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Dedication


This one is for the Misfits who found their place with a Coven of badasses. Family is forged in the loyalty of those who owe you nothing but would give you everything.

Welcome to The Coven of Misfits.


Authors Notes


This is book One in a four book series. Misfits is my debut book and to be able to share this with you all has been the highlight of a very rough year. Thank you for taking the time to go on this journey with me and I hope to continue to pull you into this world and many more!

Be on the look out for the second book coming out this fall 2023!


Glossary


Some of the words used in the book are Irish. Below are their meanings.

Gra- Love

Draiocht- Magic

Oiche- Night

Teaghlach- Family

Draiocht Oiche- Magic Night


Prologue


Trust. Worth more than gold yet harder to find.

Who can I trust?

A family forged in the fires of hell? Or the family built on secrets and murder?

No longer hiding who I am things start falling apart.

A war is brewing the master puppeteers yanking the strings of the Dark Mages making them dance to their tune.

I dance for no man. I fall for nothing. I stand for all. Unleashing my powers was the Dark Lords greatest mistake but something tells me he knew what he was doing.


Chapter 1
Isolabella
[image: ]


Heat. That’s what I wake up to at five this morning before the sun has had a chance to come up. Rolling onto my back I shove Shadow, my mother’s tabby cat, off my legs. I never understood how my mother’s familiar loved to sleep in my bed more than hers, but I find comfort in the little gray tabby watching over me during the night.

Sitting up, I stretch my arms in a twist and call out to Shadow, “Come here, fat girl.” Patting the bed, I wait for her to slink up the bed. Meow. She walks over to me and rubs her head against my knee.

I pet Shadow’s head a few times before pushing the blankets off me and heading for the bathroom. Turning on the water to warm up my shower, I use the toilet and strip down to get in. After getting clean and making sure my hair is washed with my favorite purple shampoo I step out and dry off.

Getting ready for the day I pull on my black sweatpants and a white crop top. Once my hair is dry, I tie my waist-length hair into a messy bun that any girl would be proud of. Glancing in the mirror to check my outfit, I study my reflection.

Sometimes I think I might never get used to the color of my hair. Silver-blonde hair and forest-green eyes stare back at me. Smirking at myself for the thought that crosses my mind, I turn and slide on my flipflops and head out of my room to grab some food. Thinking about where I could have possibly gotten my hair color is something I find myself doing often because it has been a mystery ever since I was born.

Walking into the kitchen I see my mother, Gwen, and my father, Sam, standing at the island drinking coffee and speaking in low voices.

Grabbing a cup, I turn toward them. “Morning, Mom and Dad.”

My dad’s head pops up. “Hey, Bell. You’re up early today.”

Smiling, I reply, “Yeah, Shadow decided to provide her protection services and that turned into a sauna session.”

Laughing, I walk over to my mom and give her a hug. “You’re familiar seems to be turning into my own personal tabby cat. I thought she was supposed to be guarding you not me.”

Not one to joke about a mage’s familiar and their responsibilities she states, “Shadow is a very dependable guardian and she is also aware that you are my daughter, which puts you at the top of her list to keep an eye on.” Patting my shoulder, she smiles as I turn away.

After I have my coffee and granola bar in hand, I head to a stool by the island and sit. Looking over the marble kitchen with fancy white cabinets and light gray walls, I admire how my parent’s power can make the inside of our cozy cottage appear as if it’s a manor inside. Using their powers to spell the home, we can live in a beautiful cottage that is larger on the inside.

After taking a decent drink of my hot coffee I let my parents know that I will be going out with Patrick today to pick out my Claiming dress. We go over the details and what is and is not appropriate to wear when all the House of Light Mages will be in attendance.

The Claiming has been on my calendar ever since I can remember. With only two weeks to go until I turn eighteen, I am counting down the days, hours, and minutes until my ceremony. When a light or dark mage turns eighteen, we “claim” our Coven powers from the dark lord and vow to honor him.

Nerves form in the pit of my stomach as I think about what’s coming. I have seen the altar and I have attended a Claiming, but it’s not the same as being the one presented to the dark lord for his blessing.

Moving out of the kitchen, I turn to my parents.

“Remember, I’ll be with Patrick, and I promise to get a dress that will honor and uphold the Prudence family name. Call me if you need anything while I’m out. I love you both!”

With one last look back, my parents reply together, “Love you too.”

