ve supplied it—through a blood link.”

      A beat in her neck pushed back at Charles’ fingers. He sighed in relief as Jonas came running up, blood gushing out of his arm. Behind him loped the huge tiger and a mountain lion.

      “She needed you,” Toa accused the Boss, still not able to stand.

      The Boss stared back, uncertainty warring his blank mask.

      “If you won’t use your blood link, Stefan, you need to allow someone else to enact one. She cannot be this vulnerable again. You nearly killed her,” Toa pushed, anger contorting his face into something out of a nightmare.

      “You have to figure out a way to link with her magically,” the Boss retorted.

      “You think this is over?” Toa shot back, stunning everyone mute with his uncustomary animation. “There’ll be more demons. There’ll be more perils. Maybe tomorrow. Maybe in a week. Right now, you are her only hope. And you’ve failed once—what about the next time? What then? Will you let your pride kill her, or will you let someone else help her to live? A blood link is the only way!”

      Charles barely had time to witness a flash of anxious defeat cross the Boss’ face before he was hobbling up with Sasha in his arms, Jonas helping him stand. He didn’t have time for the challenge that was sure to follow—Sasha wasn’t out of the woods yet.
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      I was giving Toa a run for his money in the blank stare department. “I’m sorry, come again?”

      Toa sat across from me in one of the many rooms in the mansion. Calm and unaffected, as normal, he was trying to convince me to gnaw on his vein. This, to him, was a perfectly normal request.

      “With magic like yours, it is sometimes necessary to establish another blood link so you can acquire help in times of…stress,” Toa explained for the millionth time.

      “You are creating the current times of stress, Toa.” I grimaced. The thought of drinking his blood was…revolting. Drinking blood period, when I logically thought about it, turned my stomach. But with Stefan it was intimacy so acute that I felt it the length of my body. It didn’t seem abnormal with him. Even the taste was sweet and earthy, pleasurable.

      “No, Toa. Just…ew. No. And Stefan would flip.”

      “Stefan has given his consent.”

      My flat stare became incredulous. Toa’s stare never wavered. “Stefan gave his consent? Stefan. The guy that made my bodyguard pee himself when he thought Charles might’ve laid a hand on me. That Stefan?”

      “He realizes that his inaction nearly killed you the other night. You are the most precious thing in his life; it is not asking overmuch to secure your survival. He sees the value in what I propose. He is facing issues from his childhood that shaped him in both negative and positive ways. He’s latching onto the negative, clouding his judgment. He has realized this—he is an excellent leader to have done so. It now becomes your obligation to follow through. When he can’t help you magically, you will need to turn to another.”

      “And that’s you? So you’re going to what, shadow me the rest of my life?”

      “We could’ve lost you, Sasha. Your father, this clan, and our entire organization would’ve suffered. We need to take steps to prevent that.”

      “Okay,” I waved my hand like I was swishing away flies. “You can cut out the lecture tone and talk normally. You don’t have to be all professional about it.”

      “That is exactly what this is—a professional arrangement. You share a very soft link with Dominicous. He is family. Would it be so strange if you extended that link with the person who shares his blood link?”

      “Yes. It would.”

      We were back to the stare-off. Those ice blue eyes held mine serenely, his hands clasped in his lap. I wouldn’t be surprised if he asked for a cup of tea next with a pretty little flowery cup and a saucer.

      Still…I had to concede that it had been a close call. I’d been out for two days, so near the brink that only Stefan’s blood could revive me. If Toa hadn’t disbanded that demon just in time, I wouldn’t be sitting here right now. He had saved my life, and now asked to have an easier way to do it in the future.

      My stomach turned for a different reason. I hated that Toa was right. That I’d needed Stefan’s help with that demon, and he wouldn’t supply it. Worse, since that night, three nights ago, he’d been distant. Fear, uncertainty and guilt washed through the link constantly, his emotions raging from one thing to the other even though his face stayed perfectly blank. That demon had triggered old wounds, and now he was trying to shut me out.

      But sucking blood from the guy in front of me was a bit extreme. Plus, in what world did I want Toa to feel all my emotions? I might be able to figure out how to cut them off without simultaneously cutting off Stefan’s, but I’d still feel what Toa was feeling.

      Yuck. No way.

      I shook my head. “Why didn’t Stefan talk to me about this? He doesn’t just give up control.”

      “As I said, he does not like it, but he does see the value in it. I doubt he wanted to show his weakness by admitting his inabilities.”

      “You people and your fear of weakness.” I blew out a frustrated breath. “Look, either we need to find a different way to share magic, or we just won’t. This has gone too far into insanity-ville.”

      Toa maintained his patient tone as he said, “Stefan is sacrificing on a personal level so that you may have some assurance. Some safety. Will you spit in his eye by refusing?”

      Lead settled into my body. The one thing I didn’t want to do was let Stefan down for any reason. He’d constantly backed and supported me, sacrificed for me, taken the hard road to stay with me. I owed him some discomfort if it meant he’d rest easier.

      I recommenced the stare off, assessing. I really didn’t want to. I really, really didn’t.

      “I’m not convinced he approved this,” I muttered.

      “What does the link tell you?”

      Guilt rode through it heavily, laden with a sense of failure. My heart dropped. He did know. He was sacrificing his dignity, allowing others to see that he couldn’t provide for me as he ought, in order to keep me safe. This was terrible, but it was what he wanted.

      I shook my head, trying to think of a way out of this. And failing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

        Demons

      

    
    
      Stefan sat in the early morning light at the back of the mansion, breathing the fresh air to calm himself. The link with Sasha had winked out a half hour before. He’d felt her doubt, and then she’d muffled their tie, something she did when she was uncomfortable with his presence. It didn’t take a genius to know why.

      After another fifteen minutes he heard her soft, even pace behind him, making her way to the stone bench on which he sat. He tried not to hunch in on himself as she settled quietly beside him. She didn’t touch him as she usually did—not even a glance of the arm.

      “So…” She stared out at the budding day, the trees swaying in the chilly breeze of the morning. “You’re under the impression I need to share emotion-space with Sir Stares-A-Lot, huh?”

      His intestines felt like crawling snakes. “I let you down, Sasha. You could’ve died.”

      “True. I could’ve died a few times since I met you. I’ve been overextending my whole magical life. And you’ve always been there to pick up the pieces. I trust you, Stefan. I trust that. You’ve always kept me safe.”

      “Not this time.”

      “To err is human. Even though, you know, you’re not actually human. Look, Stefan…tell me what’s wrong. Confide in me. Don’t just pawn me off on some blondie vampire look-alike because you’re too chicken to open up to your future mate. Please.”

      “I just…” How did you tell the love of your life that you weren’t worthy of her? That you were a coward. That the male she pledged her life to could not provide for her.

      His body hunched.

      “Hey,” she whispered, swinging her leg over his and sitting on his lap, facing him. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and pulled his face into her neck. “I know why you did it, okay? I know it was something to do with your parents. It’s okay to be afraid, Stefan. We can’t be hard all the time. If you can’t admit it to me, you’ll end up brittle. You don’t have to hide that stuff from me.”

      He shook his head again, emotion he’d been pushing down since he was young bubbling to the surface. “I can’t,” he pleaded.

      “Tell me what happened,” she whispered. “To your parents. Confide in me.” She hugged him tighter, combing her fingers through his hair. Soft support. Unconditional love such that he could barely remember.

      Before he could help himself, it was all tumbling out.

      He’d been sitting in the living room as the sun sprinkled through the windows. The knock at the door had echoed down the empty hall. He’d opened it to Jestin, one of the warriors that fought regularly with Stefan’s father, scratched and beaten to hell. His face warred with death and sorrow. Lead had settled deep in Stefan’s young chest, then, struggling with the dread he’d felt as he read the defeat in Jestin’s eyes. The loss.

      “Jestin was the only one who lived,” Stefan heard himself say. The words sounded hollow. “Two humans called a demon up on the territory line. We were tight with the Mata at that time, sharing the coverage of patrolling that line. The demon was a strong one—very strong. It dominated, then killed, those who had called it. The Mata, with some of our clan, were supposed to provide the first layer of defense while a team of magic workers tried to cut it down. Tried to banish it.”

      Stefan shook his head, his body quivering under the petite body of his beloved. “That thing ripped through three people in a split second. Just as the clan was scrambling, trying to get control, the Mata took off. Most of the first layer of defense ran like cowards. My father, a fierce fighter and the Second of the clan, did what he could to organize his men, but they weren’t enough. Not after the Mata had fled. The magic circle was working on it, but that demon took down the line in record time, my father fighting a good fight, but…

      “My mother was a green. She had intricate abilities with magic, so she always worked the spells in a Merge with the backing of a few powerful magic users. She couldn’t fight—not with the responsibility of casting a spell to take that thing down. She stood where she was, resolute, as, one by one, everyone got chopped down around her. She suffered a hit right before the spell did its job. That thing cut out her midsection. It cut out my unborn sister. Jestin said that when she hit the ground, she was dead. As was the fetus.”

      Sasha squeezed him hard. Fire burned away his insides, remembering the day he’d heard he was going to be a brother. He was going to be the big protector—his sister’s own personal guard unit. His dad had given him a male-to-male talk about the seriousness of his new duty—he would have to be steadfast to her and keep her safe from any danger. His father handed him this personal mission, the responsibility of a grown male.

      At the time, Stefan had felt like the most powerful male alive.

      It had all been torn away, along with his parents, with each word out of Jestin’s mouth.

      “Every time I think of a demon,” Stefan purged quietly, “I think of losing everything. What if the Mata had stayed? The group would’ve taken some losses, yes. That thing was manic. I might’ve lost one parent, but my mom would’ve been protected. She would’ve made it. I would have a sister. I wouldn’t be so damn alone…”

      Pain heaved, trying to rip free from the casing he’d stored it in all these years. “I can’t protect you, Sasha,” he admitted. “I let them die. I should’ve been there. I was old enough to help. I was already orange by then—orange magic would’ve helped.”

      Something inside him broke. His inadequacy of that day raged to the surface, merging with the inadequacy from three days ago.

      He didn’t know how he’d continue if he lost her. She’d become the most important thing in his life. He would give up everything for her—his clan, his life—everything. And even though every fiber of his person recoiled at the thought of sharing her, if it kept her alive through his failings, then it was worth the torture of knowing another male had a claim on her. He would make sure she lived at all costs; he had no one else but her.

      He dug his face into the sweet-smelling skin of her neck and let it all go. Clutching onto her like a lifeline, he purged the fears of losing her, the loneliness of all those years, the desolation after hearing the news spilling out in childlike sobs.

      For a wonder, she held on to him. Instead of sneering in disgust at his vulnerability—something the majority of the females in his clan would’ve done—she held onto him fiercely, as if she was protecting him from his past. As if she was trying to ward away the memories with the warmth of her body.

      The lid ripped off their link, her unconditional love and support bleeding through and filling him up. Her worry for him, her devotion no matter what, soaked into his soul. He was ripping at her clothes before he knew what he was doing, stripping off her pants as she yanked at his. Her lips smashed down on his, hot and needy. He ripped off her panties and clutched her hips, pulling her onto his erection, sinking all the way in. Her moan of delight matched his. So tight, so hot, squeezing him in ecstasy.

      “I love you,” she whispered, swiveling her hips on top of him. His girth slid within her wetness. “You and me, Stefan. I don’t need anyone else. I know you’ll protect me. When it comes to surviving, I put my faith in you.”

      Magic whipped around them. He squeezed her tight and held on, thrusting into her savagely, needing her reassurance. Needing her body to back up her words.

      They pushed harder and faster, her body crashing down on his manhood. She bent to his neck and bit, hard, her teeth ripping his flesh. He exalted in it, liking the brutality. Loving her fierceness.

      The draw pulled through the core of him, directly from his balls. He thrust harder into her, his body slapping against hers.

      “Take mine,” she murmured, her lips once again on his. “Reinforce the mark, Stefan. Make me yours again. Only yours.”

      He took her to the ground, his body held tightly within hers. He opened a small cut on her pulse and fastened his lips around it. Her nails dug into his back as he tasted her life’s blood, spicy sweet, like her smell. Like her personality. The decadence of her aroma tickled his nose. Her hot sex gripped him.

      His world fell over. Out of control and loving it, he pumped harder, his lips against her throat, releasing the special secretion that marked his female as permanently his. He felt her magic pooling around him, her special way of doing the same thing. Mate was a title, marriage was a certificate—what they were doing was a merging of their souls—irreversible.

      The deep tingling started at the base of his balls and worked through the base of his shaft. Sasha was moaning, her eyes fluttering, on the edge. He pushed harder, the friction of her body consuming him. As they neared the edge, right on the cliff, he took one more deep draw from her neck.

      “Oh my holy Lord!” she screamed, her body shuddering, her sex clenching his dick.

      He exploded. Emptying into her in a hard gush. He collapsed on top of her, utterly and completely spent.

      “Crap,” she said, panting. “That was the best yet.”

      “Uncle.”

      “What?”

      “That’s what you always say when we spar and you want out of the various hold I’ve got you in. Uncle.”

      “Oh. There is no way I am carrying you.”

      He huffed out a laugh. “Wimp.”

      He climbed off and hauled her up. “I take it you didn’t take his blood.”

      Her gaze burned hot with anger. “Don’t you ever give your permission for something like that again. You talk to me about that stuff. If there’s something wrong, we’ll figure it out. If I need to link with someone else, then we’ll come to that conclusion together, and we’ll hold hands and bear it together. You don’t leave me out to dry because you’re feeling insecure and vulnerable. Not unless you want a foot up your ass!”

      He laughed as he brushed off her back. He loved when she got riled up. “Understood.”

      “He tried to guilt-trip me. Tried to use you to get me to do it.”

      “If I thought it was a political maneuver, I wouldn’t have let them. But they were worried. No one could help you when I didn’t. Sasha, my head isn’t on straight. I lost myself to fear.” He gritted his teeth, hating to admit this weakness to the one female that he didn’t want any weakness with.

      Her rage melted into quiet support. She slipped her arm around his back. “I know. And it’s okay.”

      “I’m worried I’ll do it again. I hate the word ‘worried,’ and yet I’m worried you’ll need me and I won’t be able to clear away the fog. Especially if that…”

      Calling Tim a mongrel wouldn’t win him any votes at the moment. “Especially if Tim and his…”

      She should just stick a knife in his ribs now; it’d be easier. “Especially if the Mata are around.”

      Surprisingly, she laughed. “Wow, that was tough, huh? Being nice? You’re as bad as Jonas.”

      “Jonas lost a parent in that…situation, too.”

      Her face fell. She nodded.

      After they partially dressed they walked back to the mansion in silence, her little hand in his. Finally, he gave in. “I’m not one to…talk about…feelings.” He grimaced. “But I’ll try to fill you in on…issues, okay? For you, I’ll try.”

      And he’d hate every minute of it.

      She laughed again, hugging him close. “Men. You bitch and moan about being sick or having a papercut, but tell your significant other about a legitimate problem? Oh my, no, it’s more fun to let them worry and fret.”

      “And then bitch.”

      “Absolutely we have to bitch! When it’s your fault, we have to give a little back.”

      Chuckling, he swept her up into his arms. As he climbed the stairs, her head lulling on his shoulder, he just hoped he could maintain control for what came. Losing his leadership, and having Dominicous try to rip his arms off, was nothing compared to what he’d suffer if he gave in to fear and it got her killed. He just wished he knew an easy way to navigate through his past. He wished the stakes weren’t as high.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

        Demons

      

    
    
      A week after the little demon incident, I stood outside in the failing light with Adnan and his opponent, Claudia. It was the duel I’d initiated before we left to deal with the demon; either Adnan had to beat her fighting-wise, or I had to admit he wasn’t as good as I made him out to be.

      God, I hoped he was as good as I made him out to be…

      Charles stood off to the side, a smirk on his face. He loved watching people fight—because he was an idiot guy—and he loved when I was in a pinch that didn’t affect him in any way. This pretty much made his night.

      Jonas was off to the other side, totally over this scene, but knowing this needed to happen because I was a loudmouth and made stupid promises. My dallying wasn’t improving his mood any, and being that he’d scared a kid on the way out here with just a glance, that wasn’t good news.

      “Okay, Adnan, here’s the deal.” I looked him square in the eyes. Young eyes. Belonging to a guy still in school. Who was about to go against a woman who’d been fighting for as long as Adnan had been alive. “You’ve got to beat her ass so she knows I’m wise and all-knowing, or I have to admit I was wrong. And I hate admitting I’m wrong.”

      A grin ghosted his lips before uncertainty crept back in. “She’s in the Watch, Sasha. She’s at her peak.”

      “You’re freaking great at fighting, Adnan. Great.” I shook his shoulders a little. “You’ll kick her ass, I know it. It’s not often I tell a guy to kick a chick’s ass, but…give her a bitch-slap if you can.”

      “You better not get all excited he won and put him in the Watch,” Charles said with crossed arms, watching the sneering Claudia as she eyed Adnan. “I’m the youngest brought on. I don’t want to give up that title.”

      “I thought you hated that title?” I shot back.

      “Yeah, I do, but with that title, everybody knows I’m the shit.”

      I scoffed. “Or at least a huge turd.”

      “Get a move on, human, we have things to see to,” Jonas rasped, eyeing the trees like they might come alive and try to stab him.

      “No one ever talks to Stefan like this,” I muttered to myself.

      “He’d rip our limbs off and beat us with them. You’ll just shock us,” Charles countered.

      “In just a minute, yeah. So you have that to look forward to.” I honed back in on Adnan. “Okay, ready to kick some butt?”

      He flexed his fingers and cocked his head, warming up his neck. Anyone that had ever fought against him usually took a step back at that action. Adnan wasn’t super strong in magic, but in fighting, the kid could wipe a smirk off someone’s face in a hurry.

      I hoped this would hold true for Claudia. She needed to get taken down a peg.

      “We have to hit the West Nine after this,” Jonas said in boredom as Adnan strolled toward Claudia.

      She waited with her hands loosely at her sides, knees slightly bent, and completely relaxed. I had learned that this was the ready position of anyone worth their salt in the fighting arena. Adnan wasn’t perturbed.

      “Why?” I asked to Jonas as my hands started to tingle in anticipation. I really needed Adnan to win this one. “I thought that was a pretty barren place.”

      “You’re thinking of the East Nine beyond the city. The West Nine is by Jefferson Park. I gave you the map to study…”

      “Yes, Jonas, but Toa gave me a giant scroll on linking. A scroll Jonas. He thinks that if I study a five-hundred-year-old document, I’ll figure something out. Spoiler alert: I haven’t. You know what else I haven’t had time for? Geography lessons. Just tell me Jefferson Park if you want me to know what you’re talking about.”

      Charles whistled. “Someone’s on shark week.”

      Jonas and I both shot a scowling glance at the meddlesome dummy. Charles shrugged, “On the rag. Aunt Flo’s visiting. Out of commission—take your pick. Although, in extreme situations, and a shower, I don’t mind getting a little dirty in the trenches…”

      “Ew. Can you not share? It’d really help me out,” I begged.

      Charles shrugged again as Adnan got within striking range of Claudia. As his right foot touched down, dried leaves crackling with the weight, her hand shot out. Closed fist landed on sharp cheekbone, snapping his head back. His body weight would’ve followed, landing him flat on his back, but he twisted at the last minute. I caught the briefest of glimpses of his newly split lip before he bounded to his feet, hands out wrestler-style.

      “He’s quick, but inexperienced,” Jonas commented, turning his shoulders toward the fight.

      “Slow to get started,” Charles intoned. “He’ll take a few—”

      Claudia’s fist landed on Adnan’s face again, whipping his head around. A kick made contact with his stomach, bending him over.

      “—hits before he finally gets going.” Charles shifted, faced screwed up in analysis as he surveyed the fight. “Wait for it, though. He’s got talent.”

      Claudia swept the legs out from under the younger man, rocketing a fist down toward his nose when he hit the dirt. At the last second, Adnan turned, the fist continuing, smacking off the ground. He moved faster than an angry snake, scurrying up and around her. By the time she straightened, his kick landed across her ribs. She sprawled out, face skidding along the dirt.

      “C’mon, Adnan,” I said beneath my breath, my body tense.

      “Here we go,” Charles murmured.

      “He’s not ready for the Watch,” Jonas drawled, arms starting to flex. These guys hated when they couldn’t join a fight.

      “No, not yet. But he’s close.” Charles flinched as Claudia’s foot banged off of Adnan’s shoulder. She had a high reach, I’d say that much. “Give him a couple more years and keep him with Sasha and he’ll be one of the best.”

      “Keep him with Sasha? What, does he need a nursemaid?” Jonas snarled.

      Irritation bubbled up, but it was Charles that answered. “Bro, where’ve you been, under a rock? Her special talent is boosting the magic in someone she works with.”

      “Her special talent?” Jonas spit as Adnan whipped around ninja style, his hands moving so fast Claudia couldn’t keep the look of strained bewilderment from her face. He kicked her thigh, jabbed her cheek, and then slashed at her throat. Like a gaping fish, she staggered backward, grabbing her bruised neck.

      “Oh shit, yo. He shouldn’t have done that. She gets really evil when she’s mad.” A delighted grin lit up Charles’ face.

      “What’s your special talent?” Jonas asked Charles, glancing sideways at him. “Shitting yourself in glee every time you come?”

      “Only if the ladies are into that sorta thing.”

      “Good god,” I groaned. “Why are you guys so gross? I’m in desperate need of girl time. Remind me to call Ann.”

      Charles laughed. “You know I’m kidding with that comment, right, Sasha? There are certain lines even I won’t cross.”

      I turned to Charles with fisted hands, annoyance bubbling up and overflowing. “Charles, gross, okay? I am under a lot of pressure with this council thing in a few weeks, and I don’t want to hear about…that stuff. I really don’t. Okay? Please?”

      “Wow,” Charles said under his breath.

      Claudia’s head tilted downwards like a character in an evil movie. She looked at Adnan out from under short brown lashes. Her eyebrows dipped low over her eyes.

      “This just got good, bro,” Charles whispered excitedly, his immaturity showing. The guy was bouncing on his feet in anticipation.

      Claudia charged, half graceful lioness, half stomping elephant. She rammed a hard blow at Adnan’s gut. He blocked, dancing away. She followed, determination and rage warring on her face. She jabbed at him again, followed by a left hook. He took the jab but ducked under the hook, his foot swinging around to clip her on the butt. She was already moving, though.

      Red glazed from the tattoos swirling her arms.

      “Uh, oh,” I muttered. Usually, to spar, Stefan’s clan kept magic out of it. When the magic infused the runes and other incantations etched into their skin, their body became a weapon, like a sword or mallet. They could rend and tear as easily as if they had claws.

      Claudia was no longer messing around.

      “Is this allowed?” I asked in a small voice. “Should I call this off? I don’t want Adnan to get hurt.”

      “He’ll be fine,” Jonas growled. “He just has to quit dicking around and cash in on her weaknesses.”

      “He’s not as good at identifying that, bro.” Charles said while he stared intently. “He hasn’t been around the block like you have.”

      Jonas shifted, his flexed arms coming away from his body, making thick cords of muscle pop out down the length. The gruesome divot where the demon had gouged him was red and puckered, still healing. Although, healing extremely fast. Toa had done something with magic, but wouldn’t tell me what. I was to learn useful spells and incantations, like linking, killing, and blocking.

      Our priorities were a little different.

      A wave of nausea rolled through my stomach at that thought, taking my focus from the fight in front of me. Toa was trying to prepare me for the council with the violent magic. This race of people fought, bled, and challenged each other mercilessly. I was one of them now.

      I was nowhere near ready, and Toa knew it.

      I groaned.

      “What’s up, Sasha? Cramps?” Charles glanced away from the intricate and awe-inspiring dance Adnan and Claudia were doing through the trees.

      “Charles! I am not on my period!”

      Jonas flinched. Charles said, “And you think I’m gross?”

      “What, because I said period?”

      Jonas sent me a disgusted glare.

      “Oh really?” I shot back. “You talk about all sorts of disgusting crap, but I say period—stop flinching! Jonas, how the hell can you body-check a demon with a grin and a snarl, but flinch when you hear that word? It’s the real word for the thing!”

      “Would you stop saying it?” Charles demanded. “Guys don’t want to hear about any of that.”

      I threw up my hands.

      Adnan, rivulets of sweat running down his face, had glowing arms in a soft red. He tore at Claudia, raking nails down her arm. He followed it up with a punch, then a kick, stamina holding strong. She was physically flagging, though. Aiming for any weakness she could find. Spells came next, blasting at him, forcing him to try and defend himself magically while she followed up with physical bombardment. Getting dirty to try and counter his limitless energy.

      “See, bro?” Charles said, once again analyzing the fight. “Females are much better at multitasking.”

      “It’s why a red is Second-Tier Watch,” Jonas remarked, agreeing.

      “You guys have tiers?” I asked, flinching as Adnan took a hard hit to the chin. I opened up, immediately fighting the surge of power that rushed me. I felt everyone around me, their strong glow of magic within them, beckoning. Calling. Feeling mine and wanting to join. To take our small fires and create a huge blaze.

      I focused on Adnan, knowing he needed a power boost. He was younger, after all. And it’s not like I was cheating. Charles did say that if he was with me, and on Watch, he’d be awesome. Well, here was some awesome-sauce.

      “Why are you chuckling?” Jonas asked suspiciously.

      Ann and I had finally played that joke on him a while back. His butt was glued to the toilet seat for three hours. He was so damn pissed. Afterward, whenever he was an extra big dick, I thought of it and chuckled heartily. Now, every time I randomly snickered, he got suspicious.