I grab my keys off the table by the door and head out. Sliding into my powder-blue Altima I turn on the stereo and blast my favorite nineties music as I drive to Patrick’s house.

Patrick lives a few streets over but in the wrong direction. Most light mages are wealthy and live on the east side of Cambridge but there are a select few Covens that are not related to Council members and those are the Coven members who are just outside of Cambridge more to the south.

Turning down Patrick’s street I think back to how my mother took to me dating a light mage who isn’t in a high social standing. A chuckle slips through my lips as I remember the sour look on her face when I told her his address, but that passed quickly when she met him and realized he was perfect for me.

After two years together my family has learned to accept that Patrick is a permanent fixture in my life, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. Being a light mage is an honor and it’s one we take seriously. Thankfully, Patrick has already had his Claiming, so he has been helping me prepare and telling me what to expect.

Pulling up to the one-story cottage-style home on the corner of the street I park and get out. Leaning against the door of my car, I reach into the window to honk my horn. A few minutes later Patrick comes walking out dressed like a wet dream. His ash-blond hair and crystal-blue eyes shine in the sun.

Stepping into him I look up and admire the gold specks in his eyes that pop against the blue. Most mages, light or dark, have rare eye colors and mixtures.

He reaches his hand up to cup my face. “Good morning, Bell.” He leans down to kiss my cheek.

I pull back and smile. “Let’s get going so we can have this done before lunch because I’m already thinking about food.” Grabbing the handle I open the door and get in. Waiting for Patrick to walk around the car and hop in, I buckle up and start the stereo.

We reach the outlet mall a good half hour later due to morning traffic. When I park and turn the car off Patrick can tell that I am jittery and nervous.

Sliding his hand over my knee to calm my tapping foot, he says, “What’s on your mind, Bell?”

“I’m not sure I can do this. Has there ever been a “Claiming” that went wrong? What if the dark lord doesn’t bless me? What if I’m really a dark mage?”

He looks at me with a soft smile. “Light mages are the carriers of all the light. There will never be a time when the dark lord does not need us to balance out human nature.”

Looking at me one more time he opens the door and motions for me to get out.

We shop for what seems like hours but as it turns out it is only just now lunch time.

Patrick carries the garment bag with my gown over to the car while I wait outside the café where we plan on grabbing lunch.

I picture my gown and can’t imagine any other dress being the one. My mother is going to love the floor-length gown and it will be sure to honor our family when the dark lord shows at the Claiming. Breathing in a large gulp of air and releasing it along with my nervous energy, I push against my powers settling just under the surface. Two more weeks and I will know just how powerful of a light mage I am.

After lunch we head back to my house to drop off the gown and practice my cantation. Looking out the window while Patrick drives my car, I feel a vibration on my leg.

Pulling out my phone I see it’s my father calling me, so I press the accept button.

“Hey, Dad, we’re headed home now.”

I look at my screen to see if the call is still active and then pull it back to my ear. All I can hear on the other end is heavy breathing.

“Dad? Hello?”

“Isolabella, you need to come home now. There has been an emergency with the House of Light and it’s urgent for all mages under eighteen to get home.”

Eyes wide, I swing my head toward Patrick. “Dad. What’s going on? Was there an attack on the Council?”

“Get. Home. Now.” The line goes dead and my phone turns black.

Glancing at Patrick, I fill him in on my dad’s rushed words, and spend the rest of the car ride worried for my family.

My father is on the Council, so if there was any urgent news or any new attacks, we would be one of the first families to know about it.

My mind flips through all the possibilities and settles on dark mages. This must be the only option for the reaction my dad had on the phone.

“Patrick, I have a feeling that dark mages are coming to Cambridge.”

My Altima swings into the driveway at a speed no parent would be happy about but that’s not on my list to worry about right now.

Everyone in Cambridge is aware of the fine line our truce holds with the dark mages. There are some Covens who believe that dark mages should not be allowed to live in peace with us and that keeps our truce on a thin rope.

Jumping out of the car as soon as it stops, I run up the old-style brick steps and rush through the front door, almost slamming into my mother. Grabbing me by the arms she steadies me after our run-in. I look up and see tears in her eyes.

Falling back a step as her hands slip down my arms, I swing my gaze over her shoulder to look for my dad.

“Mom. Dad. What’s going on? Was there an attack?” I look for any sign that someone in our family is hurt.