      “Just marveling at my wittiness.” I focused on Adnan’s suffocated glow, the pressure of the fight making him tense up, cutting off some of his flow. Like a fan to fire, his magic felt my coaxing, burning it brighter.

      His arms flickered, the red getting deeper. Deeper still. Matching Claudia’s now as he blocked a physical charge and lashed out magically, the spell jumping the short distance from his skin to hers, something only those stronger in magic could do, and even then, they usually needed the tattoos. I was the exception, as always.

      With a growl she wiped her hand through the air, probably shaking whatever it was off. Too late. That stall had Adnan landing two intense kicks, one to her stomach, and one bashing against her thigh. Her feet saw sky. The dull thud of her body sounded like it hurt.

      She struggled to get up.

      “That’s enough,” I said in a firm voice. Claudia glared up at me from the ground. “Look, Claudia, you’re good, I’ll give you that. And you’d keep going, but I’ll need you here protecting things when we’re gone. I need you healthy for that.”

      “I could still take him!” she seethed, staring hard.

      My hackles rose at the same time as my confidence wavered. I could feel Jonas’ stare.

      Yes, yes, I know—I’m supposed to lead.

      Preventing myself from taking a deep breath, I returned the stare, magic crackling in my body. I felt Stefan through the link, feeling my tumultuous emotions and sending a blast of fire, fueling my courage.

      In a breezy, calm voice, I said, “You reached for magic first, needing more than just your fighting prowess. You started to fight dirty first, looking for an edge. And now you’re hurt first. What’s more, you’re worn out. Dead tired. He’s a kid—he’s got the stamina of one. You’re beat, Claudia. Yield.”

      Her jaw set firmly. Fists clenched and unclenched. Her weight eased over onto her right side. She couldn’t prevent herself from wincing.

      Her nod was the best feeling I’d had in a long time. Triumph!

      Suppressing my glee, I nodded back like it was commonplace and turned to Adnan. “Well done. But you’re not Watch material, yet. You have the talent, but you lack the experience. Keep working and someday I’ll be proud to welcome you in.”

      A boyish grin lit up his face. He gave a deep bow. “Yes, Mage.”

      I fought a grin—I was having a hard time not giggling in delight. With a final nod, and a bursting heart, I turned back to the mansion, and screamed in terror.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

        Demons

      

    
    
      Dominicous stood off to the side like a phantom, still and quiet, eyes scouring Adnan. His gaze dropped to Adnan’s tattoos, still glowing merrily. Then to me.

      I did not realize anyone was behind me.

      For the first time, I saw Dominicous as everyone else did. He was Stefan’s height, cresting six-and-a-half feet, but with a sleeker build than Stefan—not as muscular and robust. He held himself with the same confidence and authority, though, in charge of all things, living or dead, within his world. The master of his universe. The alpha to this warrior species.

      It was exactly the same way Stefan looked at things. The two of them were playing a dance of dominance, neither quite sure if they could take the other, and both weighing the odds of losing. And now, with me, both weighing the risks of winning.

      As he stood, gazing at me, he had a certain kind of lean to him. As if he was always on the balls of his feet with a sword in his hand. As if he was ready to chop my head off at any minute. The cunning and vicious sparkle to his gaze had my warning butt-pucker urging me to either blast him with something awful, or run away really, really fast.

      That gaze lasted only a moment, though, retracting so that just warmhearted intelligence assessed me. I let the air escape my body like a punctured tire.

      “I second that,” Charles muttered. Then, remembering that things just got professional, he gave a slight bow. “Regional.”

      “Regional.” Jonas tilted his head downward, the only other person he showed deference to besides Stefan. It was the only other person that could kick his ass besides Stefan, too, so that made sense.

      “I’m sorry to intrude, Daughter,” Dominicous said pleasantly, “but I wondered if I might ride with you to the West Nine?”

      “Oh. Ah, sure.”

      He nodded good-naturedly and gestured me in front of him. “Ladies first.”

      Charles barely contained the snort, the dog.

      “How long were you standing there?” I asked as my breath found its way back into my lungs.

      “Most of the fight. That young man is one to watch, although not altogether strong with his magic. I’m curious, however. How is it you are able to help others reach a greater potential?”

      I briefly explained as we crossed the grounds and entered the mansion, the pull of Stefan guiding my feet. I wanted a glimpse of his handsome face before we left—just in case something nasty waited at whatever place Jonas was taking me. I wanted a goodbye kiss before I faced the next horror.

      “Do you have a special skill?” I asked Dominicous. “Charles seems to think his libido is his, and Jonas thinks we’re daft. But Stefan has one, and I have one…”

      As we walked through the busy hallway, the night just starting and everyone eager to get to their assigned duties, gazes glanced up and noticed who was coming. The crowds parted for Dominicous in a way they never had for me. Even though I was a mage, I largely had to wind my way through corridors like everyone else. I wanted some deference, if only to own my position, but didn’t know how to earn it.

      “I could not say if I had a special skill,” Dominicous remarked thoughtfully. “I think I have talents, and while they are above and beyond many, they aren’t altogether exemplary. You are captured in Fate’s web, however. Stefan seems to be, too, whether because of your connection, or because Fate has need of him. Possibly you were given special tools to face whatever will come your way.”

      We turned a corner and ascended the stairs, the tug getting stronger. My limbs started to tingle and my heart beat wildly. Dominicous said something, but I lost it. I opened the door to find Stefan staring at me from across the empty room. His black eyes, soft with feeling, glittered. The link surged. My chest got warm, love oozing back and forth between us. My lips curved into a smile before I could help myself.

      “I felt you coming. I have ten minutes,” he said softly, not bothering to glance up and acknowledge Dominicous in the doorway. He’d never liked bowing to a superior, but since he told me about his parents, and shared with me in a way that he hadn’t shared with a single person since that day, the subservience of his lesser position had all dried up. The game of risk versus reward had progressed a lot farther than I realized.

      Which did not matter at the moment.

      “I have ten minutes, too,” I stepped into the room.

      “Actually, Mage, we should probably—”

      I shut the door in Jonas’ face.

      “Tell me about your victory. I could feel it,” Stefan said, his single-minded focus eating me up as I crossed the room to him.

      I reached him in a few steps and slid a hand up his chest. “Later. I need you right now.”

      He bent in a rush and scooped me up, sitting me on a delicate tea table. His lips found mine, hot and heavy, opening my mouth with his. He slid his hands from my knees to my thighs, pushing my legs open as he did so. His fingers rubbed my apex as his other hand worked at my blouse.

      “I love you,” he said, tweaking a nipple. A jolt of pleasure shot through my body. It turned to liquid fire, searing down the inside of my limbs.

      Suddenly, all I needed in the world was him inside of me.

      I yanked at his pants, kissing him in desperation. His hard shaft bobbed out, silky smooth, resting in my palm. I felt along the substantial length until I reached the base. Massaging, I lay back slowly, pulling his huge expanse of shoulder with me to maintain the closeness.

      “I need longer than ten minutes,” I said in a purr, lifting my butt so he could slide off my black jeans.

      “They can wait,” he growled, threading two fingers into my slippery sex.

      I rubbed back up that smooth skin and tickled the head, eliciting a strangled moan. His thumb found my clit and rubbed in small, slick circles. My hips swung up in ecstasy as I arched back, heat raging through my body.

      He slowly laid his body down on top of mine, kissing the base of my neck. Lingering on my heartbeat pounding fiercely. “I can’t take blood anymore. Not so close to the council meeting. You need your strength. And you can’t take mine—we have to prove you are black, still. If we mix blood, someone will call foul-play.”

      “Then we better settle for mixing bodies.”

      Stefan kissed my neck softly, his thumb working faster. His fingers slid in and out, the sensations reverberating within me.

      “Oh, god, Stefan,” I breathed, reaching up for his lips.

      His fingers slid faster. His thumb pushed harder. Waves of heat washed over me. Coursed through me. Blasted out of me! I moaned as the orgasm ripped me apart, my insides clenching him as my body wracked with shudders.

      His lips found mine again, deep and sensuous. He tasted of mint and spice, sweet wine and chocolate. His large body spread my legs wider to admit him. His hand lightly cupped the back of my neck in possession as his weight held me in place.

      “You’re mine, forever,” he whispered.

      The tip of his manhood pushed past my lips, and in. Deeper. Stretching me to accommodate him. Filling my body and honing my focus. All the way in he slid until his ends met mine. I moaned into his mouth, not wanting to break the connection of our lips. Not wanting even an inch of distance.

      Out he pulled, so slowly. So controlled.

      “Whatever happens, I will protect you,” he vowed, pushing back in. His hands shook, making a pact with himself. Forcing himself to push past his insecurities and face his fears. For me.

      My legs tightened around him, drawing him in. Squeezing him with my interior muscles. Feeling the heat build again. Feeling my body start to wind tighter.

      He sighed into my mouth.

      The tables squeaked with Stefan’s slow, rhythmic thrusts. Controlled, but on the edge. Restrained, but starting to wobble.

      My hips thrust forward, feeling his girth within my body. Feeling the friction. High off the contact.

      Panting now, sweat coating our bodies, the pace increased. The pressure mounted.

      “Oh god,” I breathed, squeezing my eyes shut. Tighter and tighter, my core clamped down. His manhood rubbing in just the right place. His thumb and forefinger tweaking my nipple.

      “Yes, baby,” I exalted. “Yes, baby, please, yes!”

      Harder he strove, crashing into me. His body working mine, so deep. Harder. Faster.

      I couldn’t stop moaning. I couldn’t stop…

      Electric fire soaked up my body like ink in water. My breath hitched. My world went white hot—

      “Oh holy fuuu—” An explosion of pleasure tore through me. I shuddered so hard my teeth chattered.

      He moaned into my neck with two last, hard thrusts.

      Crack.

      Without warning, the legs popped off the table and tipped us over the side. We crashed down to the ground, his big arm ripping me away from the table and rolling me on top of him. When we stopped tumbling, we lay beside pieces of what once was a very expensive tea table from some long-gone century.

      “Ow,” he grunted. “Those spindly little legs hurt.”

      “Well, thank ye kindly for calling me skinny.” I giggled as I traced my lips along his strong jawline.

      “Uh, huh.” He winced as he fished out half a table leg and threw it to the side.

      “Okay.” I kissed him, long and slow. His arms squeezed me, which became awkward when I tried to back off and I couldn’t unmash my face from his.

      “Mmmkay—weat me oop.”

      “Mmm?” he asked, his lips curling into a smile beneath mine.

      He had my shoulders, but my lower arms were free. I used this to my advantage by punching him in the kidney. With a laugh he let go, allowing me to climb up.

      “I have to go on whatever errand Jonas has for me, and you have to go back to being a badass.” I shimmied back into my undies.

      Stefan turned serious in a blink. His eyes gained an edge. “The site you’re going to is old. There’s still magic there, which is why they need you, but its use is finished. It’s empty. There shouldn’t be any danger.”

      “You hitched when you said ‘you.’ What don’t I know?”

      Stefan rose slowly, a lethal predator in his prime.

      My libido sparked. “Jeez, I’m getting just as bad as Charles.”

      A grin tickled Stefan’s full lips before he went back to his professional mask. “You need to find a way to link with Toa. He is one of the most powerful whites. More, we can trust him. We know we can trust him, which is more than I can say for the other council members. With you and him together, and me to sustain you, we will be a stable powerhouse.”

      “What about Dominicous? I occasionally get a soft feeling when he’s near. Like…kind of like an echo of emotion. Like what I have with you, except extremely, extremely watered down.”

      “He thinks you two have a soft blood link. If you can…” Stefan’s jaw clenched.

      “He’s family, baby. Or as close to a family as I have. He’s not trying to mark your territory.” I shuddered with the thought. “Gross.”

      Stefan’s jaw barely relaxed. “After we get you magically linked with Toa, we can try to include Dominicous. This is an extreme amount of power we are talking about—a black, white, and two burnished golds. Not many people can control a link with so much being pumped into it.”

      “But I thought you guys always had a bunch of people?”

      “A group of eight was accomplished once, but it had a green, three reds, three oranges and me. We pulled it in and centralized it. You don’t pull. You struggle to keep magic out. Plus…that’s just a lot of power with all of us together.”

      And a lot of power is just what we needed if a stronger demon came along. Which it would, I had no doubt. The one we encountered was just an experiment. The next might be an experiment, too, but I had a feeling it would be a more powerful experiment.

      “Okay.” I went up on tippy toes to kiss him goodbye. “See you tonight. Love you.”

      He slapped my butt as I turned away. “Poker tonight?”

      “No! I’m sick of losing!”

      I pulled open the door to an extremely hostile Jonas waiting right beside the door. Charles stood on the other side of the hallway crocheting, and Dominicous was down the hall a ways, sitting on a plush leather bench against the wall. He had his leg crossed over his knee, focused on an e-reader that he must’ve borrowed from the uncomfortable-looking guy sitting right next to him, staring at his shoes.

      “Took you long enough. Do you not tell him where you need a little finesse?” Charles tucked a crochet hook and a tuft of fabric into his back pocket.

      “Crochet?” I asked Charles as Dominicous stood and handed back the reading device. “What about knitting?”

      “I can’t be carrying around a huge ball of yarn in a bag. People would think I had a purse!”

      “Charles…you knit. Why not just take that extra step and have a purse, too? What’s the difference?”

      Charles cocked his head to stare at me. “Are you being serious? A purse, Sasha? A male can’t be seen with a freaking purse, get real.” Charles shook his head as we walked down the stairs.

      “Soft is as soft does,” Jonas growled with a creased brow. “Want some lotion for your hands?”

      “All right Forrest Gump, real original,” Charles shot back. “And you never gave back Scarface.”

      I sidestepped the fact that those were my DVDs, so I continued to try and figure out Charles. “So you gave up knitting for crotchet in order to be more masculine? Is there something wrong with your head?”

      “I crotchet little pieces at a time while waiting for you since you’re always on the go lately. So I do the little squares, and then I can fit them in my pocket. I hate being bored, Sasha, you know that. I’m going to make them into a quilt. It’ll look good.”

      “My grandma used to knit,” Dominicous said pleasantly. “Mean, vicious old lady. She taught me some great combat moves. She was my favorite relative. I don’t think that’s how you make a quilt, though.”

      “I feel like I’ve just stumbled into the nuthouse,” I mumbled.

      “Sasha, I wondered,” Dominicous continued, “Would you mind dining with me this evening? I’d love to spend some time with you.”

      A burst of butterflies fluttered through my ribcage. I had so much pressing on me right now, with this counsel coming up, and these demons, and Toa trying to swap fluids, and Stefan’s dominance issues—but for all that, I wanted nothing more than to get to know my new adopted father. To finally, after all this time, have a real family. That wanted me. That wanted to adopt me!

      “I’d love to,” I said quietly, my face getting hot.

      “Lovely. What is your favorite meal? I’ll have it prepared.”

      “Burger and fries. She can wolf that down faster than me.” Charles peered down the hallway, his eyes starting to lose their happy-go-lucky sparkle. He could be a complete clown in the mansion, but as soon as we stepped outside, his Watch Captain mask clicked into place.

      “Anything is fine,” I answered, sparing an elbow for Charles. It bounced off his hard lateral muscle. No effect.

      “So Jonas,” Dominicous said as they turned a corner, fast-tracking toward the front of the house. “What is it you hope to find—”

      Dominicous cut off suddenly, his eyes snagged on someone up the hall on the right. A short someone. With a shock of blue hair. She stood in the center of the hallway, staring into a sitting room with a gaping mouth.

      “Ann?” I walked up beside her and followed her gaze.

      A woman sat back on the couch, completely naked, with her knees dropped to the sides. Another woman, wearing black latex, crouched between spread thighs, going to town on the other woman’s lady bits. A man, wearing a freaking catsuit, of all things, kneeled next to the woman on the couch, feeding her his large manhood.

      “Ah yes, I see you’ve found the leisure room,” I said in a tour guide tone. “I have no idea why, but people seem to gravitate toward this room for weird crap.”

      Ann turned to me slowly with incredulous eyes. “I knew these people were sexual, but…the door’s open. And they just go have random orgies? Just, willy nilly, let’s have a little sex with a bunch of people in the great wide open?”

      “Great wide open?” Charles leaned over us and squinted into the din. “They’re in a secluded room. Obviously you’d need a nunnery, but here we don’t mind having a good time. Although, I think they’ve gone a little crazy with the costumes. Latex can chafe if you rub against it fast enough.”

      Jonas stabbed the ceiling with his eyes from a few paces away. If it wasn’t for Dominicous, he would’ve grabbed me by the scruff of the neck and hauled me out of the house already. His eyes had that wild, impatient look that said he was about to snap.

      I didn’t blame him. This night just kept getting weirder.

      As if hearing my thoughts, Ann turned away and said, “Well, this is too strange for me.” Before she moved on, though, she couldn’t help glancing back into the room. The man was moving around to the latex butt.

      She shook her head, ripping her eyes away. “I don’t even want to know. He’s got a plan, and I don’t even want to know.”

      “He’ll probably rip it open with his teeth. She really likes anal stim—”

      Ann cut Charles off with a savage punch to his stomach. He wheezed out a breath, trying his damndest not to hunch over.

      “I said I didn’t want to know,” Ann reiterated slowly.

      His face burned a light red.

      “Sir, we need to get going,” Jonas said to Dominicous in a polite snarl.

      Dominicous smiled at Jonas agreeably. “Fascinating. I would assume, then, that you would speak to your mage, who is currently in charge of the procession.” It was hard to mistake the sharp edge beneath the words.

      Jonas slowly turned his wild-eyed stare my way. His teeth ground together and the scars on his neck looked white against his temper-filled, heated skin. He flashed me a well, come the fuck on kind of smile that resembled a fanged grimace. My butt tingle sounded for the second time that night. While I did need to learn to lead, I did not need to practice on Mr. Bat-Shit-Crazy right out of the gate.

      Nodding diplomatically, I said, “Yes, we need to see to that site. Jonas, lead the way.”

      “Oh, well, thank you so much, Mage.” His eyes widened further and his smile looked like a contorted snarl. He whipped around and started stalking down the hall, his hands clenching and releasing as he went.

      Dominicous watched him in speculation the whole time.

      “What?” I asked quietly as Charles fell way back. If Jonas took his temper out on anyone, it would be him. He was no dummy. Anymore.

      “I marvel that Stefan is able to keep that male reigned in,” Dominicous noted in a deep voice. “He has a severe problem with authority, and his anger redlines fairly easily.”

      “Yeah, Jonas is a real treat,” I said dourly. Ann snickered behind me.

      Dominicous turned his steel-infused eyes my way. “A mage should not have to keep on the knife-point with a member of the Watch. I’m sure someone else would step up and take his place beside you …”

      I waved his concern away. “Jonas has faults in plenty, but there is no one else, besides you and Stefan, that I would want at my back. That guy would—” I shook my head. “He would jab the devil in the eye to keep me safe. He’s proved it.”

      I heard a throat clear behind me.

      “And obviously Charles, too. At my back.”

      The corner of Dominicous’ lips quirked as he ingested what I said.

      As we stepped outside, I slowed for Ann to walk beside me toward Jonas’ Hummer. “How’d you get so far in without someone stopping you?”

      “Walked in. No one bothered me.”

      “They all know you’re Sasha’s friend. Prudes of a feather flock together.” Charles walked around the far side of the vehicle, steering clear of Jonas, who was waiting at the driver’s side door, watching them all intently.

      “What’s that about?” I asked Ann as I hesitated in my walk to the front passenger side door. Regardless of the fact that Dominicous was older than everyone, and the most superior and adult-like, and should probably go in the front like parents were supposed to, as the leader of this crew, that place was reserved for me. I felt awkward.

      “When we were at the lodge—the place where you trained in the woods with all the cabins...”

      My face lit up in recognition.

      “He hit on me. Well, that’s not true. What he actually did was ask me if I wanted to have sex. Just like that. Point blank.” She put on a dopey expression to mimic Charles. “‘Oh hey, animal-human lady— if you’re not doing anything, want to have sex? I’m horny—I could do with a lay. Doggy style is fine—I’m not picky.’” Ann threw a glare into the car.

      “So what’d you do?” I laughed.

      “I punched him in the nuts, obviously!” Ann scoffed, trying to hide the smile. “He’s hot, though—if he put a little time and effort into it, I might’ve.”

      She lowered her voice to a whisper, glancing at the driver’s side where Jonas waited with his forehead against the steering wheel. “Jonas hasn’t freaked out that I’m going. Is that because of Dominicous?”

      I matched her tone—it was best not to aggravate the guy any more than he already was. “He’s so mad right now that he has to have some quiet time or he’ll explode. If it was just me, he’d rant and rave and argue. If Dominicous or Stefan is around and he’s like this, he simmers in acute aggression. Word of advice: Don’t badger him until he calms down.”

      “I’m not suicidal,” she said, scurrying into the car. She’d sit between the two guys in the back.

      I headed to my spot and climbed in, with Dominicous getting in as well. Once we were all settled, Jonas took his head off the steering wheel, flashed me a look promising pain, and jerked the ignition, starting the car.

      “Sasha,” Dominicous spoke up over the roar of the motor. You would almost believe he was a gardener of beautiful flowers rather than a lethal predator. “Did you plan to ask Stefan to dine with us, tonight?”

      “Uh…” I hadn’t had much time to think about it.

      “I would encourage you to bring him, if you like,” Dominicous continued. “I rarely get to see the pair of you outside of a work capacity. Dropping titles for a family dinner would be a luxury.”

      A shiver went up my back, both because he said family, and because Stefan had been dropping titles off and on, anyway. Jonas’ lips quirked, probably thinking the same thing. Right before he shoved his phone in my face.

      “Jonas, I’ll ask him later,” I mumbled. The man was starting to be as overbearing as Charles.

      “He has a million things to prepare and see to. He might have to rearrange his schedule.” The phone inched toward my nose.

      “What are you, his secretary? I’ll ask him later.”

      “Just text him,” Ann helped from the back. “That way it won’t be embarrassing asking honey-do-dah for a date with your new dad in front of other people.”

      “Yes, thanks for saving me all that embarrassment, Ann,” I replied in a dry tone.

      “No worries.”

      I pushed Jonas’ meaty hand away from my face as we pulled up to Jefferson Park, bringing out my own phone and whipping off a text real quick. I figured I’d leave it open—I’d ask if he wanted to go, but tell him it was totally fine if he didn’t. Because he definitely wouldn’t—he’d be worried he’d finally start a fight…

      The night pressed against the windows, the waning moon not giving us much to see by. And by ‘us,’ I really meant me, because even Ann had better night vision than humans.

      I climbed out of the car into the stillness of midnight. The lush night harbored a chill that had me pulling my hoody tightly around my body. Large oak trees reached overhead, their leaves littering the ground, a blanket of browns and blacks, the brilliant colors of fall muted in the darkness. Dominicous stepped out beside me, standing close, his body poised, his pleasantness shed like a second skin. His eyes scanned the area, his arms glowing lightly.

      Ann gracefully stepped around the car, followed by the stern and serious face of Charles. Last came Jonas, his hulking shoulders and thick arms lightly flexed, prepared for the anti-Christ as a normal course of his duties.

      Something felt off about this place. Some weird energy was poking at me. It was like the equivalent of someone swishing the very ends of my hair. Disturbing.

      “Something’s not right,” I said slowly, turning toward a black patch between two monstrous oaks. “I feel…”

      Charles stepped up beside me, a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t go chasing demons, Sasha. If something pulls at you, you shout that shiznit out.”

      “There ain’t no demons.” Jonas stalked by, his glare flaying Ann as he passed her. “Follow me.”

      He led the way through the still copse of giant trunks, the ground bumpy with fallen acorns. The thick hush of the night hovered, sound strangely deadened. Another few steps had us nearing the edge of the plant life, the tableau opening up into a flat grassy soccer field with two skeletal frames of soccer goals hunkering in the distance. Beyond that, a playground spread out, shadowed and deserted.

      “Mage, I ask permission to assume control of the battle tactics,” Dominicous said officially.

      The guy was the Regional, for Christ sakes. He didn’t have to ask for anything, especially of an inexperienced mage. But this was a teach Sasha how to lead session, so I let it go.

      “Yes, that would be helpful, thank you,” I replied, feeling that weird magical presence prickling my skin. Like someone tapping me on the shoulder softly, but when I turned, all I found was empty air. It unsettled me. Whatever hovered here was not natural, whispering without sound. Blowing on my face and then disappearing.

      “Okay, I’m going to feel this out. You guys should all give me some space. Last time, my magic woke up something awful.” I let the rush of the elements fill me as the guys and gal drifted to the side, even Ann in predator mode, filling in as one of the team. Jonas, for a wonder, let her.

      Dominicous gave instructions, but I didn’t hear him. I let my focus hone and my magical feelers drift out, covering the area in a thin fog of black. I could feel the remnants of something magical lingering. Like a rope with the frayed ends singed, the magic had been cauterized. Whatever spell was weaved originally had been snuffed out.

      I wandered forward, through the trees, ducking branches and brushing leaves away from my face. The unsettled feeling got stronger, my skin starting to itch. I emerged through a wall of branches and found myself in a small clearing, closed in by trees. A rough circle scarred the trampled grass, the bent and broken blades shimmering with dew in the faint moonlight. My eyes caught a symbol edged in the thick bark of a tree at the edge of the open space.

      “A good ol’ pentagram,” I mumbled quietly. “As if that wouldn’t give it away.”

      The magic here lay across the ground in a twisted blanket of decay. Spells had been laid, woven and coaxed to life, but whatever came of it had fallen apart. Fallen apart, but not disintegrated back into nature, as elements naturally did. The magic user was working with bad juju on this one. Twenty bucks said he then moved on to experiment in a warehouse.

      “Well, at least there isn’t a demon to deal with. That’s something.”

      “What’s that, sweet thang?”

      I started at the unfamiliar voice. To the right, a man wiped draping branches out of the way and stepped into the small clearing. I flinched as his foot stepped on the line of the circle, my mind registering that he’d interrupted a barrier, my logic late in mentioning that it wasn’t a barrier anymore.

      “What are you doing here all alone?” His lust-filled notice raked down my body, blossoming fear and a crawling sensation where they lingered. “Don’t you know there are bad things that go bump in the night?”

      Another man, slightly larger and twenty pounds heavier, stepped out beside him.

      “Well, that’s lucky,” the second man said, his gaze traveling the same path. It lingered on my crotch. “I thought we would have to smoke a joint alone. Looks like we have a party.”

      A sneer worked up the first man’s face. “Yes we do, and plenty to go around.”

      My breath started to come out in fast pants. My fingers itched for my rape whistle. My warning butt pucker said run!

      Once again, logic was late to the party.

      Sasha, you moron, you have magic, remember?

      I also had huge guys within screaming distance. Not to mention a mountain lion with a terrible sense of humor about being hit on. Yeah, I was safe. These guys, however…

      I tried to quell the rising tide of panic, but a lifetime of knowing, with certainty, what happened when a woman got caught in the middle of the night, in a remote location, with two thugs that probably had arrest warrants, battered at my rational mind. With a thumping heart, I thought about what to do first—blast them with magic, or just call for Dominicous.

      Before I could settle on a course of action, though, a third giant man stepped into the clearing. This one came with corded muscle running the length of his body, was coated with silver lines of battle scars, and had eyes brimming with undelivered death. Jonas. My butt puckered for an entirely different reason.

      Jonas had just found a target for his building bad mood.

      “Look, guys, this is a bad spot for you,” I warned.

      “Is that right?” the nearest guy asked, stepping closer. I could see his body tightening, ready to make a grab for me. Waiting for me to run.

      “No, seriously…” I pointed at Jonas.

      The larger guy in back glanced back quickly, did a sweep right past Jonas with his gaze, and came back to me with a smirk. “I fell for it. But you didn’t run... Feeling lonely tonight? We can help with that…”

      Damn logic and its constant dilly-dallying. Of course they couldn’t see Jonas. I’d spent a lifetime hiding the fact that I could.

      “Right, okay, you guys—”

      The guy in the front stepped forward, cutting me off. Immediately a spell found its way to my lips—I had no idea which one, but I was pretty sure it would be awful. My reflexes were fast, but never pretty.

      As the words formed, the thug’s hand reaching for me, Jonas rushed into the clearing. However fast I was, he was lightning.

      He snatched the thug’s hand out of the air and whipped it around. He grabbed the man’s throat and held him still while he bashed a fist into the thug’s face, all his force behind it. The man’s nose burst, blood gushing down his face.

      “Ease up, Jonas. Let the cops have him,” I bleated.

      His face a terrifying mask of rage, Jonas reached back to let another punch fly…but hesitated. His elbow, in the air, ground to a halt. He was defending one of his own, for his Boss, and every instinct in his body said kill. But I’d said stop.

      “Ease up,” I said again, injecting a whip crack of command into my words.

      Like cement drying, Jonas’ arm quivered where it had stopped. He exhaled slowly, shaking, holding his temper at bay. Following my command.

      With a roar of frustration and awesome show of strength, he picked the guy up by his neck and nuts, and bodily threw him to the side. A splash of limbs landed and tumbled within the leaves, their owner long since knocked out.

      Charles stepped into the clearing, watching the last remnants of limbs tumbling. Dominicous stepped in next to me, eyes surveying the magical site.

      I had just witnessed Jonas taking it easy on someone. Picking them up and throwing them ten feet was him doing the right thing… His being on my side was a blessing and a curse at the same time. I had to remember to ask Stefan if he felt the same way.

      A manic grin spread across Jonas’ face as his crazed gaze fell on the other stranger, currently standing with eyes so round they looked like golf balls. “This is your lucky day. Mage says I can’t kill you.”

      Jonas heaved a sigh, letting the last of his rage simmer down. “Well, fuck it.”

      He stepped forward. The man cowered down, throwing up his hands. I could just see his face peeping out, staring up at Jonas with wide, fear-filled eyes until a dreamy haze settled over his features. As Jonas reached him, the man had a pleasant, lust-filled smile.

      “You’re not going to—”

      Even as I said it, Jonas put a hand on the man’s shoulder and pushed. The man fell to his knees, eagerly reaching for Jonas’ zipper.

      “I either need to beat someone to shit, or get a load off,” Jonas growled, the anger still lurking at the base of his words.

      “Okay, no, I don’t care that he was going to do that to me—that’s not what we’re about—” A light touch on my shoulder stopped me.

      “Your human sentimentalities between right and wrong as regards to sexual endeavors are different than ours,” Dominicous said softly. “To lead this clan, you have to understand this clan. You stopped your protector from killing, even though it was his right since his mage was assaulted. And you could stop him now, but denying him his every instinct will make him revolt. And this male, in particular, needs no pushing on that score.”

      Dominicous waited a moment for that to sink in.

      “That man should be killed,” he continued in a reasoning tone as the man eagerly took Jonas out of his pants. “Instead, you have spared him. Think of the charity you have shown.”

      “So, wait,” Ann stepped through the trees with a sour expression. “You’re pissed because that dude was going to rape Sasha, but you’re totally fine when Jonas does it back?”

      “But he likes it,” Charles countered in exasperation. “Jonas isn’t even touching the guy. Look. That guy is all over it. Seriously, humans feel like the masters of the universe the next day. Do you know how many porns feature this kinda thing? A. Lot. Let me tell you. Girls dig this whole submission thing, too, don’t say you don’t. I snooped around Ann’s room when we were in the cabins—I know what she reads.”

      “You did what?” Ann screeched, losing her calm demeanor.

      “Reconnaissance. Romantic comedies didn’t work, so I figured I’d check out the reading material. Kinda dumb, though. If I said some of that stuff to you, you’d punch me in the head. You human women have a screw loose—even the ones that get real hairy, like you.”

      “That is a valid point, Ann, regarding mind-altering in order to control for personal gain,” Dominicous said patiently, ignoring the sudden tension between Charles and Ann. “You are making it with the wrong person, however.” Dominicous looked at the pentagram on the tree. “This is the culture, right or wrong. This culture cannot be changed overnight. They have always thought themselves better than humans. They have also held a grudge, since humans are still dominant. Sasha can tell you the stigma a human carries. But these points are extremely valid, and probably need further investigation. The clan needs someone to lead the way. Slowly. Gradually.”

      Ah. Yes. Let the sore thumb in the group sort it out. That’d really help my chances of fitting in. I couldn’t help my scowl.

      Well, at least some people viewed the situation logically.

      “Fine.” I prevented myself from watching as the man jumped up and turned around. This had happened before, sure, but my world had been blown apart then—nothing seemed real, and I hadn’t had time to digest before more crazy happened, like Dulcha. I wasn’t so lamb-eyed anymore, though. Can’t change it in a day, fine. I prevented killing today, and I’d prevent this weird crap down the road.

      “At least do it somewhere else!” I shouted at Jonas, losing my control. I threw Dominicous a glare as if to say, that’s a battle I plan on picking every time, culture or no.

      Dominicous nodded once, unperturbed.

      “You not going to dive in?” I heard Ann ask of Charles with an accusatory tone. “At least then you’d stop pestering me for sex. And spying.”

      “I will never stop pestering you for sex, and no. Sasha makes my life hell when I do things she hates. I can abstain,” Charles sniffed.

      Ann scoffed behind me, but a glance revealed a small tweak in her lips. A person just couldn’t stay mad at Charles. The guy was a clown at the best of times.

      “Okay,” I said softly, careful not to step into that circle. Nothing would happen, but … just in case. I traced the pentagram with my pointer finger, the deep groove in the scratchy bark giving me a pleasant tingle through my fingers.

      “That’s odd,” I said, squinting through the darkness to try and make out the lines more clearly. Obviously my logic was still on hiatus. “Does anyone have a lighter or something? I can’t see a damn thing.”

      “What happened to the lighter you use for your crack pipe?” Charles asked as patted his pants pockets.

      “Charles, stop trying to be funny. You’re no good at it,” I retorted in a wispy voice, feeling along the bark with my palms.

      Ann stepped forward, the kush of her feet on the grass in the circle giving me goosebumps. She held up a lighter, her eyes always on the move.

      “You smoke?” I asked as I grabbed the warm plastic.

      “Nah. But I hang out with a guy that does. Ever notice that smokers never seem to have a lighter on them?”

      “What guy?” Charles asked suspiciously. “I’d hate to think you’re giving it up to someone else when you have me to choose from.”

      I couldn’t see her eyeroll, but I was sure it happened. At least he had someone new to badger besides me.

      Although, Charles had a point. Ann and I weren’t besties yet, but we were working on it, and that was something girls needed to chat about. I scribbled a mental note in my memory.

      The click of the lighter echoed in the hush of the night. Flicking light revealed that the scratch in the bark was light brown at the bottom, indicating this was a recent carving. I said as much as I glanced down at the circle. The grass had moved and shifted, as living things do, overlaying a circle that must have been drawn at least a few weeks ago.

      “But why would he come back and scratch the pentagram?” I asked as I turned back to the tree. “That doesn’t make sense. And the feel of that symbol is all tingly and lovely. Everything else in the air is…”

      “Rank,” Charles helped, letting an exaggerated shiver roll through his shoulders.

      “I can’t feel the magic, but it does smell off. Also smells like…” Ann kneeled to the circle, eyes scanning the now empty area. “I’d bet something was killed here. Something small.”

      “Something nobody would miss,” Jonas said as he strolled back into the area. He only looked mildly more relieved.

      “What’d you do with him?” I asked in a testy voice I couldn’t help.

      “Wiped his memories, threw his clothes in a tree, and sent him stumbling through the park naked. I hope he gets pneumonia. He signed his death warrant when he went after you.” Jonas flexed from head to toe. He cracked his neck.

      “Do you kill small animals, too, psycho?” Ann asked offhandedly.

      “Only human ones,” Jonas growled back.

      “Look here.” Dominicous extended his finger to a few scratches in the bark, further up from the pentagram. “Someone of my height drew these. They look older. The weather has worn the freshness.”

      I handed him the lighter so he could hold it up. They were characters.

      “Runes,” Dominicous said to my stare. “But I don’t know what they mean. Toa would know.”

      Of course he would.

      “Well, this happened before that warehouse thing. And being as though there wasn’t a mass riot, I’d assume this attempt at bringing a demon through didn’t work,” I surmised, stepping away.

      “Bringing it through what, exactly? A portal?” Ann asked, giving me room.

      I bit my lip, thinking. “From wherever they exist when it isn’t here. We should consult Toa.”

      I hated that hint of sullenness in my voice. Dominicous did me a favor, and kept himself from nodding.

      “Okay.” I dusted off my hands and looked to Jonas. “Anythi—”

      “Incoming,” Charles interrupted in a low voice. Before I could even open my mouth to ask a question, he rushed across the small clearing, threw a thick arm around my middle, and bodily carried me into the treeline. He dropped me against a trunk and stood over me as Dominicous melted in beside me. Jonas drifted toward the opposite side of the clearing, his tattoos glowing faintly right before the shadows seemed to reach for him, pulling him into their bosom protectively. Ann was beside me a moment later, her brow dancing on her face as she processed smells. It was her “huh?” face.

      She showed that face to Charles all the time. But then, we all did.

      “Smells like women,” Ann said softly, the sound barely tickling my ears. “Fresh scents, fragrant, floral soaps…”

      “Why would women come here so late—”

      “Shhhh!” Charles hissed in my ear.

      “Humans can’t hear as well as you,” I softly whispered back.

      “Might not be human,” he answered.

      I felt a light touch on my shoulder. Dominicous telling me to shut it.

      We waited in silence as the bodies drew near. Footfalls were the first thing to reach my ear. Someone pounded the ground with decisive, no-nonsense steps. Fabric swished, like tracksuit pants. Something dragged, tinkling and jingling.

      “Human,” Charles assessed. “Sounds like a pack of elephants in a lightning storm.”

      Where did he come up with this stuff?

      Dominicous shifted, his body melting down into a pose of patient relaxation. Jonas shifted across the way, too, only his was in irritation. He obviously had other things he wanted to do tonight. We were not great with time management.

      A moment later, four women walked cautiously into the clearing. The woman in the lead, wearing a thick gray skirt and black, long-sleeved shirt tucked in, was the force behind the thumping feet. Probably five-foot-eight and pushing sixty, her large bosom took up her whole chest, straining the effectiveness of her bra as they reached for the ground. She broke the tree line and paused, hands on hips, surveying the surroundings like a groundskeeper might notice his freshly mowed lawn. Behind her skulked a small woman in her early thirties, thin and mousy, sporting glasses held together with tape in two places. She held a Taser in one hand and pepper spray in the other.

      She wouldn’t have been my optimum choice for a battle unit.

      Behind them crowded a pair of twins, which had Charles perking up considerably. If it wouldn’t draw attention to our hiding place, I would’ve punched the idiot. Pudgy with round faces, each had a smile and a splash of freckles. They looked around like they were waiting in line at the fair.

      “Okay, ladies, let’s set up,” the woman in the lead said, glancing down.

      Each woman spread around the circle, not one of them stepping over the now disturbed line. One of the twins dropped a small satchel, the burst of metallic tinkling making the mousy woman jump and crouch, weapons of destruction aimed at the disturbance.

      “No one’s here,” the leader said, waving away the mousy attack unit. “You can calm down.”

      With a last glance around, the mousy woman slightly relaxed, hunching just a bit more in bad posture as she settled to the ground cross-legged. Soon everyone else joined her, each shifting and moving until they found a comfortable spot.

      “Okay,” the leader said, straightening out her skirt with firm pats. “Focus, now.”

      Charles sighed softly and leaned his forearm on the tree over me, getting comfortable. His hard chest pushed into my face, squishing my nose and having me gasping. I grabbed skin in my two fingers, squeezed, and twisted for all I was worth. It was a pinch to tell the masses about. They probably used it in the Spanish Inquisition.

      Charles grunted and backed off quickly, the slide of his skin on bark permeating the space. The heads of all four women snapped toward us.

      Oops.

      It was all his fault, obviously.

      The mousy girl raised the pepper spray, her face pointing to the area between Dominicous and Charles. In other words, between the two trees. Time tumbled by, soaking the area in silence. A dry leaf clicked off another dry leaf above us, like miniature skeletons dancing. Still the women stared. Still we froze.

      What were we all waiting for?

      Jonas put his hands on his hips on the other side of the clearing.

      Oh, good, I was developing Jonas’ impatience. Fabulous.

      “Did you hear that?” one of the twins asked into a hush with an unlit lighter hovering over a corroded silver candleholder. She had forgotten about the candle part of the whole affair.

      “Are we not all staring in the same direction?” the leader asked with a verbal rolling of the eyes. “But I can’t see anything, and there’ve been no other sounds, so…”

      The pepper spray dropped a fraction.

      “Well?” the leader prompted.

      The lighter clicked as the twin got back to business. “Oh.” She went rummaging through the bag for the missing candle.

      “Should we not head out?” Dominicous whispered, the words barely reaching my ears.

      “Yes, but…just a second. I want to see what they’re up to.” My gaze was riveted to the leader, stretching out. Loosening her joints. For what? An intense game of thumb war? I’d bet these people scratched that pentagram—I had to know why.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

        Demons

      

    
    
      “Boss, something’s come up.”

      Stefan looked up from the desk where Sasha’s text message from earlier lit up his phone, letting him know of a potentially uncomfortable dinner later that night. Just this once he’d love to say no to her. He hadn’t been able for the deference he was supposed to be showing the Regional lately, grinding the two of them nearer an altercation. But that woman had him by the balls. All she had to do was bat her eyelashes, or pout, or smile, or—hell, text message, and he couldn’t help immediately bending to her whims. He’d turned soft with regards to her, but…

      No. End thought there. She’d turned him soft.

      Stefan unconsciously flexed. Jameson stood in the doorway, cell phone clutched in his hand.

      “What is it?” he asked his second in command.

      Jameson stepped into the room, the dim light reflecting off of the sword hilt at this back. “I just got word from the West Three. We’ve got another one.”

      “Grade?”

      “Low. Probably not much better than a Dulcha. It’s confined in a circle. Creator is nowhere to be found.”

      A low-powered demon meant Stefan’s magic, and that of his more powerful Watch, would be enough to dispatch it. He wouldn’t have to involve Sasha.

      Stefan stood from the desk in one quick, fluid movement. “Who else knows?”

      “Some humans found it. They were sitting around, staring at it when we showed up.”

      “Their memories?”

      “Wiped. They were relocated.”

      Stefan nodded, feeling adrenaline fill his body for what he knew lay ahead. He rolled his shoulders and shook out his hands. No distractions this time. No mangy animals, Regional, or fear for Sasha. Just him, his Watch, and his sword. It was time to test his resolve.

      A grin worked onto his face as he hefted his sword and some battle leathers.

      “Should I contact the mage?” Jameson asked in a level voice.

      “No. Get a crew together and meet me out front. Ten people should be fine, with an additional ten on call if something goes wrong.”

      Jameson nodded, phone already at his ear.

      Stefan brushed passed his Second and out into the hall. A younger female startled at his appearance and shuffled out of the way with a red face. He strode powerfully toward the weapon room. Members of his clan always gave him plenty of space, but now everyone jogged out of the way, sensing his mood and reading his body. It was time for battle, and the wise got scarce or joined in.

      After gearing up, he nodded to Tace, a stout male with spikes on his shoulder piece, before heading toward the front of the house. At the end of the hall by the door waited the bleached blond head of a huge pain in the ass.

      “Guards are generally on the outside of the building,” Stefan growled as he neared, Tace right behind him, ready for war.

      Toa didn’t so much as blink. “Were you planning to alert the mage that a magical anomaly dictates her presence?” he asked in his quiet tone.

      “A nothing of a demon doesn’t dictate anything. I can handle this just fine.”

      Toa glided from the wall and followed Stefan out the door. It took everything he had not to knock the meddlesome male through the wall he’d just been resting on.

      “So, you did not tell her,” Toa accused conversationally.

      “Correct. She is otherwise engaged.”

      “I see. What about the Regional? Does he not deserve to know what goes on in the territory he is currently occupying?”

      A flash of rage swept across Stefan’s consciousness. He stopped suddenly, muscles flexed. His eyes bore into Toa, having the other male’s back snapping straight and a foot retreating, his brain no doubt begging to find somewhere safe to hide. “This is my territory. I will run this territory as I see fit. If you keep meddling in my affairs, I’ll silence you, regardless of your higher level of magic. Is this clear?”

      Stefan had to hand it to the male, his gulp wasn’t nearly as loud as some.

      “I will be accompanying you, of course,” Toa said in a calm voice, despite the sheen of sweat that coated his forehead. “I will fill in for your mage.”

      “I don’t need you.” Stefan commenced walking, pushing through the door and out toward Jameson, standing beside a sleek sports car. Tace followed him like a shadow, waiting for directions.

      “It is not a question of need,” Toa said as he drifted along beside Stefan. “I want to analyze the spell. I need to know more about the magical properties behind this. Whoever is calling these demons, he is not doing it with the same chants and old magic the humans use. He is working at it a different way. Being that it is one of our kind, I can figure out his reasoning. With study, I can get ahead of him. I can find him and take him to the council.”

      Stefan took a silent, deep breath. It was always analytics with this guy. Thinking and pondering and twittering about it. He had no idea how Dominicous, a man of action like himself, could deal with it. But Toa did have a point. Knowing the enemy was always the first step. Knowing, finding, and then killing.

      “Stay out of my way,” Stefan growled as the car door was opened for him. “I’ll give you time to look around before we kill it. After that, you can have all the time you need.”

      He turned back, staring at the icy blue eyes with fire. “But everything you learn will be shared. You will dissect everything with Sasha or myself. No secrets. Don’t forget within which territory you reside.”

      “This is a dangerous road you are walking,” Toa replied in a low voice.

      Stefan intensified his focus until Toa’s gaze hit the ground. He hated that he had to keep reminding the Regional and his mage that Stefan ran this territory. Deferring to a higher power was tolerable for short periods of time, but these two had overstayed their welcome. Alphas didn’t like to share, and Stefan liked it less than most.

      

      They arrived at the site: a deserted parking lot at a closed-down roller rink. On the side of the building, hunched within the shadows, moved a creature about the size of an average human male, confined within invisible walls, barely hanging onto its physical shape. It stared out at Stefan’s gathering clan, huge teeth protruding from black lips and gums. Saliva dripped out of its mouth and fell to the ground in strings.

      “It greatly resembles a Dulcha,” Stefan noted as Jameson stepped next to him.

      “Dulcha register at about a nine or ten—the lesser powerful end of the spectrum—depending on the magic used. This is probably a seven or eight. Small animals were sacrificed in the ritual,” Jameson conveyed.

      “But it was a ritual?” Toa asked, focusing his unblinking stare on the glistening eyes and grotesque face of the demon.

      Jameson concurred, “From what we can gather, it has all the elements of the warehouse. The pot, the fire, the blood sacrifice, the containment circle…”

      Toa stepped closer, a white haze drifting across the ground toward the demon, his magic picking up clues. “He’d called too powerful of a demon the last time. It didn’t want to stay put. The caster wasn’t ready to battle wills, so he ran. This time, in order to continue practicing, the caster scaled way back. He called a lesser demon. A lap dog. Oh yes, I see…”

      An orange light blared into existence around the demon, a circular, magical cage.

      “Intricate,” Toa droned, talking mostly to himself. His eyes had lost focus. His magic spread around the area in a pale white glow. “The spell is tied off. It doesn’t want for more power. Stronger in construction, this time. Fine details. Someone working on his craftsmanship.”

      Toa straightened up, ignoring the horrible rasp coming out of the demon’s mouth. His gaze hit Stefan’s. “The wielder of this spell is getting close. This spell is polished; sophisticated. I imagine the chants for the various demonic power levels have been mapped out. The confinement is water-tight. The workmanship is just so. Yes, he’s not far now. It won’t be long before he calls a nasty demon. One, maybe two more tries, and he has something that will bend to his will.”

      Ten warriors, armed in leather, knives and swords, tattoos glowing and eyes fierce, waited silently for the fluffy, white-haired mage to finish prattling on about his findings. Adrenaline from the battle to come raged through their blood, needing action. Needing release. The scene could be dissected after the demon was dispatched.

      “Do you have what you need?” Stefan asked with iron in his voice. He didn’t need to follow the question with a command to move. Toa was already taking himself to the rear of the warring party.

      “Do you plan to link?” Toa asked with a rigid back and somewhat raised chin. “Or are you planning to do this all on your own?”

      Stefan jerked his head to his Watch. Understanding the silent command, they spread out in a circle surrounding the demon, swords flashing to life.

      “This demon is nothing. It’s sport.” Stefan ripped his sword out of the holster, the blade blaring burnished gold with a white frost. “It’s practice for my Watch.”

      Stefan could barely hear Toa sniff. “Well, I’ll just wait near the cars then. Since you claim to have this covered.”

      The white mage wasn’t used to being a spare tire. Stefan smirked. It was good for him.

      Stefan called the elements, filling himself with more air and fire than the other two. He let his magical feelers pick at that spell surrounding the demon, getting an idea of it. Finding the weak points. And then noticing a big, magical “pull here” tab to unravel the whole thing. Organized, logical and effective—if the person responsible turned out to be anyone besides Andris, Stefan would be shocked.

      Stefan had spent a few hours interrogating Trek after they’d captured him, who was holed up in the basement of the mansion waiting to go to the council and get his punishment. The caped buffoon had a lot of interesting information to divulge, like their extensive gathering of humans to make Dulcha and for draining blood for power. And Andris’ teaching, alluding to him being the mastermind behind all their dealings thus far—something Stefan had always suspected. Most importantly, their collecting of ancient human texts about calling demons and ruling the world.

      The latter made Stefan chuckle. Andris had been telling tall tales to the naïve and greedy white mage—to manipulate him, no doubt. Ruling the world only existed in storybooks, and only lasted for a short time before the “good guys” rolled through and tore the mantle from the villain. Trek was an idiot, but an idiot with golden information.

      “Prepare yourselves,” Stefan commanded in a low tone.

      Through the link he could feel Sasha, the hum of her daily activities creating nothing more than small mood fluctuations. Safe.

      He bent his knees and breathed through his mouth. Here we go.

      A magical tug had the containment spell dropping away, the confinement suddenly thrown wide. The demon within stood still for one moment of uncertainty, noticing the disappearance of the cage. The next second, it was action.

      With a scream like a dying cat, the creature tore out of the circle, heading right. Silvia whipped across the cement as clawed feet scraped. It dove for a pocket of air between Jameson and Sid, not aiming to fight or kill, just to escape. Strange.

      Jameson’s pale gold sword whipped up, slashing across its middle. The creature bellowed, sliding away and running the opposite direction. Flesh flapped, its back flayed away from the rest of its body. A pungent smell of rot wafted by Stefan’s nose as it passed, screeching.

      Tace met it this time, his sword slashing a thigh. The bright red blade seared a stringy leg, making the thing stumble and change direction, this time right for Stefan.