My dad stands at my mother’s back looking over her shoulder at me with absolute fury in his smoky eyes.

Shock has me rooted in place as I take in his power coming to the surface. Recognizing the danger we could be in if my father allows his pure magic out.

“Dad. You need to gain control of your emotions.” Speaking clearly, I watch as the light glow of his eyes dim back to their natural gray-blue color.

Through panting breaths, I say, “I need you to tell me everything that’s going on.”

Being the only child of my mother and father that makes me head of the house in the event something happens to one of them. This also places me as next in line to lead. My age has never rendered me incapable of leading or learning the light mage laws. I started my training young with my father on all things Council, while my mother was more than ecstatic to teach me everything she could about my powers and casting.

Fynn, a family friend, has been working with me on my combat training. You never know when someone might bind your powers with a casting spell or use stardust to block your powers for a short period of time. The Prudence family takes their Coven’s name and position of power with the highest respect.

“Bell, why don’t we have a seat and let your mother bring over some of her special calming tea to help settle the room. We will all be able to process better under a clear head,” my father says in a low rasp.

Patrick leans down, his warm breath fanning my neck and whispers, “Bell, I need to make sure you are safe. So, I am not going anywhere until everything is out in the open.”

I glance slightly over my shoulder and smirk at him. Knowing how protective he has been over me since we met makes me feel safe with him here.

Walking into the den we all take seats around my mother’s favorite wooden table. It’s handmade by a light mage and has beautiful carvings of old symbols that the elder mages would recognize.

Looking at everyone in the room, my father takes in a deep breath. “This does not leave this room. Council meeting findings and conversations are forbidden to be repeated outside of the Belvoir,” he states with a stern tone as his eyes settle on me.

Assuming he is speaking more to me than the rest of the room, I reply, “Dad, stop. We are all aware of the rules. If it would make you feel better, Mom can do a casting to seal the room of anyone who could be listening in.”


Chapter 2
Isolabella
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The feeling I have in the pit of my stomach has not gone away since my dad’s phone call over an hour ago. Sitting in the den with my parents, Patrick and I can’t help but to take in our surroundings.

Our den is a small oval-shaped room with light gray walls and tea green furniture and my personal favorite is the hanging and potted plants scattered around the room. I’m almost thankful to be surrounded by all the life in the room while listening to my father recount the call he received from Marcus, one of the Five leaders of the House of Light.

“Dad, I don’t understand. You’re saying the Atticus family was found in their home with all their throats cut?” My voice shakes as I try to inhale a calming breath. Patrick squeezes my hand for what seems like the tenth time in the last forty-five minutes.

My dad glances at my mom, almost as if to confirm they want to continue. “Yes, Bell, Ms. Walsh went over to pick up some herbs from Mrs. Atticus and found the entire family murdered.”

My mother is visibly shaken and her stare is set on one of the family photos on the wall behind my head; like she is not here with us but at the house with the family that we barely knew.

My father continues going over the details of the crime with me because I am next in line to join the House of Light and I need to be prepared now more than ever.

“I don’t understand why someone would kill the whole family. They had two children!” I blurt out.

“It’s a horrendous crime and when the Council is able to get their hands on a hellhound, we will send them out to find the mage who did this. There are signs that point to a dark mage.”

My mother finally snaps her eyes over to mine and we share a moment of fear. Looking into her eyes I can see the pale blue shade start to cloud over, showing her powers simmering just below the surface.

My father rubs her knee as he senses the struggle she’s having to keep her light mage powers under control. The last thing we need is the den destroyed by my mother’s rage.

Patrick sits up taller, making his crisp white shirt pull tight over his slim build. I try not to sneak a peek at his muscled arms when I notice them flexing from his powers reacting to my mother’s increased intensity.

Patrick’s smooth baritone startles my gaze away from his arms.

“Maybe I should call my family to make sure they are home and safe.”

“I think that is a good idea, son. You might want to head home before it gets too dark and stay in tonight. The Council will be sending out the hellhounds soon with watchers to make sure all light mages under the age of twenty-one are home by midnight and all mages under eighteen are in before ten o’clock,” my dad informs us.

Watchers have always made me wary of their morals and once I join the Council, I plan on voting to have them sent back to the dark mage city, Munder. I don’t trust them or their judgment but if we do have a rogue mage going around slaughtering the ‘lights’ then we need to be as safe as possible.