      Memories flashed. The knock at the door, slow and solemn. The empty dining room table, dinner getting cold. A tear, unabashed, falling out of Jestin’s eyes as he told Stefan the news. Nightmares. Decades and decades of nightmares; going up against a demon like this and failing. Claws ripping into his father. Teeth cutting out his mother’s throat. A baby dying. Stefan curled in a ball while the beast ravaged his family.

      As the memories crowded his brain, sweat covered his body. He squeezed the hilt of his blade. Images of blood clouded his vision. Spilled blood. Flying blood. Blood splashed across the cold dirt.

      Pressure condensed his chest. A dull roar rang in his ears.

      Screaming. His parents screaming.

      “No!”

      Almost unable to feel it, he slashed. A claw came sailing passed his head. He ducked with plenty of time, faster than this worthless creation of death. He struck downward with his sword, slicing off an arm. His other hand brought up his knife even as his eyes stung. The memories, so fresh, suffocated him.

      “Die!” he heard himself say, his dagger piercing the face. He let go of it and stepped back, quick sword work slashing and hacking, cutting chunks out of masticated flesh. Parts dropped away. The thing screeched and howled. Still he worked, vision gone red. Pulsing pressure in his ears. His mother screamed in his dreams.

      “Please, no!”

      “Boss.”

      Panting, lost, he stabbed and stabbed. Over and over. Until it was just a lump of burnt flesh on the ground.

      “Boss...”

      Dirty and sweaty, Stefan stilled his body. Dragged himself out of a life’s worth of nightmares.

      “You got it, Boss?”

      As Stefan’s vision cleared, he found himself looking up into the logical brown eyes of his second in charge. Jameson held out a hand, resolute, asking to help Stefan up. Stefan’s gaze swept the ground, the lumps at his feet no longer recognizable. Blood smeared his body, sinking into the grooves of his muscles.

      “I didn’t realize these things bled,” he said as he allowed Jameson to help him up.

      “It’s the blood sacrifice. They don’t bleed much, but…”

      But when you pull them apart, piece by piece, you’re bound to find a little of the substance that created them.

      Stefan grunted in acknowledgement as his gaze scanned the rest of the Watch. Grim faces and tight lips, one and all, eyed him with suppressed wariness. He’d reminded them why they called him Boss. He just wished he’d done it with a little more decorum.

      “Have someone clean all this up. Don’t mention any of this to Sasha,” Stefan instructed. She wouldn’t understand why Stefan had to keep her away.

      “She know what happened?” Jameson asked quietly as they made their way over to Toa.

      “Yes. I came clean.”

      “It help at all? With the nightmares?”

      Jameson had lost a family member, too. Like Stefan, he blamed himself for not being there. They all did. They also blamed the Mata for fleeing like cowards.

      Only Stefan lost a mother, though.

      “She’s not like…most females.” Stefan cleared his throat. “She’s…got my back.”

      Jameson gave a small nod. “Good. Helps to spread the wealth.”

      “Wealth, meaning, baggage?”

      “Exactly. I plan to take the leadership when you make Regional. Just so you know.”

      Stefan bit back a laugh. That change in topic was welcomed. “I have to get through the Regional before I make Regional.”

      “Give Sasha a few hard knocks with the council, just to get her riled up, and you two will be unstoppable. She learns quickly, she’s got limitless potential, and she’s…got your back, like you said. It was the last boost you needed to step up.”

      “Chess board is set up, huh?” Stefan drolled as they neared a paler-than-usual Toa.

      “She’s not the only one that has your back. If that male was any whiter, he’d look like a snowman.” Jameson smirked before peeling away toward the driver’s side.

      “Need to check out anything before we go?” Stefan asked Toa.

      Toa just shook his head, for once with nothing to say. Stefan wished it would hold through the evening as well. They’d have to sit at the same dinner, after all. The same dinner, hoping no one had to challenge anyone else…
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      The women in the clearing sat with bowed heads, eyes closed, and breathing deeply. Focusing.

      “Okay, women, call the corners,” the leader said quietly. “Let’s try to cleanse the negative feel of this place.”

      Dominicous and Jonas shifted at the same time, tiny movements hinting that their focus just got a lot more…focused.

      The air electrified around us. Magic pulsed and beckoned, looming around me. Swirling and dancing, playful and joyous, it begged me to fill myself and become one with the women in the clearing. To suck in as much as I could hold and join hands. To laugh harder and louder than I ever had. A smile curled my face as Charles bent to regard my expression in confusion.

      They can access their magic!

      I felt the flame within each of them. The leader burned a bright orange, filled with a mass of raw, blasting power. The mousy one simmered with only green, but it twisted and churned in such a strange and intricate way. The twins each sported red, their faces screwed up in intense concentration.

      “I thought you said humans couldn’t access their magic.” The words tumbled out of my gaping mouth quietly. They were like me! I could feel it. I could sense the rightness of it, the sameness, in a way I couldn’t feel the clan’s at all.

      “What did you say?” Dominicous stepped close to me, bending to catch my words. “They have magic, did you say?”

      “These old broads?” Charles whispered incredulously.

      I opened up to the elements, feeling that rush as sweet magic filled my body. Without even thinking, I joined that throbbing elixir in the clearing. I entwined my magic within theirs, feeling the community of it in a way I’d never felt in my whole life. Feeling at one with it. I wasn’t linked, because we weren’t sharing power, but more…hanging around each other. Nodding to each other, magically.

      “What is…” The leader’s brow furrowed.

      Almost immediately, that wrongness from the spell left behind sullied the magic. The jagged fragments corroded the natural world around it. A failed spell, maybe, but a nasty one.

      The women were trying to wash away the magical stink. All they were succeeding at, however, was playing with the elements. They could suck in magic, but they weren’t really doing anything with it. They lacked training and focus.

      I didn’t.

      Without meaning to, I swept them all up into my focus, like holding hands from a distance; reveling in the unity, feeling the embrace of like-using magical people. Toa and I hadn’t been able to do this—when my spell touched his magic, the power leaped to him, forcing a link. With these women, with similar magic, we just kind of kumbaya’ed around the clearing, beating our magical drums in harmony.

      No, it wasn’t strictly useful, magically speaking, but it was bolstering my spirits with each passing moment. I wasn’t alone!

      I analyzed the spell left behind. It hovered like a burned frame of a house, decrepit. Concentrating, trying not to laugh in glee, I smothered what was there while also knocking down the foundations. I wiped away solid traces of the spell, collapsing the rest of the framework with it.

      “What’s happening?” Charles asked. His hand squeezed my shoulder. “What are you doing with the magic?

      I focused with all my being on one sticky part. Like an intricate knot in the hands of someone who bit their nails, I couldn’t quite get it. I couldn’t disentangle it. I could probably blow it up, which would greatly help my frustration, but it wouldn’t help much else.

      Just as I was about to throw up my hands and let it go, I felt a deft magical touch, as though soft, light hands covered mine and took over. With a complexity that would piss Toa off, the small details of the spell were finally unraveled. The rest of the magic disintegrated like snow falling, settling back into the world around it.

      “What just happened?” Dominicous asked in a low hum. His gaze hit mine. “Did you unravel that spell?”

      “What was that?” the leader asked, her eyes blinking open in confusion.

      “Did you feel it?” the mousy woman asked, eyeing the leader.

      I nodded at Dominicous dumbly, holding on to the feeling of this new magical community. Sisterhood. I wanted to hug somebody.

      “Oh really? Now you want to get up on me? Woman, you’re taken. Get off.” Charles peeled my hands away with a grin.

      “It worked!” one of the twins exclaimed in shock. “We did it.” She paused, staring at the candles. “How did we do it? That was weird.”

      “But awesome,” the other twin joined in.

      They bobbed their heads in excitement and shared a high-five.

      The leader and the mousy lady were staring, wide-eyed, at Dominicous. The leader’s mouth dropped open.

      And then things went pear-shaped.

      “I’ll get him!” the mousy lady squeaked.

      She bounced up with a quickness that made Charles chuckle, although he did not react. Pepper spray held high, Taser coming up to join, she yelled, “Don’t you come near us! Get out of here! We’re not defenseless.”

      “There’s another one over—” the leader’s voice cut off in a moan.

      “Don’t you make them all lovey!” I screamed at Jonas while putting my hands up in surrender. “Don’t you touch them, Jonas! You touch them and I will give you a seriously bad day.”

      “Night,” Charles helped, a grin taking up his face as he watched the pepper spray draw near.

      “What’s happening?” one of the twins said, glancing around. “Oh whoa, those guys are huge. Look like a football team. How long have they been here?”

      “I am strangely aroused,” the leader said in a booming voice, her eyebrows in a flat line over her eyes. “I haven’t been turned on in ten years. What kind of strange voodoo have we wandered into? Who are you? What do you want?”

      “Get out of here!” Mousy growled at us, arsenal held up in thin, shaking arms. Her teeth bared in a human snarl.

      “She’s quite courageous,” Dominicous noted. “I wonder how they are able to see through our magic cloak now when they couldn’t a moment before.”

      “What are you staring at, young man?” The leader struggled to her feet, grass and mud clinging to her ample rear. She punched her fists to her hips in disappointment as she faced off to Jonas. “I’m not afraid of you, so you can quit that unbecoming scowl!”

      This was getting out of control.

      “I just worked magic with them somehow, I think. Or around them, anyway,” I rattled off quickly to Dominicous as I stepped out, arms still raised to show I wasn’t dangerous.

      Seeing me, Mousy’s expression waffled, confusion filtering in.

      “Did you say you linked with them?” Dominicous asked in alarm, stepping forward with me, ready to shield my body from danger.

      The finger on the pepper spray turned white. The arm started shaking violently. Not good.

      “We are here for the same reasons you are,” I said to Mousy in a calm, although slightly harried, voice. “We unraveled that spell together. I have the same magic you do. I can help you. You can help me. Maybe. Hopefully. At the minimum, we can just hang out and magically hold hands. I’d be into that.”

      “What’s that?” The leader waved her hand in front of her face. It looked like she was trying to clear a bad smell. Her gaze shifted away from Jonas and over to us. “Good heavens—what are you doing out here at this hour? And with these men? This is no place for you, young lady.”

      “Well, we’re here…” one of the twins mentioned.

      “Can we all just sit down a minute and have a chat?” I asked slowly. “We’ll just clear the air. I think that would be best.”

      The leader walked directly across the circle. My heart started thumping. She knew it had been “cleansed.” That the nasty spell was dissolved away. She felt it.

      My gaze slid to Dominicous. He winked. He’d noticed it, too.

      “I’m Birdie.” The larger woman gave a head bob. Apparently that was her version of shaking hands. Her notice flicked toward the mousy woman. “This is—would you put those down, Delilah?! Have you noticed the size of the men standing here? The Taser would probably tickle them.”

      “Nope,” Charles muttered behind me.

      “As I said, this is Delilah,” Birdie went on. “She and I founded this circle about ten years ago. Three years ago, Jen and Liz joined up.”

      “The circle?” Dominicous asked pleasantly. “Can you talk about that, please?”

      “Oh sure, but maybe we can move this chat away from here,” Birdie said, looking around the area. Her gaze hit Jonas. A scowl creased her face. “The seclusion of this place attracts filth—keep frowning and your face will stay like that, you know.”

      “It’s already locked on tight,” I said, trying to hide my smile from Jonas. And failing.

      Ann snickered somewhere behind us.

      “Let’s return to our vehicles, shall we?” Dominicous held his hand out to steer the group like any eighteenth-century gentleman would. “I am eager to return to the mansion. I think something pressing will need my attention.”

      With a shock of fear that Dominicous knew something I didn’t, I focused on my link with Stefan. An undercurrent of sadness radiated. Sadness, and tinges of desperation. He was thinking of his parents—he only felt like this when the past reared its head and threatened to tear him down. Since the demon surfaced, he’d been struggling with this constantly. Something had triggered his memories, but overlaying that was determination and triumph. He was fighting through.

      “I think you miss Toa more than he misses you,” I joked with Dominicous as he escorted me out of the trees. “He was never all jumpy to get back to you when we were on the Mata property.”

      “I never get in over my head.”

      “What’s Toa doing that he’s in over his head? I’d love to witness that.”

      “I’m not sure,” Dominicous answered quietly, “but whatever it is, it’s made him feel inferior.” His gaze hit mine as we stepped onto the pavement. “That’s between us, of course. As family.”

      Warm fuzzies bubbled up my body. I shrugged with a shy smile. He turned to our followers, the group of women getting a better view of my crew as a streetlamp rained down light. Wide eyes there were in plenty.

      Except for Birdie. She didn’t seem fazed by much. “So what is this, then? Bodyguards?” Those fists found her hips again.

      Jonas stepped away and pointed out towards the distant street. Charles did likewise, pointing back towards the park. Ann loitered near the Hummer, eyes always moving. You’d think we were in a combat zone instead of a deserted park.

      “Did you feel a…presence back there?” I asked hesitantly. I didn’t know how to come out and say, “Hey! You’ve got magic. So have I! Let’s make a club!”

      Birdie eyed me in speculation. It was Delilah that answered. “Was that you? We’ve always managed to call the corners successfully, but then…we just can’t seem to direct our focus. We stalemate.”

      “You can’t direct the focus, you mean,” Birdie huffed. “I don’t know how you do half of the things you manage.”

      “And what is it you manage?” Dominicous asked. “And these corners you speak of. That is…the elements? Magical forces?”

      Delilah scrubbed at the ground with her toe. “We just mess around with our energies.”

      “Don’t be bashful,” Birdie interjected, stepping closer to her friend. “It is nothing to be embarrassed about.” She faced off to Dominicous defensively. “We practice a form of Wicca—a modern pagan, witchcraft religion. While we don’t rip off our clothes in the moonlight and praise the Goddess and God, we do celebrate nature. We focus our energies and open up to the world around us. To the trees swaying, to the air displaced by a tiny insect, to the awe of watching the sunrise after a long night. We—”

      “Are long-winded,” Jonas growled. His plans for this night had been shot all to hell. Poor bugger.

      Birdie didn’t know the backstory, though. Her fisted arms rammed down at her sides. “This belief system goes back to the Paleolithic peoples, I’ll have you know. To the cave paintings of the Hunter God and Fertility Goddess. It is old, passing through time and space—still around. And Witchcraft, something you might deem a silly little hobby idiot women get up to, is actually something known in ancient history as ‘The Craft of the Wise’ because most who followed the path were in tune with the forces of nature. Witches were anything from midwives to healers. We don’t prance around, waving wands and sacrificing things to open fires. We are useful, damn it!”

      “And do you practice tarot, perchance?” Dominicous asked softly.

      One of the twins started fidgeting. Delilah lowered her head further as a shadow passed over Birdie’s eyes. They thought they were beaten. They thought tarot proved their silliness. And they couldn’t be more wrong. Not with this lot.

      “Because I’ve been meaning to get my tarot read,” I jumped in. “I’ve tried and I have no idea how.”

      “Me, too,” Ann spoke up. She glanced at me, a sparkle in her eyes. “Seriously, I have. I tried to do it myself, but I have to read that stupid book that tells you what the cards mean. And there are different meanings when it’s inverted, and…”

      Charles glanced over at Ann. “You’re a Shifter. Leave the magic to those who know what they’re doing.”

      “I have magic, you dick. It just works differently than yours,” she shot back.

      “Can the preschoolers shut up for a second?” I rubbed my temples. I needed a more professional outfit. In defeat, I said, “Okay, I think we still have things to do tonight—”

      “No,” Jonas interrupted. “The Boss was called in to the other site. Toa has looked at it.”

      “Stefan…?” What I’d felt earlier swirled around me. “There was another demon? Stefan was called in without me?”

      I looked down at the glowing face of my phone. Only one message: “Dinner will be fine. Dress up?”

      “Why wouldn’t he call? Wait—” I rounded on Jonas. “He was supposed to call. I was supposed to be contacted, right? As the mage of this territory?”

      “Toa went in your stead. He qualifies,” Dominicous countered mildly.

      “That was my decision to make. Plus, Toa probably forced his way there. He doesn’t trust Stefan not to freak out—” Another puzzle piece clicked into place. “He did freak out, didn’t he? He tried to keep me away so he could go crazy.”

      “I think we need to first address the, very confused, young ladies in front of us. Then we can address the glitch in communication.” Dominicous smiled down at the foursome.

      I covered up the link. I didn’t want Stefan to feel the anger headed his way. With a guy like him, you had to spring it on him, or you had no hope of it sticking.

      “Yes, fine,” I conceded. “That makes me mad, but okay.”

      “Just don’t blow anything up,” Charles droned.

      I breathed in deep and squeezed my eyes shut for just one second. Regrouped, I put on a smile and addressed Birdie. “Sorry about all this. I’m still learning. Anyway, we have a different take on magic than you probably realize. For example…”

      I sucked in the elements, mixing them just right. Barely thinking, I enclosed Charles in an extremely electric containment box. An extremely electric, smallish containment box. Mouth off again, I dare you.

      Charles stood unnaturally still, glancing at the hazy black box around him.

      “Throw something at him,” I offered the women.

      “Please don’t,” he muttered, not moving anything but his mouth and eyes.

      “I will,” Ann volunteered. She picked up a rock and threw it as hard as she could. A shower of sparks blasted out from point of contact, most of them on the outside of the box, but a few singeing his skin. He flinched, his eyebrows dipping low.

      Jonas smirked.

      “What is that…” Delilah leaned in, analyzing the box.

      “Is this a trick of some kind?” Birdie asked.

      I shook my head. “I’m human. Just like you. Magic is real. You felt me in your…circle earlier. Someone helped me with that spell. This is real, it’s just not advertised.”

      “Then who are they?” Birdie motioned to the guys around me.

      “That’s a lesson for another day. For now, I want to get to know more about you. About your magic. See if you would be up for learning more about it. Maybe using it.”

      “Possibly you would like to come back to the mansion?” Dominicous asked.

      “Just coerce them,” Jonas grumbled. “Humans just need the suggestion and they fall in like sheep. Weak-willed race, all of them.”

      I’d had it.

      Jonas was the next to get a black box. His glare made my butt tingle, but I didn’t care. His tattoos swirled to life, orange and shimmering. With a hand like a claw, he raked down the front of the box. Sparks lit up the parking lot, burning his skin.

      “What is he doing?” one of the twins exclaimed—they looked identical. I’d forgotten what name went with who.

      “He’s being cranky,” I answered.

      Jonas raked down again, trying to weaken the box with the runes swirling his arms. But I shot black. He’d try all night if he wanted. I may learn slow, but I did learn, so eat it.

      I turned back to the girls as Charles said, “Just take it, bro. You don’t want her to duel you. She comes up with nasty shit that hurts for a week. If you’re lucky. One time, my balls literally itched for a month. No one wanted to touch me—thought I was the first to contract one of the human sexual viruses.”

      “This is quite entertaining, but it’s getting late, Sasha,” Dominicous chided gently. “I would like to check in with dinner preparations and speak with Toa.”

      “Yeah, sorry.” I brushed my hair out of my face distractedly. “So, ladies, uh…do you want to learn more about your magic? Maybe come with us to the mansion—where we live? We can fill you in and maybe see about classes and whatnot.”

      “The mansion?” Birdie shook her head confusedly. “Listen, this is all…interesting, but Jen has a family to get back to, and the rest of us have to work tomorrow.”

      “Right, of course.” I took out one of my newly printed business cards. Below my name was: “Black.” Other than that, there was a phone number and address. That was it.

      “Think about it. Think about how it felt when I joined your circle. About what I’m able to do with my magic. I know you could do that, too. You are able to access it, and that is the hardest part. Well, for most humans.”

      Birdie fingered the card before tucking it into a pocket in her skirt. “We’ll see.”

      “And if you want,” I continued, stepping toward the retreating four girls, “come by tomorrow at sundown. Or any time tomorrow night.”

      Birdie gave me a small nod as she shepherded the girls away. I watched them walk away in silence, hoping beyond hope they chose to, at least, learn more. That feeling of unity, of harmony, had been so natural and gratifying. I wanted to feel it again; to work as a team. As a unit.

      “They will come around,” Dominicous said, moving toward the car. “They just have to allow time for their minds to expand and include these fantastic ideas. Human females are much better at adapting then males.”

      “Make them come around,” Jonas growled, staring at me not unlike that caged demon the other day.

      “I’m going to head out,” Ann said, stepping closer. “I want to check in with Tim. Plus, I have a date.”

      “With whom?” Charles and I asked together.

      Ann gave me a sly smile. “We’ll chat later. Gotta run.”

      Without an ounce of bashfulness, she stripped down to nothing and handed me her clothes. “Keep those, would ya? Buying new clothes is getting expensive.”

      Green magic enveloped her, her grimace quickly changing into the furry face of a mountain lion. A feline purr echoed off the cars. With the grace only a big cat could muster, she turned tail and loped into the trees. Gone to hunt, or run, or just let her magical side run free. I smiled after her.

      “Okay, let’s get this show on the road.” With a last glance toward the site that had held that nasty spell, I wondered, and feared at the same time, when another creation would be turned loose. And how powerful of a demon it would be.
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      “What the fuck is this?” Jonas roared, standing at the back of his Hummer.

      I’d just spent a tense fifteen minutes sitting in confined quarters with Jonas and his simmering temper. Now we stood at the back of his car, seething rage turning into explosive language. Dominicous stepped back to see the problem, and then, grinning, wasn’t helping.

      Keeping my distance, I circled to the back of the car and found the issue. It was a bumper sticker that read, “Trust me, I’m hilarious.”

      Ann’s doing, obviously.

      “Everyone that knows you will know that thing is lying, bro,” Charles helped, slinking away. “Sasha, I’m going to go eat. I’ve had about enough of you for one evening.”

      “Real nice,” I muttered.

      “I must get you to tell me a joke sometime,” Dominicous said to Jonas.

      “Okay, Jesus, you guys. You spend more time pestering each other than you do me, and that is saying something.” I walked toward the mansion. Toward Stefan.

      “Did you do this, human?” Jonas demanded, still standing at the back of the Hummer.

      “No,” I called.

      “It was that mongrel. Damn it!”

      “He is so easily riled up,” Dominicous noted in his usual pleasantry, walking with me. Sometimes it was hard to remember he could rip someone’s face off. And would, if the situation demanded it. “I wonder how he relieves his stress.”

      He didn’t have long to wait to find out.

      Jonas caught up to us as we entered the mansion. “Sasha, wait.”

      He stepped in front of me, his face red from willing calm. “In this territory, all things magical go through you. It is up to you to defer that authority to another. And while the Boss knows this, the most important thing to him is you. Your safety. He, more than most, will first act as your mate, and next as a leader. Some would say this is his greatest weakness, but in a race where procreation is hard, females that can bear children are, indeed, the most important, and therefore, no one will fault him too heavily.

      “But as a co-leader, you need to balance his weaknesses, as he balances yours. If he steps on your position, it is up to you to set him right, aggressively if need be. The Boss has wronged you, and you need to see to it that he gets a hold of his shit, and doesn’t do it again. We don’t breed weak females, human. We don’t breed females that will roll over and take what they are given. We are a warrior race. We fight for what’s ours.”

      Jonas flexed, thick cords of terrifying muscle running from his head to his feet. His face went red. This message will self-destruct in five, four…

      “I got it, Jonas. Go have sex. Mean, nasty, aggressive sex.” I didn’t dare pat him on the arm. You had to know when to leave the guy alone.

      His crazy gaze slipped past the Regional as he turned. He strode down the hallway, flexed arms pushed away from his sides. A smaller guy stepped in front of him and loitered, apparently not having the presence of mind to look up. Big mistake.

      With a roar, Jonas picked him up by the neck and the ass. Limbs on the guy flailing, mouth in a silent oh, Jonas hurled him through an open doorway. A thumping tumble indicated the guy had landed.

      Jonas continued on his way as if nothing had happened.

      “I can see why he doesn’t get a multitude of challenges,” Dominicous said, his expression pensive as he watched my helper stride away. “He is largely unpredictable and barely contained. He’s had some emotional scarring, I think. He looks to Stefan, to his Boss, to keep him in line. To keep him grounded. That is wise, or else he would be a problem.”

      “Did you just see what he did? He threw some random guy through a doorway! He is a problem.”

      Dominicous turned his gaze back to me as we continued to the upper floors. “But he is on your side. More so than on Stefan’s. He is rooting for you, or else why would he call his superior’s personal motives down?”

      “Well, he offered up his life to protect me. If I don’t succeed, it will mean he made a bad decision. He doesn’t say the words, ‘I was wrong’ all that often.”

      “Good. He is knowledgeable. I hope you don’t mind if I keep an eye on him, though. I don’t like such unpredictability so close to my daughter.”

      Dominicous deposited me in front of Stefan’s and my wing. “Until dinner, then.”

      He offered a slight bow and continued on his way, his stride quickening without my shorter legs to hinder him.

      What a weird night. And it wasn’t over.

      I paused outside the door as the familiar wave of longing washed over me. Sometimes I hated this intense hunger to reconnect with him after even a short absence. It muddled my thoughts and got in the way of my agenda. Like right now, for example. I needed to be firm and steadfast, demanding what was mine and taking no compromise.

      With a stern face and confident air, I steeled myself, then pushed through into the room. Plush and refined furnishings greeted me, welcoming me home. I found him in the living room area, sitting in front of a huge bay window, staring out at the night. His broad back faced me, the bump and divot of his muscles beckoning me closer.

      Keep your head, Sasha. Don’t let the prettiness distract you!

      I cleared my throat. I would not request an audience, I would demand it.

      He continued to stare out the window, completely lost in thought.

      I cleared my throat again, louder this time.

      Two onyx eyes flashed to my reflection in the window. He straightened up slowly, like a bear coming out of hibernation. His huge width of shoulder swiveled as he stood, higher and higher until he was standing over me from the other side of the room. Black slacks and a dress shirt perfectly outlined his stellar body. Freshly shaven and smelling like sin, the sight of him pushed all the air out of my lungs.

      Jonas’ growl sounded in my head, keeping my focus.

      I raised my chin and prepared for a battle. “What’s this I hear about you not contacting me with a demon sighting?”

      “I needed to go without you. I needed to confront my past without fear you’d be affected.”

      Ah. Good explanation…

      “You could have explained that, Stefan. It was my decision to make, not yours.”

      “Yes.”

      That earthshattering face stared at me, passive. Intense love radiated through the link, infusing my body. His solid frame, filled with undeniable power and strength, seduced me closer. Increased my longing until I wanted nothing more than to fall in his arms.

      “I need you to treat me like your mage,” I pushed, desperately trying to ignore my body’s treachery. “I’m not a trophy wife that might get hurt if I scratch my arm!”

      “Scratching your arm would be getting hurt.”

      I gritted my teeth into his bemused, twinkling eyes. He wasn’t taking this seriously. He hadn’t been scared enough.

      “When word comes in about something magical, that is my domain. I expect to be notified. Stefan, think of it from my point of view. I’m trying to fit into this place. There are certain codes you all live by, and I can’t have you getting in my way when they involve me. Either you start acting like a leader, or I will start acting like you.”

      The twinkling in his eyes dulled. A small crease started between his eyebrows. “What does that mean? Start acting like me?”

      “Do my own thing, and not involve you. My crew is loyal to me. The Mata are, too. If something comes up, like that demon the other day, I can simply…not let you know.”

      His fists clenched and unclenched. Muscles flexed and relaxed, straining his shirt. Remembering the fight earlier, or maybe from the demon the other day, had the link warring with rage, uncertainty, and, above all, possessiveness. He could not comprehend me facing that alone. Unprotected.

      I stared into those liquid black eyes. The world fell away. Seeing him in that crisp white shirt, and the cufflinks, and designer slacks. He even had dress shoes on. The man looked like a million bucks wrapped in a deadly sin.

      I tried to settle down, to simmer down my libido, but his predator was emerging, firing me up, getting my heart pumping. A burst of adrenaline attacked me, responding to his call to battle. Responding to what he would do if something ever happened to me. He slipped toward battle rage, and I slipped in as well. No battle to fight? No problem, we’d war with each other until climax.

      I was striding at him before I knew what I was doing. He came at me just as fast. I ripped his shirt open, marveling at his perfect chest. I wrapped my hand around the back of his neck and pulled him toward me, capturing his mouth with mine. He ripped my pants away, undies discarded directly after that. He took down his pants right before I climbed onto his sizeable body, wrapping my legs around his waist, letting him take my weight. With a hard thrust, he pushed inside of me, filling me up.

      His fist curled in my hair as his body pumped. I tightened my grip around his neck and scratched down his torso with my other hand. He growled in my ear before taking my earlobe in his teeth. I leaned against him suddenly, my shift in weight all on his shoulders. He staggered and lost his balance, toppling backwards.

      We fell to the ground, me on top, striving harder. I rocked on top of him, taking all of him and pushing for more. Harder and harder we worked, clutching at each other, grimacing with the sweet pain of it. He yanked my hair. I dug my nails into his chest. Clenching his teeth, he grabbed my butt in two handfuls and crashed my body down on top of his. I used my weight to help, pounding.

      “Al-most there,” I groaned.

      He yanked my hair again, my scalp protesting, my sexy systems feeding off of the aggressive lovemaking.

      “Harder!” I yelled, my eyes fluttering.

      He turned over suddenly, pulling me beneath him. Large hands on the backs of my knees, he forced my legs over his shoulders. His manhood dove into my sex like a raging warrior, oh-so-deep, hitting new places with fervor. Losing my breath, everything started to condense. Pain budding, and then flowering pleasure, riddled my body. His hip joints rammed into my smooth thighs. His hard manhood plunged into my soft depths.

      “Oh god, oh god,” I repeated over and over. Clutching harder. Hanging on for dear life now. Almost … .

      “OH!” I exalted. The orgasm was so intense, it probably looked like I was being electrocuted. “Wow!”

      Stefan, breathing heavy, braced his hands on either side of me. Eyes connected with mine, he said, “Fine. I will keep you in the loop. But if I hear of you rushing into danger without me, I will not be so easily yielding.”

      “Easily yielding? You? Yeah, and Jonas sings songs in flower-filled fields. Give over.”

      A grin worked up Stefan’s face. “Huh?”

      “Never mind. Let me up. I have to shower and change. We’ll be late.”

      “I was ready,” Stefan said, pulling me up with him. “But then you accosted me. I think Jonas’ temper is rubbing off on you.”

      “Do what I say and we wouldn’t have this problem.”

      “I do what you say. Afterwards.”

      I huffed, the small kinks in my neck loosening. “Oh, and I think I found some witches that actually know how to use their magic. Far out, right?”

      “Far out?”

      “Hippy slang.” I proceeded to tell him about the four-pack of women. So unexpected, but hopefully, a great find. They just needed to learn to use their magic.

      No biggie.
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      Dominicous pushed open the door slowly, wondering what kind of mood he’d find his mage in. The blood link was filled with icy determination, which was like a blind. Really anything could be kicking around the analytical and insightful blond head.

      A quiet walk through the meeting area of the large guest suite revealed no Toa. Dominicous continued to the dining area, and then the book room. Nothing. Finally, he poked his head in the mage’s bedroom.

      Blond head bowed over his clasped fingers, Toa sat on the edge of his bed, naked, eyes closed.

      “Everything…okay?” Dominicous ventured.

      “I’ve sexed my way through this house. It hasn’t taken my mind off of the crossroads we’ve landed in.”

      Dominicous stepped in slowly, keeping to the wall. “Oh?”

      “Your chosen daughter will mate that…male. He will be tied to us. I do not know if this was a stroke of luck, or the ruiner of our lives.”

      “Come now, Toa. That’s a little on the dramatic side. “ Even for you. “He’s young. He’s had some trauma in his youth that he is working through. Whatever happened today—”

      The desperation on Toa’s face as he lifted his head cut Dominicous off. “Whatever happened today…”

      The words lingered. Floating through the silent room. Bloodshot blue eyes held Dominicous. “He single-handedly took out a lower-level demon. I’ve heard that he can take out up to three Dulcha, all on his own. His speed, his power—he would beat you in a fight, Dominicous. I saw proof of that today. What’s more, with Sasha standing behind him, bracing him against his fears, his potential is limitless. Limitless, Dominicous.”

      “But, as you said, he is tied to us.” Dominicous couldn’t help the edge to his voice. He didn’t like being told he had shortcomings, even if it was just a product of Toa’s dramatic nature. Sometimes he wished Toa would only show him the refined, subtle side he showed everyone else. It’d be so much less tedious in these situations.

      “Do you not see the long-term implications, Dominicous? She is black, he is burnished gold, rising into the white with her blood. They each have special abilities that work best together. They are kismet, somehow. Made for each other. Fate has attached a chain to them, and we’ve grabbed on and are now being dragged behind them into a snake pit. We will be pushed aside so the council members, or whoever else, can get their hands on special talent.”

      “But one is human. Surely she won’t be as coveted.”

      “Oh, bah!” Toa batted the air. “Once we can link with her, she will always be coveted—she is black. And she doesn’t blink an eye at our culture.”

      Dominicous wasn’t so sure about that, but he sidestepped that landmine for now. “Well, then, it is a great thing she is my daughter, her future mate is this wonder warrior, and we are all going to the council meeting together. Rising in the ranks was always my plan, as you know, and now I have someone to govern my back. Someone willing and able. I think this, in fact, is the greatest news. You see, all you needed was a small dose of reality and a great many orgasms.”

      “What happens when he wants your mantle?” Toa accused, standing.

      “You forget,” Dominicous’ voice dropped an octave, “he doesn’t have the political know-how I do. He is young. He’s done well with this clan, but stepping up into Regional will be a giant adjustment.”

      “And what if you don’t have anywhere to step up into? Then what happens?”

      Dominicous leveled him with a glare, cutting down the excessive dramatics. “I think we will operate with the assumption that he being tied to us is a stroke of luck. I saved Fate’s vehicle. She was then given a mighty alpha with, as you say, limitless potential. Only after this was she returned to me. A collection of people, who previously had no family, are now merging together, starting with this dinner. That leg of the circle is complete. A new chapter begins.”

      “A new chapter of war. Of lies and deceit and probably the destruction of our customs.”

      Dominicous wanted to find a quiet corner and rub his temples in peace. Between the strange, though intensely humorous, personalities gathered around Sasha, and the threat of these demons, he wasn’t sure he had enough patience to handle Toa’s severe mood swings. Ever since they’d discovered Sasha was black, and also the little girl they saved, Toa had been on a Doomsday parade—planned, hosted and marched all by himself.

      “Actually,” Dominicous said, walking out of the bedroom and settling on the couch. Toa didn’t follow.

      “Actually,” he started again, “there is an interesting—”

      “What?” Toa demanded from the doorway. “You know I hate when you wander off while you are speaking to me.”

      “There is an interesting twist on today’s routine outing. We found some witches.”

      Toa drifted in, his anxiety quickly being tucked back into wherever he stored it when his intellect was fired up. “Witches?”

      “Yes. Apparently they cannot only access the elements, but Sasha noted that she found unity with them. That she joined with them, in some way. I don’t think it was an established link, but from what it seemed, it wasn’t far from.”

      Toa sat down slowly, riveted. “Explain.”

      Dominicous went over their encounter, re-explaining some nuances only Toa would find intriguing. When he was finished, Toa had yet to blink.

      “What do you think?” Dominicous asked.

      “She said she felt unity? That was the word she used?”

      Dominicous tilted his head yes.

      Toa sat back slowly and clasped his hands. “There was much talk in the old era of covens and unity. A form of sisterhood. Within these circles, as they called them, the women grew and expanded, creating a circular form of hierarchy greatly different to that of men. A matriarch would steer their united minds, much like within elephant culture. Within this protective horde, they would bind together, the strong helping the weak by bringing them into a collective whole.”

      “Synergy,” Dominicous said, finally rubbing his temples. Mood swings and now lectures. He didn’t know how Sasha did it. Toa would not sit comfortably until he had all the riddles in his environment solved, and with Sasha, there were more riddles than solutions.

      “Synergy, yes. Comes from the Greek word synergia. Meaning working together. In modern times it simply means the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. Corporations use this ideology within their vertical integration.”

      Dominicous exhaled slowly, rubbing faster.

      “I am encouraged that Sasha was able to join this magical myth,” Toa reflected.

      “Maybe it’s not a myth.”

      “Oh, I have no doubt. I just hadn’t seen the theory in practice. I am intrigued and hopeful at the same time. This could be a helping hand—a team for Sasha to grow within. Tell me, did they have any control over their magic?”

      “I think they could just call the elements. But Sasha did say one of them helped her unravel a tough spot in the spell.”

      Toa leaned forward, his attention unwavering. “Fascinating. I wish to meet them. Did you bring them back?”

      “No. Sasha travels with a group of people that keep her grounded. Their unique bond works because it isn’t confined to the strict and disciplined hierarchy Stefan has created—”

      Toa waved away the words like he might a swarm of mosquitos. “I know who guards her. They show their love through their humor or malice. What is the point?”

      “Her troupe isn’t conducive to a first greeting. The witches were intrigued but hesitant. One has children, I understand.”

      “Didn’t they just dose them and haul them back?”

      Dominicous took his fingers from his temples. “Sasha is not from our people. She has more regard for humans than…many do.”

      “Pity—oh, don’t go choosing this topic to suddenly get serious about. I agree, we need to change our philosophies with regards to humans if we ever expect to live cohesively, yes. But let’s not forget, we’ve been hunted, tortured, and burned at the stake by their hand. You still have the scars to show it, I might remind you. Suddenly making way for an inferior species, a species that is capable of more violence than we have shown at the worst of times—capable of that violence to each other no less—is a tough pill to choke down.”

      “Humans, as a mass, can be small-minded, yes, showing extreme aggression when afraid. But wouldn’t it be just as small-minded to show the same attributes? Wouldn’t you rather rise above their simpleton fears and embrace what they have to offer instead? On an individual level, humans are capable of great understanding. Shouldn’t we be, then, too?”

      Toa leveled a placating look at Dominicous. “Can we have this debate another time? I don’t have the energy.”

      “Of course,” Dominicous conceded, bowing his head slightly. “And when we have that debate, I will mention that interacting more with humans, without the use of pheromones, will help us find groups of women like these witches. It was a sort of social club. One or two do tarot—maybe they have the gift of sight. There are bound to be more. I would like to speak with Stefan and Sasha about where to possibly look. And there is the child to think of. Or children, hopefully.”

      “Do you suspect these witches you found will seek us out? They can see us—Sasha’s influence must have opened their eyes.”

      “Or possibly, actually working with the elements helped them expand their mind to take in more of their surroundings. All humans can see us if they really look.”

      “True.” Toa sat in repose for a moment, pondering. He rose slowly. “If these witches worked with Sasha as you say, then I might be able to work in a backdoor to link with her.”

      “If I were you, I would let Stefan facilitate that link. He seems to connect with her easily—to balance out her flow.”

      “I don’t trust him.”

      “Being afraid is different than not trusting.”

      Toa’s icy blue eyes shocked into Dominicous. “I am afraid because I don’t trust him. He is capable of great violence while being haunted by extreme emotional demons. That is not a great combination.”

      “Do you not remember me when you first met me?”

      “I was afraid of you, also.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

        Demons

      

    
    
      I stepped out of the bathroom amid a cloud of hairspray. I strolled by the full-length mirror to check out my wares. Sparkly midnight blue dress, check. A lacy and intricate necklace draping down my cleavage in a shimmer of diamonds, check. Dull brown hair coated with a ton of product for a high gloss, check.

      Yup, I was rockin’ it!

      I ran my fingers along the exquisite, though probably extremely expensive, diamond necklace. Stefan had laid it on my pillow one night, asking me to wear his collar. Obviously I punched him, which he thought hilarious, but the sentiment brought tears to my eyes. It was beautiful, and what’s more, it wasn’t given because of an occasion. It wasn’t my birthday or Christmas—it wasn’t even Valentine’s Day—he’d just wanted to show his regard for me. He wanted to remind me that his job was to make sure I had everything I could possibly want. It was his way of providing for me.

      This species was brutal, violent, and barbaric at times, but man-oh-man did they know how to treat a woman. Once you went homo sacturine, you never went back.

      I paused for a moment. I was pretty sure that was their scientific name. But it was tucked into one of Toa’s long-winded explanations, so I really couldn’t be sure. People, but not humans. Male, but not man. Douche, and completely ridiculous at times.

      Although, homo meant human, so technically, they were human. Don’t tell them that, though. They’ll then lecture you on how human scientists noticed the differences in the few specimens they found, but had no answers to define those differences. At least, not before they lost their memory. And their research.

      I shook my head and headed out to the living room. If I wasn’t careful, Toa’s voice would be on a lecture loop inside my head—that’s how much I heard him speak.

      As I stepped into the living room I caught movement on the couch. I smiled in greeting, only to see the world’s ugliest crocheted quilt in the making.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked Charles. “And why can’t you choose some decent colors for once?”

      Charles’ eyebrows crawled up his forehead. “This is for a little girl. So these colors work. Little girls like green and pink, you said so yourself. And I am sitting here because the Boss wanted to check in with Jameson about the various patrols. Everyone is expecting another demon sighting—the Boss just wants to make sure the patrols keep their eyes open and know what to look for.”

      “Uh, huh. Except, that is puke greenish-yellow, and fluorescent orange-pink. No one would want those colors, Charles. Boy, girl, your people, mine—no one. A dog maybe. Maybe a dog wouldn’t mind.”

      “Well, then,” Charles answered, unperturbed. “I’ve changed my mind. I am making this for a little dog. There. Happy?”

      “Do you know anyone that has a dog?”

      “The same number of people that I know of who have a little girl.”

      I grinned. “Let me guess—“

      “None. Exactly,” Charles cut me off. “My genius can’t just sit around and wait for someone to request a quilt.”

      “Oh, genius. Is that what you’re calling it? I can think of a couple other words.”

      “Insightful, handsome, great with his tongue…”

      I tapped my chin in mock thought. “Nope. None of those.”

      “How would you know? You never let me show you how thoroughly I dip the wick.”

      “I have someone better for that. Right? Didn’t you say you couldn’t handle Darla? And that you had no idea how Stefan did?”

      Charles gave me a pronounced shiver. “I just lost interest in this conversation.”

      “Didn’t you wonder how the Boss could go without ever—”

      “I said I was done.”

      “—giving blood? How he could keep—”

      “Seriously, Sasha, she was a black spot on my record.”

      “—her in her place? Beneath him?”

      Charles stood up and tucked his project under his arm. “Foul play. That was below the belt.”

      Chin high, Charles strolled out of the room, stray pieces of yarn dangling behind him. I couldn’t help but snicker—score a point for me. Although, now I had no one to talk to.

      As I was making my way to the window, the sky lightening with the approaching dawn, the door opened for the second time. Half expecting Jonas, because I always seemed to have one or other hanging around, I threw a glance behind me. And stopped dead.

      Stefan stood in the doorway, broad shoulders nearly touching the door jam on each side. He wore a perfectly tailored suit that molded to his body in a sleek and delicious way. Forget a dress shirt, the jacket looked so much more heavenly.

      “Hi,” I breathed, that constant tingling niggling at my core again. The man could turn me on by just showing up.

      “You have our link blocked. Why?” he asked in that masculine growl, scouring me with his gaze. “Gods, Sasha, you look beautiful. The best of your species.”

      I gushed and strolled toward him, really trying for sexy. I opened the link, feeling desire and the underlying love radiating between us. “I was experimenting with my link to Dominicous. My…uh, father. Kinda.”

      A soft smile graced Stefan’s handsome face. He let the back of his fingertips trail down my skin. “He is your father now. Enjoy it. Relish it.”

      A small tinge of sadness swirled in the link. I brought him closer for a kiss. “He’ll be your father-in-law. We’ll be one big, happy family. Me, you, Dominicous, and Sir Stares-A-Lot.”

      A bark of laughter rumbled out of his chest. “Can’t wait. Shall we?”

      “Who does Jonas get to go to town on?” I asked as we stepped out into the hall.

      Charles flashed me a glare before calming his features for Stefan. “Do you need me anymore, Boss? Can you handle her?”

      “Better than you can, yes. You can go.”

      “Oh, well, everyone’s a critic today,” Charles mumbled as he took himself the opposite direction down the hall.

      “Go to town on?” Stefan asked softly.

      “Yeah. I wouldn’t want to be on the receiving end of a big, leather paddle. Doesn’t he practice BDSM and what not? To relieve his temper?”

      “Ah.” Stefan nodded to a fierce-eyed woman passing us in the hall.

      “Boss. Mage.” The woman touched her heart.

      “Sandra, right? She’s in the Watch?” I recalled.

      “Estel. She’s in charge of the grounds. Great magic worker—terrible with a sword.”

      Damn it! There were so many people, all of whom were brand new to me. It was taking a long time to get everyone’s name, not to mention their duties as well.

      “Anyway,” Stefan went on. “He only engages in that type of sex when he’s on the receiving end. You have to be in firm control when you’re the one in charge. Since he only reaches for that vice when he’s not in control, he challenges people to attempt to dominate him. One female can do it repeatedly, and isn’t afraid to.”

      I realized belatedly that my mouth was hanging open. “He’s … the one getting whipped and all that? By a chick?”

      “Yes. It can be quite erotic.”

      “Have you done it?”

      Stefan gave me a perplexed glance. “Of course. I don’t much like it, though. If it’s to be rough, I prefer war. All parties fighting to get closer. But if you wanted to try…”

      “Nope.” I stared straight ahead. “I’m good. War is good. I have no desire to whip you. Or get whipped—I’d probably lose my gravity and think someone is accosting me.”

      “Someone would be accosting you.”

      “And then I would reach for magic and accost him back…”

      “Not if I did it right…” Stefan countered softly.

      I couldn’t help the giggle.

      We paused in front of Dominicous’ door. Stefan took a steadying breath as I said, “Speaking of dominance games…we’re not playing them in here tonight. We’re just getting to know our new family. That’s all.”

      Stefan nodded. “Easier said than done.”

      “I know.”

      A knock brought Dominicous to the door. He gave me a small smile, and then bowed to Stefan. “Welcome. Please, come in.”

      We stepped into the same finery that the whole mansion had, with the same classy yet conservative furnishings and décor. Stefan had a quick glance around, surveying, before he honed back in on Dominicous, who was waiting by the couch.

      “I trust everything remains to your satisfaction?” Stefan said in firm tones.

      “Everything is perfect. Please, come in. Sit down. We’ve left our titles outside. In here, tonight, we are two different species having a quiet evening.”

      With a small tug on Stefan’s hand, I led the way to the couch and sank in. Stefan leaned back and draped his arm over the back behind me. Dominicous sat in a recliner as Toa emerged from one of the bedrooms. He wore a strange Kimono-style robe with his feather-blond hair draping around his face.

      Odd.

      “Welcome, Sasha. Stefan.” Toa brought over a tray with glasses of red wine. “We have no servants tonight. No helpers. Just us. Easy and friendly.”

      I blinked a couple times as I took my glass. It wasn’t the most comfortable start to a comfortable evening.

      After another glass of wine and some random small talk about the weather and Stefan’s operations, a small knock sounded at the door. Toa glided over immediately, coming back with a wheeled tray covered in silver domes.

      “No servants, I thought,” I commented lightly as I got up to help load the trays onto the table. “Are these all the same?”

      “Sasha, I am fascinated with these witches you found,” Toa responded, straightening next to me.

      “Oh. Yes. Um…but these dishes—are they all the same?”

      “Yes, of course. Burgers or some such. Dominicous is pandering to you. He kept with your choice of cuisine. I have no idea why.”

      I squinted my eyes into his blue stare. “When you choose something, you like it better when someone ignores you and gives you something else?”

      Toa cocked his head to the side. “Hamburgers, Sasha? I would not choose hamburgers. They are for barbarian Americans. I pushed for a beautiful rack of lamb with a wine reduction demiglaze and a touch of mint sauce.”

      “Toa, you’re making me tired. C’mon you guys, come eat,” I called.

      “She doesn’t like when we dally to the table,” Stefan informed Dominicous with twinkling eyes.

      Being that he was starting to relax, and also that it was true and justifiable, I ignored him. I also ignored the pat on the butt. I sat in the chair he pulled out for me, and waited while Stefan whisked the silver dome off my plate.

      After I had sat, everyone around me sat as well, gentlemen of old. Only Toa stared down at his giant, half-pound burger in distaste.

      “So, Stefan, what’s next for you?” Dominicous asked as he took a huge bite of his burger.

      “I assume you mean, when do I plan to seek elevation to your position?” Stefan took his own giant bite.

      “Um, hum,” Dominicous mumbled through a full mouth. Along with titles, the guys were also shedding their table manners. Give them an inch…

      “Savages,” Toa breathed.

      “You might have noticed my…current problem with groveling,” Stefan said lightly, wiping his face and taking a sip of wine.

      Dominicous nodded, his gaze hitting mine across the table. “I have. I plan to move up as well. I wanted to caution you, however.” His focus went back to Stefan, seriousness seeping into the previously calm air around them. “The higher up you climb, the more political the arena gets. It’s no longer about intelligence, business, magic and brawn. There is a fifth element. And with an ace in the hole—” I got a flick of the eyes “—you won’t have an easy time of it.”

      “Without help,” Toa added. “It would be folly to lose your head and challenge Dominicous before it’s time. This is a game. A strategy.”

      Stefan eyed the men with a firm mask. The link warred with wariness, spicy determination, and hope. It was the latter which gave me pause.

      “I am your asset, Stefan,” Dominicous said evenly, burger forgotten. “I will pave the way.”

      “And what do you get?” Stefan shot back.

      “There is a saying in American football—protect the blind side. When I go into the hornet’s nest, I want someone I can trust behind me, cutting off the rear attack. Working together, we can grant our own destiny. Alone, and we will each work harder. Had I not found Toa early, I would’ve been ripped apart and stashed away as a guard. Or a forgotten warrior.”

      “But, wouldn’t they want to use your talents? Why would they want to get rid of you?” I asked.

      Toa opened his mouth to reply, but Dominicous beat him to it. “The council needs strength and smarts, but they are old. They’ve been in power too long. They refuse to notice the world changing around them. It is why a faction of our kind are trying to push their way to the forefront of human society. It is why people like Trek have been allowed to cause so much havoc. A new bright star comes through, and the minions of these old, decrepit men get worried. They fear they’ll lose their position. So they do what any brutal, corrupt society would do: get rid of the competition.”

      Dominicous stared at Stefan. Stefan stared back. The link colored with uncertainty. Stefan’s gaze shifted to mine slowly. “I’ll be fine. With Jonas and Jameson at my back, I’m covered.”

      “Maybe,” Dominicous said slowly. “But without this clan at Sasha’s back, she is exposed. Jameson, I believe, did not alert her to the demon earlier. You instructed him not to. And he left it at that. He is your man, not this clan’s man, or he would have followed protocol.”

      Stefan tensed. But, just as quickly, eased back down. He leaned back. “I’m in a difficult position. I’ve marked her, so I have those obligations, but…”

      “I understand.” Dominicous nodded. “I am also in a difficult position. Family first. Survival of the species above all else. It doesn’t help, of course, that she’s human. It will take longer for her to gain support. But not to fear; we have Toa to think of all the possible strategies associated with this predicament.”