Grabbing Patrick’s hand, I stand and walk him to the door. Even knowing my parents are right inside has no effect on my need to lean up on my toes to wrap my arms around his neck. As I breathe in his scent, which has always reminded me of the deep forest woods and musk, I run my tongue over his bottom lip and wait for him to open.

Spinning around and pushing me against the brick of the house, Patrick slips his hands around my waist and up the back of my shirt.

“Damn, I love the feeling of your silky-smooth skin,” he murmurs right before taking my mouth in a hungry kiss that steals my breath.

He steps back with a smirk. Watching his eyes shimmer with mirth and maybe a little of his powers, I can’t help the way I melt against the wall.

Pushing him lightly for his show of dominance, I let out a laugh. “I might want to get back inside before my dad comes looking for me. Please be safe and make sure your family is aware of what’s happened. Remind them that any news from my family cannot be spread further than your home.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll make sure everyone is safe. It is best that I head home to help my mother cast a protection spell on our home and my little sister.”

Thinking of Klair makes me smile. She is all sass and smart mouth at ten years old, and that seems to make us closer than anyone expected a seventeen-year-old to be with someone that has yet to hit puberty.

Waving bye to Patrick I head inside to see if there is anything I can do to help figure out who could have done this. Stepping past Shadow, who thinks now is the best time to sunbathe, I head for the den.

Coming to a stop in the doorway I survey the room when I don’t see my mom or my dad right away.

Continuing through the den into the casting room, I inhale, taking in the smell of vervain before stepping into the room.

“Do you need any help? I know that my Claiming isn’t for another two weeks, but I still have access to my natural mage powers.”

Turning toward me with a small smile, my mother says, “Come hold the vervain over the ewer.” She holds out the light purple fern for me to take.

The vervain smells of thyme and rosemary mixed and has a soft feel. Growing up as a mage has allowed me to learn about so many herbs and plants that can be used for almost any kind of casting you want to perform.

For as long as I could remember my thumb has been green. Plants cover every inch of my room and when I was ten my mother helped me plant my very own garden. There is nothing more comforting to my soul than being surrounded by my flowers, ferns, herbs, and trees.

Reaching around my mother I position the vervain over the slight simmer inside the ewer.

Sighing, I ask, “Are you doing a protection spell or something stronger?”

Knowing what the basic makings of a protection spell are I notice that we have a few too many crystals on the table for this to be a simple protection casting. Moving to a better position for me to see my mother’s face while still doing as she asks, holding the plant in place, it doesn’t slip my notice that she has not responded. Or attempted to look up from what she is doing to make eye contact.

“Mother. Is everything all right?”

“Isolabella”

Hearing her say my name with hesitation makes my palms start to sweat.

The hair on my arms start to stand up with the sudden shift in the room. Light mages possess the power to bend light wavelengths, which can produce laser-like weapons if done correctly. With the emotions I sense flowing out of my mother, fear has me taking a step away from her and the vervain away from the ewer at the same time.

My mom finally looks up and studies me. What she’s looking for I’m not sure, but once she finds it, she lets out a breath that she must have been holding.

Reaching out for my free hand she grips it tight and says in a low voice, “I’m going to do a casting that will allow me to listen through my witch’s eye when the Council meets.” She stares at me with fierce determination.

“That’s forbidden! If one of the Five senses your presence and you are caught you could be killed!” I all but shout.

Squeezing my hand harder, she yanks me over until I am flush against her.

“Keep your voice down or you will get us all killed and it won’t be by a dark mage. We need to know what’s going on and if it really is one of the dark. Why would one travel from Munder all the way to Cambridge to kill a light family that has no ties to the Council or anyone of meaning?”

“Mom, I don’t know the answer to that, but I do know that this is a huge risk, one that you shouldn’t be taking alone. If you are going to merge your powers with the casting, then I will lend as much as I can to you so it’s not only you, but they also find me within the spell.”

Proud eyes shine back at me as I look at my mother’s face. Stepping out of her space and moving back over to continue the casting I reach into the well of power in the center of my chest. Letting it flow out of me and into the herb in my hand, me and my mother stand together, dropping the herbs and crystals into the ewer waiting for the casting to begin.