      Toa, just about to say something, closed his mouth with a snap. His focus shifted sideways to Dominicous. “I wasn’t aware you planned to let on that you lack a sense of humor.”

      Oh my god! I couldn’t help a delighted grin. Dominicous made fun of Toa! How had he not mentioned they had this relationship?

      Stefan reached under the table and put his hand on my knee, the link filtering his delight even though his face didn’t show it. He thought it was hilarious, too!

      “Sasha, are you not planning to finish your burger?” Dominicous asked with a twinkle in his eyes. “I ordered it specifically for you. Bacon and all.”

      “I know. Toa already filled me on my barbaric tastes…”

      “Yes, of course, let’s make me the focal point of the tomfoolery.” Toa took a drink of his wine in distaste as everyone else stifled their laughter.

      After dinner we moved back to the living room. I was absolutely delighted to learn how relaxed and good-natured Dominicous was. Also, what a tight-knit bond he had with Toa, even though they were complete opposites. They worked off each other well, one always having the answers if the other didn’t. And then, after a couple glasses of wine too many—I didn’t have nearly the mass that these guys did—I asked it. I couldn’t help myself.

      “So, are you guys, like, a couple? ‘Cause I had thought you were, but you don’t really act like it the more I get to know you, so…”

      “The closeness of our relationship comes from extensive battles,” Dominicous answered. “You develop a tight bond with someone you have fought beside and thought you’d die beside. For example, you have a close relationship with Charles born of close calls and loyalty. You are also now forming a relationship with Jonas.”

      I eyed Stefan. He was staring back at me. “Not sexual,” I clarified, raising my hands in surrender. “I don’t like whipping people. Probably.”

      “We prefer the opposite sex, when we are given the choice,” Toa explained patiently. “We don’t have the set rules and criteria humans do in this age. Humans didn’t used to be so rigid, of course. Back in the—”

      “Forget I asked!” I said quickly. “Never mind. You dig sex. I get it.”

      Toa blinked twice and allowed himself to be distracted as he said, “But I do find the animal costumes strange. Stefan, I hope your people don’t practice—”

      “Don’t even go there,” I cut him off again. “I asked that question once. No animals.”

      When I had asked, Charles looked at me like I’d grown a third eye and also lost the use of my brain. Which was good, obviously, but still—it’s not like it was a far-out question.

      ‘I think it’s time for bed,” I said. “I get a day off tomorrow, and I’m going to take it.”

      Dominicous nodded and stood. He wrapped me in a big hug, his smell strangely familiar. Like a blankie, long forgotten. It was then I felt it. A warmth resonating deep, deep within me. Past all the cobwebs and under a bunch of rubble, I could feel a pulsing warmth of enchantment coming from him.

      The enchantment of a parent with an offspring. His feelings for me, much stronger than before.

      He backed off, surprised. His gaze flicked up to Stefan before he stepped back entirely. “I enjoyed spending this dawning with you, Sasha, and the night before it. I am sorry I didn’t take you with me that night, so long ago. I should have. I knew your family had died. I thought humans could take better care of their own. It seems I was wrong.”

      My eyes started to sting. Stefan’s arm came around me. I said, “You saved my life. And I became me. And then ended up in the same spot. So I think it worked out all right.”

      Dominicous smiled.

      As Stefan and I made our way to our wing, Stefan said, “What shocked you? What happened?”

      “I could kinda feel his emotions. More than before.”

      “He’s your father, that might come in handy some time.” After a pause he said, “I enjoyed myself tonight. He and I … we have a lot in common. A lot of common ground. Under normal circumstances, we wouldn’t be able to speak so openly about it.”

      “A night for many surprises.”

      I got a squeeze. “Let’s just hope the surprises end with personalities behind closed doors.”

      That would be nice. Somehow I doubted it, though.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

        Demons

      

    
    
      Charles’ cell phone let off a shrill cry. Bleary eyed and sore-balled, Charles patted the nightstand. Squinting into the glare of its face, he tapped the answer button.

      “What?”

      “Charles? This is Rickie.”

      “Yeah. I can read. What do you want? It’s the middle of the day.”

      “Who’s supposed to be guarding Sasha today?”

      “The Boss. You know, that crazy fucking male she’s nearly mated to? The one she sleeps with. The one that has his own phone line!”

      “Right. Except, she’s got some visitors.”

      Wanting to cry like a little bitch—Charles hated being woken up in the middle of a sleep cycle—he rubbed his face and sat up. His balls protested immediately. He should’ve stopped Jasmine from her kung fu grip. And if her mouth wasn’t working wonders on his cock, he would’ve.

      “Charles?”

      “Great gods, what? Give a male a chance to get his thoughts in line, would ya? Who is it? Because if it’s a demon, I’m not the person to activate the phone tree.”

      “A bunch of human women,” Rickie answered with a shaking voice. “One of them is pretty pushy. Has the mage’s card and everything. Demanding to see her. And … they can see me. And this whole house…”

      After a silent beat, in which Charles sat with his face in his palm, Rickie squeaked, “Did I mention that they’re human?”

      Charles groaned and fell back into the bed. “Night! She told them to come around at night!”

      “Excuse me, sir?”

      “Call Jonas. It’s his turn.”

      “Yes, si—”

      Charles hung up and stuffed the pillow over his face, shutting his eyes tight and letting his mind drift into the first stages of sleep.

      His snooze was interrupted by a loud crash.

      Charles rocketed out of bed before he knew what was happening. The door slammed against the wall, rebounding back into Jonas’ outstretched hand. Jonas stood in the doorway naked, scratches and lacerations all down his front, some oozing red streaks. The doorframe lay splintered and devastated.

      “What the hell, Jonas?” Charles yelled.

      “My body is on fire,” Jonas growled. “Get your dumb ass up and go let those old crones in. They have magic. Sasha’s form of magic. We need them.”

      “You go get them,” Charles snarled back. “My balls feel like someone is yanking on 'em. I just got to sleep.”

      “The day you can take a beating from a paddle with spikes in it, is the day I’ll give a shit. You’re first watch. I need to shower blood off, and then I’ll join you. Go!”

      For the first time in his life, Charles really wanted to go head-to-head with this headstrong jackass. He was sick of this bullheaded song and dance, and Charles was pretty sure he could hold his own and even the balance of dominance. Unfortunately, his balls did really hurt, and Jonas had a point.

      “Screw it.” Charles snatched up some clothes and shoved past his prickly counterpart. He stalked through the mostly quiet hallways, daring anyone to ask him a question. He stomped down a couple steps before the throbbing in his crotch slowed him, and then made the rest of the way down gingerly. He really needed to start picking who he had sex with. There were plenty of females that didn’t get off on a man yelping.

      The women stood in the front entryway, staring down an extremely uncertain Rickie. Birdie stood at the front, checking things out like an army captain surveying a battlefield. The others were there, too, waiting behind her like skittish baby horses.

      “Ladies, I thought Sasha told you to come in the evening?” Charles asked as he sauntered up, squinting in the glare of the many windows.

      The leader put her fists on her hips. “Where did this house come from? I have lived in this city all my life, and I have never seen this monstrosity out here on the outskirts.”

      Charles rubbed his face. “You aren’t as susceptible to concealing spells anymore because you have a better grasp on your magic. It’s a weak spell, aimed mostly for humans. Hence, you are now seeing something that has been here all your life.”

      “Hmph.” She looked around, eyeing Rickie, who was standing guard in a terrified sort of way. “So this is real, then. All this. What we’ve been doing. Why are you only now making contact?”

      “That’d be Sasha. Our human. We don’t usually mess around with your kind. You’re prone to pushing red buttons that kill a lot of people.”

      Her bushy eyebrows lowered over her eyes. “Your human? What is that supposed to mean? And just who do you think—”

      She cut off as Jonas entered the room. All the nasty cuts and scrapes from his forays were hidden discreetly beneath a black turtleneck and equally black slacks.

      “Look, ladies,” Charles said. “Why don’t you go and—”

      “Come with us,” Jonas interrupted. His patient and relaxed gaze turned to Charles. “Lead the ladies up to the Purple Room. I’ll grab the mages and meet you there.”

      “In the middle of the day? Sasha was drinking at dawn. She’s not going to be much good.”

      A shadow passed over Jonas’ eyes, giving Charles a momentary thrill.

      “I think you should let the mages make that decision,” Jonas said in a low voice.

      Charles didn’t bother stifling the groan. “Okay, ladies, let’s go. We’re off to see the wizard. Although, she’s not going to be so wonderful at this time of day.”

      As they passed through the adjacent room, aiming for the hallway so they could go up a level to the large and formal Purple Room, he heard gasps behind him. All four women had stopped midway through a lounge and were staring at a youngish male sitting on a couch naked, stroking his dick.

      “Young man!” Birdie hollered. “Just what do you think you’re doing with that thing? And why are you sitting in a communal area without a stitch? You march right up to your room this instant and put something on! And leave that thing alone—you’ll go blind!”

      The male’s mouth dropped open. His bewildered gaze hit Charles, unsure what was happening and if he should follow this strange human’s command.

      “What are you doing up so late?” Charles asked, a grin working up his face.

      “Cramming for a test. Just taking a break.” His hand slowly left his erection.

      “Oh my god…” Delilah breathed, her wide eyes glued to his naked body. Her face went deep crimson as her hand drifted up to cover her mouth.

      “Stop gawking, women!” Birdie demanded. Her accusing glare hit Charles. “What is going on here? What have you led us into?”

      “Nice body, though,” one of the twins noticed quietly.

      “Alright, come on.” Charles motioned them on. “You can talk to Sasha about our culture. Just be thankful you came when no one was around. We like to keep our downtime physical.”

      “This was a bad idea,” Birdie muttered, slowing them down so she could peer into all the rooms she passed and squinting into crevices just in case other naked men lurked.

      They filed into the Purple Room not much later, shortly thereafter joined by a fuzzy-faced Sasha. Her bleary gaze took in the women as she sank into a couch in the middle of the room. “Hi. Sorry for my appearance—we kind of operate in the nighttime here. Everyone is mostly asleep in the day.”

      “Do you know what I saw on the way—“ Birdie cut off as Toa’s perfectly quaffed blond head entered the room. The male looked like he’d had a full night’s sleep, a hairdresser, and a facial.

      How did he do it?

      Jonas walked in behind them, peeling away to the side and standing by the far wall.

      “Hello,” Toa said, touching each of them with his gaze. “I hear you practice the art of Wicca. How extraordinary. I hope you don’t mind me assessing you, since you were gracious enough to show up today.”

      The twins smiled, letting him direct them to take a seat. Delilah turned red again and followed suit.

      “Fantastic,” Toa said as he sat gracefully next to Sasha. “Now, I wondered if you might call the…” Toa raised his eyebrows in silent question.

      “Corners,” Birdie helped, preferring to stay standing. Probably wanted to scout out the shadows in the room to make sure there were no naked men hiding.

      “Yes, of course. Please,” Toa gestured her toward a seat, “at your leisure.”

      “He kind of looks like a vampire,” one of the twins muttered to the other, her smile taking up her whole face. “Like one of the cast members in Twilight.”

      “He’s definitely hotter than Edward,” the other answered, giggling.

      “Ladies,” Birdie admonished, finally settling directly onto the carpet in the middle of the room. “Join the circle and let’s call the corners.”

      “Can I sit with you?” Sasha asked shyly.

      “Of course, dear, come over. And your friend, too, if he likes.”

      “I can observe from here,” Toa answered with a respectful nod. “Please, just go about your normal routine.”

      The women settled in their circle, heads bowed and eyes closed. Except Sasha, who was looking around at the others, probably trying to feel what they were doing. After a few sighs, and some deep breathing, suddenly Sasha’s tired and haggard face bloomed with a smile. She closed her eyes in contentment.

      “Unity, yes,” Toa noted, leaning forward in his seat.

      Charles could feel the fan of Sasha, urging his magic higher. Urging him to fill his body and pull in just a little bit more. He let it, and then sat forward with Toa.

      Electricity filled the air, calling to his magic, swirling around him. He connected with it, feeling a floral essence, as if rose petals fell softly across his body.

      “That’s so neat,” Delilah said, her eyes opening and going right to him. “Is that you? Can you do this, too? It seems male.”

      “You have linked with me, actually,” Toa said calmly. “It is not male. Magic is not relegated to sex. It is two poles, coming together. Think of it like a magnet. I had always wondered how it would feel. So natural—easier than with two like powers—but a delicate balance. If I pull just a bit…”

      Delilah leaned forward, the wonder on her face clouding.

      “Interesting,” Toa reflected. “Once linked, you can pull the focus of the magic. If you are not strong enough, or not knowledgeable enough, you will remain a pawn. I could use your magic, pulling through you. If I wasn’t worried about your welfare, I could drain your energy easily. It is similar to a like-magic link, but with more trust. Less control. It is easier to maintain, but as such, easier to exploit.”

      Delilah leaned away, as if released, confusion and fear crossing her face.

      Toa glanced at Sasha. “But your magic isn’t exactly like theirs, Sasha. For you, a blood link is still better.”

      “Barking up the wrong tree, Toa. We’ve talked about that,” Sasha said, face screwed up in concentration.

      “Without a blood link, you can only rely on Stefan,” Toa countered. “And let’s not forget, links can be forced, blood or otherwise. You are exposed. All of you are exposed. We should pair everyone off, protect as much as we can here before we meet more of my kind. Not all are as gentle as this clan—they are not always as fair to humans.”

      Sasha snorted. “Goodie. And I do rely on Stefan. With my whole being. So stop asking.”

      “Who’ve I got?” Charles asked in wonder, wanting to reach forward and touch someone. He latched onto the link and pulled it toward him. Birdie leaned in, right before her face darkened and her eyebrows lowered. Before he knew what had happened, he was on his feet, the essence of flowers now a petal claw, grabbing his chest and yanking him. His energy sapped, his magic started to drain and close off.

      Charles yanked back, magical tug-of-war, making Birdie grunt.

      “She’s an orange,” Sasha said softly. “And bold. She’s probably not afraid to club you, magically or otherwise.”

      Suddenly, the link was infused with a shot of magic. All four elements blasted into his body, slamming him back in his chair. His hands flew up, trying to shield him from something he couldn’t see. Birdie gasped, her face alight with joy and terror.

      As fast as it began, it stopped. Sasha slumped. “Same thing that happens with you, Toa,” she said sadly. “My magic tries to fry everyone. Even my own kind.”

      Toa tapped his chin, his gaze losing focus. “You have all the elements, the polar opposite as me, but you are not controlling the flow. You fight the flow within you, not control it. You work with it in your own way, but you don’t take ownership of it.”

      “Well, then, she needs a teacher, doesn’t she?” Birdie stated. Her hands found her hips again, even though she was sitting. “If that’s you, then you better figure it out. I’ve never seen such potential in my life.”

      “This is all really real?” one of the twins asked, staring at Jonas. “You feel like…”

      “A crisp autumn day,” the other twin helped, also looking at Jonas. “So beautiful and mild.”

      “You got the twins?” Charles whined. He always wanted to try twins. His kind didn’t produce any that he knew of, and humans weren’t much fun when they were all dopey-eyed.

      “We need to learn to choose our linked partner, as well,” Toa continued, still analyzing. “This is too loose. What we have done is without proper guidance.”

      “Nature doesn’t conform to rules,” Delilah noted. “And Jen’s right—I can’t believe this is happening! We’d always known we could call the corners—that they were real—but…this…”

      “Yes, exciting,” Toa waved her away. “I need to think about what I have learned here today. There are so many more issues than I originally thought. I do not want this exposure at the council.”

      His eyes glued to Sasha. “We haven’t much time. Not at all. If only that mate of yours was in any way sane.”

      “You’re one to talk,” Sasha huffed.

      “Yes, well.” Toa stood, his glance at the ladies brief. “Thank you, everyone. This has been helpful. I will let Sasha fill you in on our kind. You have gifts, one and all. In fact, Sasha, define the magical levels for me, please. I find I cannot sense their power unless I merge with them.”

      She pointed at Birdie. “Orange. Raw power. But doesn’t seem to have much finesse. Stefan wouldn’t take her for the Watch. You know, if she could fight.”

      Delilah got a point. “Not much power, but really, really deft with it. She rode my coattails in the park and undid the last portion of that spell. So, that’s handy. If you work out the linking thing, she’ll be useful, I think.”

      Delilah preened. Charles wondered briefly if there was a wildcat under that mousy exterior.

      “And the twins are topping at about red. But they work in tandem. They kind of always exist together. Somehow. Well, they all do. It’s what I love. It’s like holding hands.”

      Toa nodded, his suspicion confirmed probably. “Well, then. I’ll leave you to your explanations. With such a large, dangling carrot, I cannot imagine they will turn down an opportunity to learn.”

      “A large, dangling carrot, Toa? Really?” Sasha commented dryly.

      “Do I need to stay for the explanations?” Charles asked quickly.

      “Yes. You’re first watch.” Jonas glanced at Sasha. “Call me if you run into problems, human.”

      Charles couldn’t help the sigh. He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned further back in his chair. It would be a long afternoon.

      “Jonas, be a lamb and grab my knitting, will you?” Charles said to the retreating figure, half mockingly.

      “Stop being a bitch and get a man’s hobby!” Jonas growled.

      Yeah. That was about the response he expected.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

        Demons

      

    
    
      “God, that Birdie can be demanding.” I rubbed my eyes as I let myself into Stefan’s and my living area. It had been a long, long day.

      Birdie made me explain everything at least twice, in denial about all she was seeing. Even after I proved my magic again, and after Charles agreed with my explanations about his kind, she just had more questions. For a woman who thought computers were a passing fad, it made sense—change needed to be a gradual thing. But it was still more than a little frustrating.

      “The other three were easy about it, for daft humans.” Jonas loitered in the doorway, glancing around the empty area. “Where’s the Boss?”

      “You know, I can actually fend for myself once in a while. I don’t always need a detail on me.”

      Jonas snorted, sauntering over to the couch and sitting down. Apparently that was him not believing me.

      “What’s the story with your mongrel friends?” Jonas threw a huge arm over the back of the couch as he got comfortable. “Haven’t seen them around lately.”

      “You saw Ann yesterday.”

      “She doesn’t count. What about that supposed head dick? What’s he up to?”

      Tim, he meant. God forbid he call Tim alpha, or even by his name—that would mean Tim had some clout.

      I rolled my eyes and fell into the couch kitty-corner to Jonas. “He’s had another shifter go missing. Ann said he was buckling down and checking the area. He doesn’t want to involve me unless he has to.”

      “Doesn’t want the Boss knowing about his movements, huh?”

      “If he wanted to keep secrets from Stefan, he wouldn’t tell me what was going on, genius. So no. But we all saw how you bunch of derelicts worked together—or didn’t work together. Tim doesn’t want to fight you if he wanders across a demon.”

      “You didn’t see nothin’. Too busy making eyes at a demon.”

      “Ugh—your sense of humor is the pits. Ann filled me in.”

      Jonas scratched his nose and rested his hand on his bumpy stomach, more relaxed in this moment that I had seen him before. “I heard the demon situation yesterday went off easily. No mongrels present.”

      “Low-powered demon. When we need to use magic, we’ll want the help of the shifters. Unless you idiots learn to trust them, and get out of the damn way, we’ll always be crippled.”

      “That frosty-headed creep tell you about being able to talk to demons, yet?” Jonas asked, swinging his head my way conversationally.

      It took a moment for those words to wind their way into my brain. It took another second to make sense of them. I went with the standard response in these situations. “Huh?”

      “That’s a no, then. Overheard them talking about it—him and the Regional. When someone calls a demon, apparently they have the language of the demon. They use that language, and their personal power, or some damn thing, to control it. If the demon’s too strong, it can overtake the guy that summoned it. Kills him, usually. Probably why that cat ran the other day.”

      “As far as I know, and bear with me, because today was fairly hazy, but as far as I know, I haven’t summoned a demon.”

      “No, but you can understand them. That means you got their language. That apparently means you can control them. Just have to assert your dominance.”

      “I see.” I really didn’t. “And I do this how?”

      “Hell if I know. It all sounds absurd to me. Why would you want to mess around with them things? Kill it as fast as possible, that’s my motto.”

      “Fascinating. Well thanks ever so much for bringing it up.”

      We passed a second in silence, a clock ticking somewhere in the distance, before he said, “Frosty is mystified by you, you know. You’re throwing all sorts of weird shit at him and he can’t come up with answers fast enough.”

      “Yeah. Weird shit seems to be my bag.”

      Jonas snorted. “Feeling sorry for yourself is just stupid. You landed the head honcho of this joint—something all the females have been after—got another head honcho as a new dad, got a real smart mage as your tutor, no matter how creepy… I’d say you got it made. Crying is just for sissies.”

      “So… don’t look for pity handouts from you, then. Noted.”

      “All you gotta do is let your balls fly and lead this bitch. You got everything you need. Once you do that, everyone else will come around. Nothing to it.”

      I took out an imaginary pen and scribbled on the imaginary paper in my palm. “Let…my…balls…fly…and…lead…this…bitch. Uh huh, got it. Sound advice, as always. Maybe a little too detailed, though.”

      Jonas snorted again and let his head fall back against the couch. “I’m not looking forward to that dang council meeting. It’ll be nonstop fights. I hate when males try to throw their weight around.”

      “Not the females?”

      He glanced at me sideways. “I like that, but in a different setting.”

      “Ah, right. So you’re going, then?”

      “Yeah. Gotta watch you. You’ll get picked on, and Charles will definitely get picked on, young as he is, and I’ll have to bust some heads.”

      “Sounds like your paradise.”

      He pointed his face toward the ceiling. “I will have to stop before I kill them.”

      “Ah. Yes, that sounds terrible.” I couldn’t stop from laughing. I liked this easy-does-it Jonas. His language skills were the pits, but he was actually kind of fun in a dry, everyone-is-an-idiot kind of way.

      The door opened at the same time as my phone rang. I shot a smile toward Stefan and got a thick pulse of pleasure from the link—it was probably the same thing I was shooting at him. My eyes drifted toward the face of the phone where “Tim – alpha” was displayed in large white letters.

      Wonderful timing, as ever.

      “How’d it go with the witches?” Stefan asked as he slung a leather jacket across the nearest chair.

      For a wonder, Jonas didn’t bother getting up. It was testimony to how tired he was.

      I gave Stefan a pointer finger to have him hold that thought as I answered the phone. “Hey, what’s up?”

      “Sasha? Tim. We got one.”

      A thrill went through my body. I sat up quickly, clutching the cold plastic to my ear. Stefan was beside me instantly.

      “Got a demon? You’ve found another demon?” I clarified in anxious tones.

      Jonas sat up next, a wave of violence washing over his body—you could tell by the quick flexing of his muscles.

      “Yeah,” came Tim’s voice. “This one is a nasty one. We took out a different one yesterday—very low power. Sacrifice was a small animal and looked a day old. Didn’t bother you with that one.”

      “Wait,” I switched ears. “You took out a low-level demon yesterday? Because so did Stefan.”

      Tim snorted. “Figured he wouldn’t call us.”

      Well, you didn’t call him, either …

      I tapped my phone to speaker so everyone could hear. Stefan was already texting someone—probably Jameson.

      “This clown is practicing,” Tim said, “But he’s here now. Can’t see his face—he’s hidden behind a blind, but he’s here. He called up a nasty one, and he’s getting ready to unleash it. It seems like he’s waiting, though.”

      “Waiting for what?”

      “Well…” the pause doused the room in silence for an anxious moment. “He called it on the same spot as Stefan’s parents died.”

      So many emotions blasted through the link at once that I had to muffle it. Stefan stared at the phone, wide-eyed, fear warring the calm leader’s mask he was trying for. Jonas stared at the ground, his arms falling into his lap limply.

      “So he’s waiting for Stefan, then,” I clarified.

      “Yup. Think so. And it’s probably that guy Andris. We only got a glance at his body and the side of his head, but I could swear it was him.”

      “How many do we need?” I asked, as close to calm as I could muster. With Stefan’s swirling emotions and swinging mood, one of us had to stay level.

      This would be interesting.

      “One of my guys is calling this a class three. That is one bad mamma-jamma, Sasha. I got thirty people, all changed, surrounding it. We got might. We need magic.”

      I took a large breath. “We’ll be there as soon as we can. Call if something changes.”

      “Yup.” The screen went black as the other line disengaged.

      My gaze rose slowly until I met those liquid black eyes filled with uncertainty. We were approaching the moment of truth, and Stefan barely held the reigns of control.

      “Jonas,” I said softly. “Go get Jameson. Start getting people ready. Stefan and I will be there in a minute.”

      Jonas jumped up. “You got it, mage.”

      Before he went through the door, I stopped him. “And Jonas?”

      He turned and speared me with a haunted glance.

      “Get the witches. We’ll keep them way back, but we could use someone I can sorta link with.”

      Jonas nodded, shot a quick glance at Stefan, and then went through the door. Both men knew what I meant—someone I could link with in the event Stefan lost his nerve, shut down, and then unconsciously shut me out.

      I faced the love of my life who was scared shitless for the third time ever. “I will be fine,” I said.

      His gaze locked on mine. He didn’t acknowledge those words.

      “Stefan, I will be fine. If we link, if you give me energy, I can knock that thing out. I know I can. I remember the strange spells from the warehouse, I know exactly how to cut out a Dulcha, I’m familiar with the intricacy of Andris’ recent spells—all I need is a bunch of energy and some time. I can do this. I’ll be safe.”