As my mother heats the cauldron I stand with the ewer and herbs making sure we have all we need to do this correctly. Extending my fingers, I channel my light, pushing my energy to the center of my solar plexus and then slowly extending the powers to wrap around my fingers. The soft glow has always provided me comfort as I watch my light move down my arms into my fingers. Slowly turning over my hand I am fascinated at what we can do.

Speaking softly so I don’t lose focus. “I’m sending half of my energy into the ewer. That mixed with your energy should make the casting almost impossible to detect,” I tell my mother.

Adjusting my hands as they hover over the ewer, I release my energy and light into the ewer and place a little stardust around the edge so it’s unable to float out the top.

“Honey, that’s enough. Your father cannot know about this. Save the rest of your energy, so he is not able to sense your powers in use.”

She leans over to me so she can grab the ewer and repeat my steps. Being more experienced it takes half the time it took me and now we are ready to combine the crystals, ewer contents, and the cauldron brew.

I watch my mom slowly drop everything into the pot, letting it mix on its own. Mage magic is very powerful and likened to elemental powers. Holding her hand steady over the smoking cauldron she moves a small amount of air in a twisting motion to stir everything together.

“Where do we need to place the crystals?” I ask.

Worried that my father could come in and see what we are doing has floated through my mind a few times since we started.

Picking up on my thoughts, Mom smiles and peaks at me with a sheepish look on her face. “I may have told your dad we were having a talk about you and Patrick to keep him away.”

Laughter explodes out of me like a shot from a gun. That’s my mom. Always the clever one with a little fun added.

“That’s so perfect!” I exclaimed quietly.

Moving around the room as she finishes the casting, my mind goes back to the Atticus family. It’s then that I promise myself that we will find whoever did this, even if it was a dark mage.

The Claiming is only two weeks away and once my powers are at their most powerful there will be nothing standing in my way.

Our dark lord provides us our light to keep human nature under control and that is what I swear to do. Whatever it takes.


Chapter 3
Isolabella
[image: ]


Staring at my reflection I take in the intricate braid wrapping around my head and down one shoulder. I should be excited for my Claiming tomorrow night, but it doesn’t bring me pride like it did two short weeks ago.

It has been a very stressful thirteen days since my dad described the gruesome scene at the Atticus’ home. My mother has been focused on listening to the meetings through her witch’s eye and that’s been weighing on me.

The danger that comes with being treacherous is high with the punishment being death. A death filled with shame in front of the House of Light and all your family.

Glancing at my eyes, watching the flecks of gold within the deep green, I focus on covering the dark circles under my eyes. Patrick has not been back over since my father sent him home to warn his family. To make matters worse, the rules of tomorrow night have changed. Not just changed but made it almost impossible to be anything but fearful for what’s to come. According to my dad, the Council made a unanimous decision to make this a private Claiming, keeping the attendance nonexistent.

Focus... you can do this. Nothing has changed but the number of witnesses. I repeat for the hundredth time since I was informed of the update.

The only person, besides myself, that put up a fight was Patrick. My man is fierce. Knowing he can’t be there to protect me almost broke him.

The light mages allowed to attend are the Five, my parents, and myself. Of course, the Council will have hellhounds, the watchers, and guards there to protect them.

Taking a deep breath and stepping away from the mirror I walk over to my bed to pick up my iPod. Sticking it in the dock on my bedside table and pressing play on one of my favorite songs, Substance by Demi Lovato, I make sure it’s not too loud, knowing my parents could be near to hear the song.

“All right, Shadow, let’s head down for some food.” Chuckling at how fast the familiar hops off the bed and runs for the door, we head to the kitchen to eat.

The only thing that has me anticipating tomorrow night is the thought of getting my own familiar. Of course, it’s known that it might not happen the same night as the power awakening but that’s okay because just knowing that I could get a badass familiar made my mood improve already.

Making a plate of my mother’s famous Ballymaloe, Irish stew, and taking a seat at the island, I toss a few bites of meat down to Shadow.

“Are you feeding her table food, Bell?” my mother’s voice behind me causes me to jump and spill some of the hot stew on my chin.

Wincing as I say, “You know how much she loves your stew, Mom. A little won’t hurt, plus it keeps her powered up in case you need her.”

Smiling to myself, my mother comes into view on my right and I immediately notice how worn down she seems. Her ashy brown hair seems dull and her normally bright blue eyes look exhausted.

“Mom, you need to rest. The casting we did has been taking a lot out of you and tomorrow will be even more draining!”