      Still his gaze held mine, his jaw clenched, his hands fisted. On the edge, battling his personal demons so hard he could barely focus on the real demon ready to be unleashed.

      “What happened to your parents will not happen to me,” I pushed softly. “This time, you will be there. You can help.”

      “I can’t help if I’m taken from the fight, Sasha. We’ll need Toa. There’s still time to blood link with him. If we hurry, if we do it in the car, you can develop it. Or you can—”

      I put a comforting hand on his bulging forearm. He clenched his jaw, fighting for control. Fighting the raging nightmare of his worst memory coming to life.

      My heart went out to him, but I wouldn’t let that thought filter into my gaze. He didn’t need my compassion; he needed my strength.

      “Okay. C’mon.” I hauled him up, refusing to feel the butt tingle. Or the knee tingle. Or the goosebumps. Oh yeah, danger was waiting. I was walking, wide-eyed, into a situation that might kill me. And I couldn’t even look terrified. Fan-freaking-tastic.

      Outside the door we stalked, side-by-side, down the hall bustling with people. Stefan’s face was a stern mask, nothing of his warring emotions bleeding through his hard expression. As far as everyone else could see, he was ready and deadly, in charge as usual.

      We entered the weapon room where I snatched my protective leathers and my dagger. Jameson strolled in, leather duster billowing out behind him. He had the same stern mask Stefan did, but his wasn’t as watertight. Cracks of fear and uncertainly flashed across his expression. “Boss, mage.”

      I spared him a glance as I snatched my lucky whistle off its hook. “We’re going to make it through this just fine.”

      He started, doing a double take, and honed in on me. It was hard to mistake the pleading in his hazel eyes. And then, slightly embarrassed, he nodded hastily and turned back to Stefan.

      “Boss, I’ve got twenty strong here. I’ve got ten more I’m pulling in from the field. Then I’ve got a group of five magic users, all the best. I’ve also got some humans Jonas is claiming Sasha asked for on the way. I’ve notified the Regional. He is letting you and Sasha take lead.”

      Stefan attached his dagger to his side. “Sasha and Toa will make up the chief source of magic to take the demon out. I will balance them, along with the witches. The magic users you collected will be a wall between the demon and them. The warriors will be the front line. We protect the magic users. If those animals turn tail and run, we protect our own.”

      Jameson’s eyes hardened. “Who else do you want to link with, Sasha and Toa?”

      Stefan slid into his vest, leather hugging his large upper body tightly. He shrugged into his leather duster. “They won’t need anyone else besides the witches. Probably couldn’t accept anyone else. Between the two of them … and myself, we’ll have a stack of magic and energy both. It should be enough. But…” I got a glance. “The mage has the final say on that.”

      “You’re going to hang back with them?” Jameson asked in an almost-level tone.

      A muscle in Stefan’s jaw throbbed as it clenched and unclenched. “I am the only one that can balance Sasha’s power. Without me, she cannot link with anyone.”

      I tried not to notice the accusatory glance Jameson shot me. My heart sank. I was taking Stefan away from the fight, from his vengeance. From him making his past right.

      I took another deep breath. This was no time for second-guessing. His presence would be more valuable on my end.

      “Those merges are set. Ready?” I pushed.

      We made our way through the house and out the front door to a waiting team of idling cars. Jonas and Charles joined me immediately, fierce-eyed and grim-faced. Toa drifted up out of nowhere, Dominicous right behind.

      “Sasha, this is a powerful demon. The one who summoned it—”

      “Let’s do this in the car,” I cut Toa off. “We need to get there.”

      Jonas crawled into the driver’s seat of his Hummer, and Stefan followed into the front passenger seat, simmering. He was keeping it together, but emotion ripping at him. Pushing, pulling. Half of him felt like a little kid, scared and uncertain. The other a warring man, ready to tear into this thing that threatened his way of life. The link put it all out there, showing me his every emotion. His face showed none of it.

      I swallowed past the lump in my throat. This was real. Really, really real.

      “Okay, Toa, what were you saying?” I asked as Charles whisked Dominicous into another ride.

      “The one who summoned the demon is on site, and he will be giving commands. The demon will be trying to break free, however. Always trying to break free. It will speak to you. I haven’t told you this—”

      “I can speak to them, yes, I know,” I cut Toa off again. “Jonas told me.”

      Toa’s lips made a thin line across his face. “Jonas the expert, yes. And did he, perhaps, tell you how you can assume control?”

      “No, and I doubt I’ll be able to learn now, while also trying to link, while also trying to cut it out of this world.”

      “Don’t try to assume control, no. That is a lesson for another day—one I am still reading up on. But you need to try and discourage it from connecting with you. You don’t want it to get in your head. They have been known to steal the power of their supposed masters. As one that can speak to it, you will be a potential master in its eyes.”

      “It won’t be any different than normal, though, right?” I qualified, my butt tingle getting decidedly more pronounced the closer we got to the site.

      I wanted to roll down the window and jump out of the moving vehicle. Then, after I rolled to a bloody stop, I wanted to hobble away as fast as possible. My inner sense said heading into this danger was the worst possible decision I could possibly make. It made concentration difficult.

      “This one has more power,” Toa answered, cool as a spring day. “Its words will be harder to tune out.”

      “Great. Should be a hoot.”

      We rolled to a stop amid a sea of vehicles. Charles and Dominicous were getting out beside us, both ignoring the gaggle of witches filing out of the car as well. The people in my car didn’t move.

      I watched the witches through the window crowd around Charles, demanding answers.

      “We’re here,” I said into the quiet car.

      “Yes,” Toa responded.

      “Cover the link, Sasha,” Stefan said in a low tone.

      “But Stefan—”

      “Cover the link.” He looked back, power and command shocking into me.

      I took another big breath as fear and uncertainty muffled, and then disappeared from my body. Well, Stefan’s fear anyway—I still had plenty of my own.

      I searched down deep for the other link, the faint one left over from when I was a child in shock. When I found it, I nearly gasped. Impatience, anxiety, and yes, fear warring through his center, spiking and rolling.

      Amazed, I jerked my vision toward him, on the other side of Charles’ car. There Dominicous stood, face firm and resolute, his strength and power expressing his utter confidence.

      It was good to know my fear wasn’t abnormal—I was just worse at hiding it. Or ignoring it.

      “Ready, Sasha?” Stefan asked in bold tones. He was getting ready to lead.

      “She nodded,” Toa helped, climbing gracefully from the car.

      I clambered out as well, feeling the adrenaline start to pique through my limbs. I opened up and let the elements flow, washing over me. Immediately the wrongness of the magic in the area accosted me, magical sludge covering me in filth.

      “This place doesn’t feel right,” Delilah said softly as she stepped closer. The others came over as well. “Something not good awaits us.”

      Large warriors stepped around us, making their way to the battle zone. All the guys with us except Jonas and Charles did the same, getting in position, coming up with a plan.

      “Call the corners right now,” I addressed the group of women. “Stay connected.”

      I turned to stare directly at Birdie. “If the demon breaks through, you need to run. Get out of here, okay? Take the girls with you.”

      Her chin rose a fraction. “Absolutely not. You’ve been at this for a few months. I’ve been at this for a few decades. I will not turn tail if you need me.”

      The others nodded, less certain, but not cowards. And that was the thing with women. We could show our fear, and admit to being terrified, but when someone was in need, we pushed that aside and showed up to the party.

      I exhaled a breath I didn’t know I was holding. “Stupid move, but okay.”

      “Mage.” A steadfast man, short for his race at only six-foot-one or so, stared down at me with a severe face. He looked vaguely familiar, but so did everyone. I was having a hard time remembering what duty everyone had.

      “Yes?”

      “I’m Zeke. Chief magical user, specializing in linking. I’ll be leading the magical unit to protect you.”

      “Oh. Thanks.” What else was I supposed to say? Yes, I should’ve remembered you of all people. Sorry about that. Also, thanks for putting your life on the line for someone that completely forgot your duty.

      I really needed to start doing flashcards with faces and names!

      As if on cue, a cluster of men and women pushed in behind him, ready to follow me to the front line and battle with magic. And somehow, it felt way different than battling the Eastern Territory. For one, we weren’t squaring off against people with the same caliber of fighting—we were squaring off against an otherworldly creature. Second, everyone was scared shitless. I could see it in the tiny movements and the shifty eyes.

      For them to be afraid—a warrior race who thrived on battles—meant this was a very bad situation.

      “Suck it up, child. There is a job to be done.” Birdie patted me on the back, the last touch being a small shove.

      Summoning my courage, I marched out beyond the cars, magical people at my back. Jonas and Charles waited for me, falling in beside me as I passed.

      “Ready for this, Sasha?” Charles asked quietly.

      I nodded. I didn’t trust my voice.

      A line of huge warriors spread out before me, standing firm on scarred and burnt grasses. Swords glowed at sides and tattoos peeked out of battered and stressed leather. Off to the left was a group of trees holding some sort of cloth hanging within its branches. The wind, slight but present, billowed the material, catching on leaves. A flickering glow from within half silhouetted a large figure, still for the moment.

      That had to be the guy who summoned the demon.

      “Why don’t we go and rip that loser out of the trees?” I asked the cluster around me.

      “He is within the confines of his spell. If we cross his barrier, it will release the demon.” Toa drifted up, sparing only a quick glance for the magic people behind me. “We have two objectives here tonight. One, take down the demon. Obviously, this is first. Two, capture whoever is calling them. He will be tied here while the demon is in existence—a stronger demon has a stronger hold on the caster. One of this magnitude will bind him, I am sure. If he loses hold for even one moment, he will be in a fight for his life, just as we are. When we banish the creation, we will hope to have enough manpower alive to go after the creator.”

      “Always with the sugar-and-flower delivery, Toa,” I commented, my arms shaking so bad I had to clasp my hands together. “A real encourager, you are.”

      “You sound like Yoda. Come on.” Charles put his hand on my back to steer me, something he did when he knew my courage was dicey. The warmth of his hand seeped into my skin, comforting me a little. Worst came to worst, he wouldn’t leave me.

      As I neared the cluster of warriors, a hole formed in their wall of muscle. For the first time, I could see across the field. The rays of the nearly full moon fell across a huge, winged creation, looking surprisingly like…

      “Is that an angel?” I asked in a wispy voice.

      “A weeping angel,” Stefan answered in a growl. “It’s merely the form it took.”

      “But…it looks sweet and innocent.”

      Standing within the confines of a large circle drawn in the ground by what looked like oil, but was most assuredly blood, stood a slender woman-figure in billowing robes. A band or wreath of some kind circled her head, trapping short blondish curls to her scalp. A serene expression stared out of a porcelain face. Large, feathery black wings curled up behind it.

      “That’s just not right,” I reflected.

      Beyond the circle, standing twenty yards away on what must be their territory, was a half-circle of fur. Animals of all varieties had lined up and spread out with a huge bear in the middle, staring across at us. Tim and his crew were ready to fight, waiting on my signal.

      “Okay, let’s get this party underway.” Stefan glanced to his right and left, his warriors taking his signal and immediately falling into formation. A line stretched out along the circle on our half of the territory line, swords hanging low and ready, the colors of red through burnished gold.

      “But if we just cover one side, and the Shifters run,” I commented softly, “which they won’t, but if they did, the demon would just run that way and escape. I thought you would try to double-cover…”

      “Andris is controlling this demon,” Stefan informed me in a tight voice. “It will come for me. After it kills me, it will try to take you, most likely. Trek didn’t know much, but he was under the impression Andris could bend you to his will if I were out of the picture.”

      “Well, Trek has always been a little delusional. The cape should’ve told you that.”

      “And we don’t have enough people to double-cover,” Stefan went on. “We have to focus on what’s important. You.”

      The fabric within the tree saw movement and pushed to the side. The angel in the center of the circle looked slowly to her right. And out walked Andris, cool and calm, sporting a small smile on his relaxed face.

      His eyes found, and then stuck to, Stefan. His smile grew. “We meet again.”

      “Which was your intention,” Stefan returned. “You’ve been practicing.”

      “Of course. You know me; I like to get it right before I use my knowledge to its full potential.”

      “But you didn’t get it right with Trek.”

      Soft laughter echoed across the clearing. “Not yet. He’s a fool, but a useful one. And you’ve kept him safe and sound for me, thank you for that. I will pick up that project after this. With all your magic workers here, who is left to protect your homestead?”

      “We’ve always had more talent than you, Andris. We have plenty more magic workers at the mansion, and more still in other outcroppings.”

      “Yes, but not the best. Speaking of—” His honey-spun eyes flashed to me. “Sasha, so good of you to come. Do you think you’re ready for this?”

      “I have a white mage, too.” I jerked a thumb at Toa. “And your practicing has really helped my understanding of how these little suckers exist. I can blink this thing out lickity-split.”

      “Are you so sure?” Andris asked in a silky voice.

      Nope. I absolutely wasn’t. Especially in the face of all that confidence. But he didn’t have to know that.

      “Let’s get the show on the road,” I drawled. “I’m not in the mood for drawing things out.”

      “Of course.”

      A flare of brilliant orange lit up the clearing, a translucent circle shimmering around the demon. Its face turned straight again, its eyes glancing from one face to the next. When it got to mine, it stopped. A tiny smile quirked plump lips.

      “A power play among masters. But you are so young. Such a young, pretty thing.” The words tickled my ears and seduced my senses. They sparkled and shimmered, wrapping me up and sucking all of my focus toward it. I didn’t want to look away. I didn’t want to breathe. I only wanted to listen. “I will enjoy feasting on your young flesh.”

      “What, no riches and wealth of power?” I asked sardonically, barely hearing my own voice, my magic pushing into that circle and feeling around the spells contained there.

      “I have no need of riches. I have my own wealth of power. But, oooh, your magic feels nice. Clean. Uncorrupted. Yes, a good feast it will be.”

      “Sasha…”

      The name flapped around my head, trying to work into my consciousness. My name. Someone was calling me.

      “Sasha.”

      I could barely turn my head with the draw of the being in the center of the circle. My gaze, hating to be away from that soft, glowing face, focused on a pair of onyx eyes, squinted with worry.

      Stefan.

      My heart leaped, trying to connect with that other half. My other half. Trying to find solace within him.

      My mind bowed, ripped away toward a new focus. The mists cleared from my thoughts. I stared at that impossibly handsome face.

      “Stick with me, baby,” Stefan said earnestly. “Stick with me.”

      In a flare of light that had all the warriors flinching, the circle fluxed … and winked out. Everyone braced.

      Mayhem.

      Huge black wings spread out behind the demon, oil slicked and holey. A loud screech, like a bird of prey, erupted from its throat. Fangs grew from its mouth as claws elongated from its fingers.

      “Kill him!” Andris pointed directly at Stefan.

      The shifters lurched forward, growls and snarls drowning out the seething beast within that circle. Stefan’s warriors pushed forward, swords held high. Stefan stepped with them, shoving me behind him.

      The line of magic workers filed in front of me the next instant, blocking me off. Dividing me from Stefan. Flashes of pale gold light zinged toward the demon, shimmering before molting into black and singeing away.

      Another screech.

      The demon’s claws ripped out and sliced, tearing a throat from a badger. The wings, fluttering now, slashed and maimed anything it touched, as if the ends were made of razor blades. Animals and men both fell to the sides, blood splashing the air-riding clumps of flesh and fur, as the demon shredded through the crowd.

      Stefan rushed forward, his sword out, no longer directing people, focused solely on his enemy. He knew it challenged him, and he rose to meet that challenge head-on.

      “We must blood link!” Toa shouted above the din. He grabbed my arm and hauled me backward. “We must link! Stefan is lost. He is manic—look at him!”

      The angel turned, her decrepit wings spreading out behind her, one tearing through Stefan’s duster, slicing a line of red into his back. He ripped off the leather, huge muscled arms swirling with white-crusted gold. Movements silky and graceful despite the awe-inspiring power and strength, he charged through the fight, violence and destruction, leading by example.

      But Toa was right—his face, like that of Jonas and Jameson, was single-minded focus infused with pain. His head—all their heads—probably flashed with memories. With nightmares. The things that woke him up screaming were the things he was battling now. In the flesh. Without me.

      I glared at Toa, wild-eyed. “We don’t have time for a blood link. What about Dominicous? Can I focus on that?”

      “We could never pull him out in time!” Toa pointed to my new father, deep in the fray, fighting right alongside Stefan. Battle rage had taken over the lot of them. This was how they dealt with attacks, leaving the magic workers to sort out the rest.

      But the magic workers weren’t enough. Without me able to link, we’d have to rely on the other circle—except, they fought their huge flux of magic between them, their fear making the link unstable. Their magic worked too slowly—by the time they cut out the demon, most of Stefan and Tim’s men would be dead, including my future mate, my new father, and all my new friends.

      “Shit!” I yelled, frustrated and terrified.

      “I am coming for you, young one,” I heard above the screams and shrieks. My heart beat unnecessarily fast. My attention wandered. “I will have you. Join me.”
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      Like an intense orgasm, a jolt of pure pleasure rocked my body. I sucked in a shocked breath.

      “Join me!”

      All my fear melted away. A soothing sort of tranquility blanketed me, singing softly, laughing in a perfect pitch. A voice tickled my ears, “I will have you. Wait there for me. I am coming.”

      “Yes.” My smile must’ve taken up my whole face. I wanted this—to connect myself with that presence. It made me feel so alive. So…beautiful.

      “Come to me, young one,” the voice called to me.

      “Yes!” I said again, dreamily. Sparks of joy lit up my body, erased all my worries, all my fears. All that awaited was pleasure. Pleasure, and power.

      So much power. I could almost feel it, sucking me forward. Trying to merge with me and share this wonderful magic that filled up my body.

      Why had everyone warned me away from this? This was heaven! Absolute bliss!

      “Come to me.”

      Of course I will, I thought to myself. I have to. No…I need to.

      I laughed, so hard. I couldn’t help it. I felt so good. So light. Like that first plunge of delicious, sinful sex. The hot and cold of desire. The slow burn of intercourse.

      “Open the link!”

      I blinked at the words yelled into my face. They sounded so coarse. So disgusting. So filthy and human.

      “Open the link!”

      I pushed at the face—a striking face. Attached to a large body, brimming with power. More power. I could take from him so easily—he’d link with me. He’d trust me.

      I turned to Charles, a sweet smile on my face, a hot fire in my loin. I grabbed his neck and pulled him down to my lips, my magic assaulting his, trying to enact the link while my hands explored his body. He held me close as he yelled, “Damn it, Sasha. No! Open the link!”

      Without thinking, certainly not meaning to, that muffle pulled off of the link, revealing another power source. I felt the demon laugh, a pleasing lick up my bones—so much power. I had so much of my own, and access to so much more.

      “Well done, young one.”

      My gaze rose to the battlefield, taking in my instructions. Watching in awe as the angel spun and twisted, so full of deadly grace. So beautiful.

      As I was about to pull away, to drain this man I was held firmly against, a head stuck in my way. Onyx eyes shocked into me, searing my bliss. Something rose through my core, ripping at that consuming pleasure. Trying to sever the link with the angel.

      “No!” I screamed, trying to clutch on.

      That blissful longing was wrestled by something else. Something fierce and possessive. Something to match the angel’s power.

      “Take his power!” the angel commanded.

      Panting, snarling, I wrestled with that force inside of me. I tried to hold onto the high of orgasm; the sinful pleasure curling around my body. But something else had welled up. With damning force, something else was ripping me toward it. And then a dull throb took over, rocking me for a second time, but then cradling me as well.

      Love.

      Stefan.

      Like bubbles popping, the haze started to dissolve. The sinful effulgence of a moment before rotted. The night descended once again, slashing out the dream of paradise only gotten through death.

      I sucked in what felt like the first big breath of my life. I maintained contact with those liquid black eyes as he took a step; a painful, agonizing step, away from his battle. Away from his vengeance. Toward me.

      “Kill him!” the creature screeched.

      Stefan’s lips moved, no sound reaching me, but what he said was easy to recognize. “You’re mine.”

      Another blast of intense love pumped through the blood link. Powerful strides now, away from the creature that had shaped his past. To me, the person that would help shape his future. “Stay with me, baby,” he said.

      A tear rolled down my cheek as I fell into his commanding stare. Sank into his presence through the blood link. Gave myself over to him completely.

      “Shake it off, baby,” he stated from directly in front of me now. He grabbed my face as he trapped my gaze. “You’re mine! Shake it off, and send it away!”

      I fell into that command. I focused on those eyes. I felt that pulsing deep in my body, responding to him. Needing him.

      At one with him.

      I took a shuddering breath.

      A disgusting screech of frustration shook the battlefield.

      “There is no time! We must link!” Toa yelled. “I don’t have the power to do it without her!”

      Stefan threaded his fingers through mine. “This is your show, love. Take it home.”

      The demon’s call was still there, beckoning me, trying to bring my focus toward it. But now Stefan shielded me, blanketing me in his protection, holding my focus to him with steadfast strength. I took comfort in his power and energy as it bled through the link, and then felt the sisterhood behind me, begging me to join. And Toa, to my right, waiting impatiently for me to be ready. I closed my eyes as the girls whisked me up into their fold, unity and strength. Togetherness. I was not alone.

      Toa said to Stefan, indecision fighting necessity, “Link with me. Then let her bring you in.”

      Suddenly our link pulsed, a lot of power on my doorstep, but that was nothing new. The difference was the amount of energy. I felt massive, colossal, more powerful than I could even imagine, able to work an exponential amount of power.

      I sucked in the elements. Not opened up to them like usual, sucked at them. Within seconds my body was full to bursting. Hot spikes of pain spread across my limbs.

      “Okay, Stefan …”

      His special gift worked through me, balancing, moving magic around, leveling everything out.

      “Amazing,” Toa breathed to the side.

      “Whoa,” one of the twins said.

      “Now, go get ‘im!” Birdie pushed.

      I shoved my magic toward the circle the creature stepped out of, feeling the magic there, born from blood. Lots of blood, too, woven tightly with intricate detail. I focused, feeling the structure of the spells within the lacy framework until I felt down to the root; that little cord I’d found with that first demon, connecting it from its home to this world. I had no idea how it worked, but I knew that if I segregated the spell connected to that spot, light’s out for Mr. Demon.

      “Here we go,” I murmured, focusing.

      I picked at it as fast as I could, peeling back one spell and moving aside another, trying to get at that root. Sweat dripped down my face as my body burned through energy.

      Stefan worked right along with me, feeding me energy as he tried to not only balance the Merge he was heading, which included Toa, Charles and the witches, but keep my endless stream of power from blasting through the link to him. He managed it, though, as only he could, keeping me balanced, feeding me energy, and keeping my magic from overriding him.

      One in a million, as Toa often said.

      I felt the whispered sigh as another spell dissolved into elements, returning to nature. The demon’s power dropped a notch. I struggled with the next one, weaves so detailed it could’ve been art, until it, too, bled into the night.

      “Almost,” I whispered. “One left.”

      As if it heard me, the demon’s head snapped up, noticing its loss of power. It screeched, a disconnected limb waggling in its hand. Blood dripped down its face and body as it honed in on me.

      “Hurry,” Toa cried, sinking to his knees with the strain. I wasn’t far behind him.

      “Delilah, help,” I murmured, trying to figure out how the spell was put together. Like trying to find the end of clear tape, I couldn’t get a grip. I couldn’t figure out where to pull to unravel it.

      Deft magical hands moved over mine. Only a little power, but not needing it, Delilah felt along the spell. Traced it. Learned it.

      “Intricate,” she breathed. “Like the one at the park, but more advanced.”

      “If you can’t unravel it, you must sever it,” Toa said.

      “That will kill those around it,” Stefan argued. “Work at it, Sasha. You can do it.”

      I held the power, bleeding it into Delilah slowly as she worked, managing it for her. Power wasn’t the problem, though. It was the energy. The massive amounts of energy it took to unravel this spell. To banish this thing.

      “Why is it sucking so much energy?” I pleaded. “We aren’t casting.”

      “You are casting,” Toa panting. “You are reversing the spell without the use of sacrifice. Without the power of a life-force.”

      “You are the power of the life-force,” Stefan clarified.

      Delilah found a small rough patch that let her get in and start to disentangle. “I got it,” she grunted, working at it, leading me, and then helping me; teamwork.

      We started to unravel, our magic working around each other, bumping off of each other, but not forcing a link. Unity in like-power.

      “I…don’t…” Toa’s head bowed. Stefan bent over at the waist, barely holding me up. Birdie hit the ground, followed by the twins. Charles went to one knee.

      “Almost,” I said, feeling the last of it. A couple more fibers, so lacy. So hard to identify.

      A bloody glob flew over us, followed by a limp body.

      It was one of the magic workers.

      My gaze snapped into focus.

      Face screwed up in a terrifying mask of rage, the demon ran at us, bodies strewn in its wake.

      “Kill them!” Andris shouted somewhere off to the side, as if it needed to be said.

      “Oh god!” I breathed, my body shaking.

      My magic touch shook as hard as my body. The elements raged at me. Stefan struggled to contain it all.

      “Easy does it, love. Easy does it. Focus,” he said in a strained voice.

      The wings on the demon snapped out behind it, holey black things with razor sharp edges. Its claws gleamed, dripping with blood. It ran, thirty feet away and running fast.

      Panic flooded me.

      I started to pant. Four more strings. I’d never make it in time!

      “Run, you guys!” I urged. “Run away!”

      “Cut it off!” Toa yelled.

      Jonas hastened in around it, limping, blood running in deep rivulets down his chest. Jameson joined him a moment later, yanking at the wings to pull it back; to slow it down. They tried to tackle it, razor sharp wings and all.

      “Hurry, love!” Stefan said, trying to stand in front of me, his voice rising.

      The demon wiped its hand through the air, catching Jameson and flinging his body ten feet. Jonas slashed with his sword, catching the thick hide of the chest but not causing much damage.

      I toiled as fast as I could, working at it, feeling my energy suck out of my body, knowing it was down to the last.

      Three more strings. I had to disentangle three more.

      Jonas screamed. His body crumpled at the demon’s feet.

      “Oh no!” I cried, working faster. Almost done. Two more strings.

      A bear bellowed, two huge arms spreading out behind the demon and then clamping down, hugging it brutally, trapping the wings to its body. A mountain lion limped around to the front of it—Ann! Her back leg was tucked protectively into her body, the bone sticking out at the knee.

      Sweat dripped into my eye. My breath roared in my ears. My limbs felt like useless weights. So tired. I was so tired.

      Stefan hit a knee, pulling me closer. “Almost there, baby. Hang on.”

      Spikes of pain were flaring now, all of us holding too much magic without the energy reserves to support it.

      “One more,” I said, my voice nothing more than a hoarse release of breath.

      The demon twisted around and stuck its claws in Tim’s furry stomach. It ripped upward. Tim bellowed, trying to hold on as the claws went in a second time.

      “No, Tim!” I cried, struggling to keep going. His large furry body collapsed to the ground.

      Choking through tears, I kept working—the spell was laid now, the finish line in view.

      The demon faltered. Its life line was weakening, but it was so powerful. So, so much power.

      The cry of a mountain lion cut through the night, Ann now the only thing in the way.

      “Run, Ann!” I yelled. It came out as a hoarse whisper.

      My vision blurred and clouded as I pinched apart the last thread. Energy rushed out to disintegrate the last of the spell. Ann sailed through the air.

      We didn’t have enough energy to banish that final spell. It wouldn’t be enough.

      Ann was braced, teeth ready, ready to give her life.

      “No, please,” I begged. Stefan fell to two knees, not able to keep standing.

      We didn’t have enough.

      Panicked, gasping, I snatched at that weak blood link. Focused on it. And then tugged with everything I had, trying to make the bridge between us bigger through sheer will alone. Begging for more. Begging not for my life, but Stefan’s, and Toa’s, and Ann’s—begging for just a bit more energy so I could wipe out this demon once and for all.

      Faint and hurting, I felt him, struggling to get up. He didn’t have much left, but he recognized who I was and what I was asking.

      Sweet, pure energy bled through our link. Dominicous, my dad, had come to my aid.

      Hot tears stung my face as the energy was sapped back out again, fulfilling the spell’s requirements. Unraveling what Andris had constructed.

      I looked up just as Ann’s body leapt for the demon.

      “No, Ann!” I screamed. “I’ve done it. No!”

      Ann’s body fell onto the demon, her teeth sinking into its neck. It screeched, reaching up with bloody claws, jabbing into her jugular.

      “No!” I yelled again.

      Andris screamed, a blood-curdling wail of pain, cut short. Wings flapped like holey ship sales in front of us, until finally, finally the terrible creature imploded. It winked out, a wash of sludge and slime coating Ann as she fell to her side.

      “We did it,” Toa panted. “We did it.”
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      I woke up to filtered light through the window, the sun just sinking below the horizon. My alarm clock shrilled a second later. I gave it a good slap and sat up. Then groaned.

      “Still sore?” Stefan asked, turning on his side to regard me.

      I traced his big shoulder muscle and smiled. “A bit. Literally all I did was stand around and work some magic, but it feels like I ran to the moon and back. It’s been a week—I feel like I should be healed by now.”

      I slunk out of bed and ambled toward the big bay window at the side of the room. I pushed aside the heavy curtain, enjoying the beautiful oranges and pinks that lit up the sky. “I’ve always loved sunsets.”

      “Hmm.” Stefan climbed out of bed and closed the distance between us, snaking his arms around my middle. He kissed my cheek and stared out with me, savoring the moment.

      “What’s on the agenda today?” I asked softly, sinking into his brawny embrace.

      “Check in with the wounded, mourn the loss of those that didn’t make it, and dinner. With me.”

      I turned my head so I could rest my face against his. “I need to check in with the Mata, too.”

      Stefan remained silent. It had been only one week since that demon tore through our world, but it was long enough for Stefan to start to come to grips with his past. The biggest problem had been reassessing the shifters.

      Not one of the Mata had fled. Not a single one. They fought bravely right alongside our clan. Because of that, Stefan no longer grumbled when I went to visit, or snarled when they came here, but old haunts took a while to dissipate. The best he could do right now was keep his silence. And he did. Baby steps.

      His lips trailed up my neck until he captured my lips. He deepened the kiss, spicy and wild. When he backed off I was breathless.

      “Did I mention dinner would be served in a hot tub? And we’d be naked?” he asked in his deep rumble.

      “Or…eat, and then have sex in the tub.”

      He chuckled and released me. “Fair enough.”

      After a hot shower and some clothes, we emerged from our room. Charles sat on the couch, his haphazard and misshapen quilt stretched out on his lap. He glanced up as we walked in. “Ready?”

      “Yeah.” I looked at Stefan. “You coming with me, or are you doing your own thing?”

      “My own thing? You mean, leading this clan with a steel fist?”

      “Yes, honey, leading this clan with a steel fist.” I patted his elbow.

      “And a huge set of brass balls!” Charles joined in.

      “Oh god, don’t get the adolescent started. He’ll never stop.” I made my way to the door, the boys right behind me.

      Stefan held the door for me. “I’ll be with you today. I think we should do these duties together.”

      We’d lost a quarter of our troop, one of those being Claudia. Adnan took that one pretty hard, even though he hadn’t known her well. The Mata had lost about the same amount, including Jack, the Tiger who had saved my life in the past. Of the survivors, most were wounded in some way. That demon, what they classed as a two after it was all said and done, tore through people, virtually indestructible. It had nearly overcome Andris even as it was trying to assume control of me. Without us to stop it, it would’ve gone on, killing and destroying. We were lucky not many had the power, know-how, and magic to call one that powerful. We were also lucky that Dominicous was able to grab Andris before he crawled away.

      Literally.

      Speaking of Dominicous. I felt his unmistakable serenity as he came around the corner in front of us, Toa by his side. The man was a cool breeze, until he was a hot furnace. He seemed to switch on and off like a light.

      While his link to me wasn’t nearly as strong as mine and Stefan’s, or his and Toa’s, it was enough to get the general point across. Being that I could mask it at any time, Stefan was mostly okay with the connection, especially since the paperwork had been filled out. In this culture, he was legitimately my father.

      And that connection came with Toa. It could be worse.

      “Sasha. Stefan. Hello.” Toa bowed his blond head with a serious scowl in place he didn’t bother hiding. He was less refined around Stefan and me since I became Dominicous’ rightful heir. I had no idea why, but it was actually a nice change. Expressions were good, even though the lectures were still boring as hell—when I listened, obviously.

      Dominicous grinned and nodded his hello as they passed—he’d taken a hard knock to the throat with a pair of claws. He still had the nasty gouge marks. While that was healing, he didn’t say much. Unfortunately, that meant Toa had the run of the mill with the lectures.

      Somehow, it could be worse.

      “What’s up Toa’s butt this time?” I asked as they wandered away slowly.

      “Same old debate, I think—Toa is still pushing to blood link with you. Where, before, Dominicous was on board, now with his link to you, he doesn’t feel it’s needed. I agree, obviously. Toa’s not pleased we are all ganging up on him.”

      “He knows I wouldn’t agree, anyway. Why is he still pushing?”

      “If he can get Dominicous and I to agree, he thinks we can talk you into it.”

      I laughed as we made our way down the stairs. “All this so he doesn’t have to link through you, is that it?”

      “Exactly. He still doesn’t trust me.”

      “I don’t think he trusts anybody,” Charles offered. “That guy needs to go find a book to stick his nose in. He frets too much. Tries to hide it, but hang around him awhile, and you’ll see it.”

      We entered the rooms dedicated to the wounded—those that needed care more often. These were the men and women hurt the worst, and without the ability to take care of themselves quite yet. All were on the mend, though. All would make it.

      I knew exactly which bed I was visiting first.

      “I don’t need you visiting every day, human,” Jonas growled, staring at the ceiling. “And when can I get out of this damn place? I’m sick of being here.”

      Charles leaned toward the bed over me. “The day you can wipe your own ass, bro, is the day I give a shit.”

      I gave Charles an elbow to shut him up. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like shit. How do you think?” Jonas responded.

      “How you look, then. You feel exactly how you look.”

      I elbowed Charles again as Jonas’ gaze swung over, promising retribution.

      “Just sayin’, bro.” Chuckling, Charles wandered away to visit someone else.

      “You did good, though,” I said to Jonas seriously. “You fought a good battle.”

      Jonas returned his gaze to the ceiling.

      “I’m glad that attempt to kill me that one time failed …”

      It was a joke. Judging by the stare, he didn’t care.

      “So…do you need anything?”

      “You to fuck off,” Jonas growled.

      “Well that’s not very nice.”

      “You know I hate when people see me…in this place. You just come by to rub it in.”

      I thought about it for a second. “Yeah, that’s true. Oh hey, and also, there’s a new bumper sticker on your car. You’ll see it when you feel better. I think it really fits.”

      A glare followed me as I walked away. There wasn’t a new bumper sticker, but he didn’t know that. Payback’s a bitch for all those times he was way too cranky.

      After we said a few words to the sick people, and called in on the more mobile people that got to go back to their rooms, we headed toward the car. Stefan would be visiting the Mata with me, because he owed them that much.

      As we walked down the hall, people around us cleared, as usual. Stefan got his usual nods of deference, with the occasional, “Boss,” thrown in. Not as usual, I had started getting noticed, too. Not by everyone, but at least half of those we saw connected eyes with me. They lowered their heads, and often said, “Mage.”

      “Word is getting around. You played your part. You led the link and succeeded where a magical unit of five couldn’t,” Stefan said in a low voice, for my ears alone. “They’ve accepted you in this position, but now they are accepting you as one of their guardians.”

      I couldn’t help the delighted smile.

      “Next step, one of them. A human. What has the world come to?” Charles chuckled behind us.

      “That was a private conversation,” Stefan growled back him.

      “Sorry, Boss. My bad.”

      We made our way to the Mata community, a sprawling set of houses tucked away on a lot of acreage. This wasn’t the place I had stayed to learn, it was normal houses removed from the city somewhat. We parked and made our way to the main house.

      With my heart in my chest, I nodded to Ralph, the guy watching the door, and turned down a small hallway. At the end, the door was open. Barely breathing, I peeked my head inside.

      Tim lay on the bed, pale and drawn, lacerations grooved down his chest. But his chest was still rising and falling. Shallow, but working.

      “Hey,” Ann said as she hobbled over on crutches. Shifters healed extremely quickly, but some of these people sustained serious injuries. Just like with the clan members, it would take a while.

      “How is he?” I asked softly.

      Stefan shifted in the doorway.

      Ann shrugged. “He’s okay. They say he’s out of harm’s way. He’ll make it.”

      A huge breath rushed out of me. I sagged against Stefan. “Thank god. And how are you?”

      She grimaced. “My. Leg. Itches! This cast is terrible!”

      I laughed as she slowly led us outside. She’d felt the pricks of the demon’s claws, but because big cats had such thick fur around their necks, and because I’d cut out the spell when I did, she only sustained four deep grooves in her neck. They’d scar, but she was alive.

      She led us outside and to the right, sitting down on a stone bench and closing her eyes. “Goddamned Andris. What the hell was he thinking summoning something like that?”

      “He has always been ambitious,” Stefan offered noncommittally.

      Ann rolled her eyes and leaned back. “Well, anyway, how are your troops? How’s Jonas? Still grumpy?”

      I shrugged. “Yep, surly as ever. Still in bed.”

      A haunted look passed over her face, but was gone in a flash. She wasn’t one to dwell—generally being a pretty happy person. The memories with the demon would take effort, but she was working on it. “And the witches?”

      Stefan snorted and walked away some, taking himself for a walk. Charles, who was waiting by the car, walked over to join him. As he passed us, he pinned Ann with a stare. “Hi. I’m fine, too, by the way. In case you wanted to know.”

      “I didn’t,” she shot back, watching him. Her mouth twisted up in a smile as she refocused on me.

      “They’re demanding to be taught. Which they will be, of course. Birdie is an orange, which is huge for a human. Delilah can get better, too, if she learns. And one of the twins has a kid, so everyone loves when they visit,” I answered.

      “So they’re going to start learning?”

      I nodded, feeling the chill in the air as winter drifted closer. “I’m crossing my fingers that they’ll get really good. So I can have a bigger foothold.”

      Ann laughed and sat up. “Just keep working at it. You’re not one to give up.”

      “Hey, Ann?”

      She glanced over.

      “Thanks,” I gushed softly. “For trying to protect me. Again. Probably should’ve said it before now, but…I’m an ass, what can I say.”

      She grinned and shrugged at the same time. “You were trying to save all our butts. Least I could do.”

      

      Stefan and I did have our dinner that night. We ate at the table, like normal people, before we stripped naked and jumped into the hot waters. I felt complete in a way I never had before. Grounded and loved. I had lost myself to that demon, but he did as he said, and shielded me. Protected me, and then brought me back to reality. I didn’t really care what happened with this job, or the house, or anything, as long as it was him and me. Us together, my new friends, and my father to back us up, meant I had somewhere solid to call home for the first time since I lost my parents. I had a family.

      

      
        The End

      

      
        ~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~
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      Chapter 1

      

      “Sasha, hurry up. They’ll leave without us!” Charles paced by the door, his knitting supplies in one hand and a horrible rendition of a quilt in the other. Scarves were something that the man could do. Blankets even came out decently, if he chose the colors correctly. An object half-crocheted and half-knitted, one square at a time, then strung together? Not attractive.

      “Charles, they aren’t going to leave without us. If they were that close, Jonas would be—”

      I cut off as Jonas’ burly shoulders appeared just beyond the doorway. The nasty puckers of skin from our battle with an extremely powerful demon were finally healing, three weeks after the event. Jonas had an attractive appearance, but his surly attitude and grim expression made a person stop taking notice and shuffle quickly out of his way.

      “Were you under the impression that the schedule didn’t apply to you, human?” The timbre in Jonas’ deceptively calm voice hinted that if I didn’t hurry, he’d grab me by the scruff of the neck and drag me down the hallway.

      “Mage, Jonas. I believe you are supposed to call me ma—”

      Jonas took a step into the room.

      A nervous chuckle sounded right before I said, “Sorry! I’m coming, I’m coming!”

      “I would make a sexual joke, but we gotta go,” Charles said.

      “Yes, leave talking and walking at the same time for the more experienced of us.” I snatched up my backpack filled with travel items and slipped out the door. Jonas followed me.

      “So, motorhomes, huh?” I asked as we made our way to the front of the mansion from where we’d basically travel eight hundred miles to an undisclosed location like a pack of gypsies in a caravan. While those of us going to the Council could fly, the powers that be—Stefan and Dominicous—didn’t want all that human interaction if it could be helped. Since it was drivable, voilà.

      “You guys get a motorhome. Most everyone else has to sit in a stuffy car. So thanks for not letting me ride with you guys,” Charles muttered as we descended stairs. “I have to ride with…” He flicked his head toward Jonas.

      “You guys get along; what’s the problem?” I asked.

      Charles shook his head, not bothering to answer because Jonas was so close. Didn’t matter—I was just poking the bear, anyway. Everyone in my crew got along with Jonas, but at the same time nobody did. He pretty much minded his own business (when he wasn’t minding my business). He wasn’t a wine–and-roses type of guy. I thought getting stabbed was more fun than trying to relax around him.

      “Well, we’re headed into shark-infested waters,” I said as we descended another set of stairs. “I want as much time as possible beforehand to cuddle.”

      “Don’t use ‘the Boss’ and ‘cuddling’ in the same sentence,” Jonas growled behind me. “It is not the image he needs around his clan.”

      I rolled my eyes. “No one pays attention to me, anyway. Plus, what do they think he does: beat me over the head, grab my hair, and drag me to bed?”

      “He should do that,” Charles muttered. “It’d teach you some manners.”

      “God you guys are cranky today,” I replied.

      “We’re headed to the snake pit,” Charles said quietly. “Toa has gone over all this—what to expect. How are you not cranky?”

      I got a thrill as we stepped out the front door. The cool night air greeted me. Two large, deluxe motorhomes hummed by the curb. A small fleet of luxury cars waited nearby. Stefan stood patiently beside the smaller of the motorhomes, speaking quietly with Dominicous, his breathtakingly handsome face shut down into a stern leader’s mask. Toa stood by the other motorhome, which would transport a tied-up Trek and Andris, the prizes of battles past. Dominicous would claim ownership of the two since he was the reigning authoritative force. That sounded great to me. I had enough to worry about.

      Toa had gone over the details of the Council. It was a collection of some of the oldest members of their race. They were intensely powerful men and women with hundreds of years of experience, limitless wealth, no end of creature comforts, and no real threat they cared to bother with. They were mostly high in power levels and attached to mages near the top of the power scheme. This snake pit was writhing with power plays, deceit, alliances and strategy, all greedy for power and bored with it at the same time.

      It didn’t sound like a wonderful retreat.

      What was worse was that as the only black mage to walk through their gilded doors, I would be target number one. I could expect constant advances to steal my heart away from Stefan, kidnappings in order to swap blood and tie me in a blood link, and a steady stream of challenges.

      No, they wouldn’t be Parcheesi challenges. This was a warrior race and as the new kid on campus, a human, and sporting one of the highest power levels, I would draw the nay-sayers who wanted to prove I was a weak simpleton. How? By beating me senseless, of course.

      Toa had stopped in his explanation at that point to pat me comfortingly on the back. They wouldn’t kill me, he reassured me, because one thing they would not waste was a top-level power. If someone killed me, they would be killed and probably tortured to boot. So rest assured, I would at least live. I might be forcibly tied to a dozen people via sucking blood, which would drive Stefan into a mindless killing spree, but I would be alive.

      It took everything I had not to literally punch Toa in the face. The guy just didn’t have that social awareness that most people did.

      “Oh look!” Charles exclaimed as we stepped down off the stoop.

      Jen, witch-twin number one, and her three-year-old were weaving in and out of the monstrous warriors, making their way to me. As they passed by, all the fierce eyes and hard faces softened and smiles appeared. People bent down to get eye-level with little Aurora. The little girl preened, half-shy and half-excited to meet her towering playmates, any of which would drop what they were doing for a quick minute with a child.

      I had never seen a group of people covet children so much as this group. It amazed me constantly. Even Stefan, an absolute hard-ass except behind closed doors, would get down low, put out his hands, and crack a smile if Aurora came to play. Jen might be human, and more than a little spacy and batty, but without exception if she brought her daughter, she was welcome anywhere in the mansion. She even had a whole mansion full of eager babysitters.

      “Hi Aurora!” Charles exclaimed, bending down with his horribly ugly quilt. “Look what I made you.”

      “What is that?” Jen asked as they stepped up.

      “A blanket!” Aurora giggled as she patted Charles on the arm in greeting. Charles was a favorite. He was the only one she was never shy with.

      He swung her up and jiggled her around in his arms. Aurora’s squeals of delight drew in everyone’s eyes and evoked smiles. Jonas put out his hands next, his stern face melting like hot wax when she reached out to him. He flew her through the air like Superman, his laughter matching hers.

      “Anyway,” Jen said with a smile as she watched her daughter squealing in delight. “We just came to wish you farewell. The others couldn’t make it in time, but they say good luck and stay safe.”

      I nodded, that thrill of danger raging through my stomach again. “Thanks. You guys going to keep coming to learn to use your magic?” I asked, digging my hands in my pockets.

      “Yes. We’re doing so well that we don’t want to stop and lose traction. And the Boss said that Jameson will be running the mansion, so he’ll keep an eye on us. No one messes with us, though. After Delilah kicked that kid in the balls when he tried the pheromones, everyone kind of lost interest. And that stuff doesn’t really work now, anyway.”

      I nodded as Jonas set Aurora down. The pheromones worked on most people right away, but the longer a human hung out with that ‘motivator’, the less it worked. Apparently this was already known by everybody except me. No one ever thought to mention it to the silly human, it seemed.

      Such was my life.

      “Well, we should probably go. I’m making everyone late,” I said to Jen.

      Jen nodded at me and guided Aurora in front of her until Charles whisked her up again. “Are the shape-changer people going, too?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” I answered as I made my way to Stefan. “They’re flying though. They have a truce with this clan, but everyone is so keyed up about this council meeting, and so eager to be the head dick, that—”

      “Sasha!” Charles hissed, putting his big palms over Aurora’s ears. “Language!”

      “Sorry. But, yeah, we don’t need people fighting before we even get to the Council. The two groups still don’t exist peacefully.”

      “Okay, well… good luck! Stay safe!”

      I nodded at Jen as I reached Stefan. The world melted away as his eyes delved into mine before glancing at Jonas and Charles. After a silent exchange, he took my hand and guided me into the motorhome. As soon as the door was shut, he settled into the dining area with a sigh.

      “Tell me again why we need a vehicle big enough for a family of eight?” I asked, settling in beside him.

      “Because I’m the Boss.”

      “Didn’t answer my question.”

      He smirked, moving his arm so I could lean against his rock-hard chest. After the motorhome waggled into the road, I asked, “How come you don’t have more kids at the mansion? It seems like people love them around.”

      His fingers traced strands of my hair lightly. “When I was little, the mansion was attacked. It was more or less a routine situation—the neighboring clans often checked our defenses. Most of the kids were whisked away and sheltered, but two died. After that, we stopped allowing our children at the mansion unless in specific situations.”

      “But can’t someone just attack the places where you do have children?”

      “The only race interested in attacking us, at present, is our own. Since trouble reproducing is a species-wide trait, and losing even one child pushes us farther behind human populations, we don’t cross that line.”

      “But—and I am just playing devil’s advocate here—wouldn’t that be a great way to thin down the opposing forces. The enemy?”

      “Yes. And, in turn, a great way to thin down us, as a whole. It would soon be a contest of who could kill the others’ young. There is no faster way to end our species altogether.”

      “Well, there is a faster way.”

      He quirked an eyebrow at me.

      “Tell the humans you are showing up to take over.”

      A smile graced Stefan’s full lips. “That is true.”

      We listened in silence to the rumble of the motor, the moving box swaying to one side or the other as we turned corners. After a while of quiet contemplation, Stefan still stroking my hair, he said, “When do you think you will conceive? Is that something we can try for soon?”

      The spit got caught in my throat. “What was that?” I choked out.

      His lips traced my ear lobe. His hot breath heated my skin as well as my body. “With you I would know it’s one of my own. I can be sure I’m the father. I’ve always wanted to be a father. To see what traits I passed over to my child.”

      “Oh, you can be sure, can you? What if I’m waiting until you’re asleep and taking in the sights of the house, so to speak?”

      The answering chuckle was deep and dark. “I would know. And someone would be dead.”

      “Well, now is that fair?” I retorted in mock outrage. “What if I wanted to sow my wild oats?”

      “Is there a point to this conversation?”

      I threw him a glare.

      He chuckled again. “What would you do if you heard I’d been with another woman? Tell me truly.”

      My gut tightened and my fists curled of their own accord. Jealousy bubbling into rage would probably elicit something extreme.

      “Exactly,” he whispered, trailing his lips down my neck. “We exist for each other, and are both too violent to suffer someone else touching what’s ours.”

      “I don’t know that I’m violent,” I breathed, angling my head so he could kiss my collar bone. “I’m just a crazy bitch with a jealousy problem where you’re concerned.”

      “However you define it.”

      After another moment of quiet, I said, “Stefan.”

      “Hmmm?”

      “Is this council meeting going to be a shit show?”

      With a small inhalation, Stefan leaned back against the seat and pulled me closer. “I’d be lying if I said no. You will be sought after. Someone will try to bend you to their will—and we have no idea who or how you will fit in their plans. Until we learn motives, it’ll be hard to know how the attack will come, or when. It’ll be harder to keep you protected.

      “As for me, they’ll try to send me away, worried I’ll gain favor of one of the Council members. I have a high power level, I am excellent with a blade, smart and can be ruthless. Plus, I’m a good leader—I’ll draw notice. Some favorable, some not.”

      “So, we’ll be in the fight of our lives.”

      I got a squeeze. “Yes. From the first minute we step onto Council soil.”

      The breath tumbled out of my mouth in a sigh. “Well, at least we have a few people we can trust.”

      Stefan resumed stroking my hair. “And I hate to say it, but we have the shifters. They’re tied to you, and you to me. I don’t like your connection with them, but in this, I’ll take any help I can get.”

      “Just say it—I was wrong. Three little words: I was wrong. Or go a step further—Tim and his crew stuck around and helped us defeat the demon instead of taking off like cowards. It’s not so hard…”

      I got another squeeze. “Don’t push your luck.”

      I snickered and settled in tight against him. “Well, whatever you say, I’m glad they’re coming. They’re different; I’m different…”

      “There are other humans at this place.”

      I scoffed. “They’re pets. They don’t hold any positions of power.”

      “True, I suppose. Our way of sticking our tongue out at the majority of humans who keep us in the shadows. I wish it was different. It would make our situation easier.”

      “Something in my life easy? Yeah right.”

      “Careful, Toa’s Doom’s Day cloud is hovering over your head.”

      I laughed and lightly elbowed him. “Well, we’ll just have to stick together, no matter what comes.”

      “There isn’t any other way. Especially not with what will come.”

      ~~~~~~
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