“Honey, don’t worry about me, just make sure you are ready for what’s to come tomorrow night and I will be fine. Your power supply has helped keep the magic active and that’s all that matters.” Walking over to the stove, she turns the burner off and places a lid on the pot to keep it warm.

Speaking in a low voice I express my worry about the ceremony, “I’m worried that Patrick won’t stay away tomorrow and that could lead to him shaming his family for breaking light law. Please speak to Dad to see if they can allow just one extra person. Mom, please. Making it through tomorrow will be hard enough without him, I don’t need him in danger at the same time.”

Sighing and turning to face me she says, “Bell that’s just not possible. I understand how you feel but once the Five has voted there is nothing more we can do. During your ceremony I will not leave your side, even when the dark lord shows up to do your blessing. You have my word.”

Her voice is so sure and firm that it settles the nerves and fear in my bones. Relaxing in my seat as I continue to eat, my power simmers below my skin now that my mind is put at ease.

Once I finish eating, I kiss my mother on her cheek before heading to my room. Showered and ready for bed, I do a small casting with my hanging dream catcher to keep my sleep as peaceful as possible.

Lying down, I process the past few days and wonder what the Council is going to do once they find who murdered the mages. Even though we are light mages we still possess powerful magic and with that comes a responsibility to protect those who are not as powerful. Being in a family that is connected to the Council my magic should be above most mages in strength and that puts me in a place of power. One that I’m not sure I want.

Power and status have never mattered to me and the choices made by the Council have never felt right. Something about Marcus doesn’t sit well with me. There is a darkness in his eyes that doesn’t match the natural light that they hold.

Calming my mind for the night I try to remove all these thoughts from my focus. Moving to better, more attractive thoughts, Patrick comes to my mind, and I ease into my mattress preparing for a deep sleep.

A deep light surrounds me that eases off my dream catcher, as it drops down over my pillow, and covers me in a slight blue hue. Feeling the peaceful work of my casting my eyes start to close only to pop open when a certain tabby jumps up on the bed.

Really... I think as I laugh at how she tries to move around my bed to find a place to sleep. As she settles against my knees, I feel myself start to drift off into a deep restful sleep.

Wiping the fog from my bathroom mirror the next morning, I get started on my makeup for today. My Claiming day is finally here and even though things have changed, and new rules have been put into place I find myself unable to keep the grin off my face. Tightening the towel around me, I apply foundation and get to work.

By the time I’m finished the person looking back at me gives me the confidence that I needed to get through the day. Not to brag or anything but my cat-eye mixed with the perfect silver shimmer shade of eyeshadow make my eyes and silver hair pop. My friend, Victoria, would be so proud of my flawless work.

Now that my makeup is finished, I walk into my room, it’s time to get into the dress Patrick and I picked up from the Vail Hi shopping center. A smirk finds my face as I think back to when he saw me try this bad boy on before we left the shop. Baby, this fits your curves like a glove. I can’t wait to peel it off your sexy ass and admire the view. At the time his deep raspy growl made my thighs clench.

The dress is a skintight stretchy material that hugs my hourglass frame with added support for my ample chest. Pulling the dress up and over my hips I adjust the white fabric and move over to my standing mirror to make sure the back is in place. My dress is tight all the way down to my knees where the back of the dress flows down to the ground and the front shows my legs in an open style. My favorite part, though, has to be the corset-style top that has a drop between my breasts, making my cleavage look hot as hell.

Sitting down on my bed to pull on my short, white boots with a black belt around the ankle I’m all but finished getting ready for tonight. The last thing I do before leaving my room to find my parents is curl my long hair to flow down my back in big beach curls.

Okay. It’s time. You can do this, Bell. It’s now or never. My personal pep talk is all it takes for me to pull myself together and head out the door.

Walking down the hall I bump into my mom who is coming around the corner looking fierce in her white pant suit and black sandals. On Claiming night, we all wear white to honor our Coven and light mage status.

Mom takes me in and assesses my outfit for approval. This is the first time she is seeing the dress and as I wait for her to speak my nerves pick up. It’s very important for me to have my mom’s blessing on my appearance.

With a wide smile my mom says, “Oh, my beautiful girl, you did so good. I couldn’t have picked a better dress for you to wear!”

That’s all I needed to hear to bring on the tears.

“Oh, honey, it’s going to be a magical night no matter who is there. This is all about honoring you and the dark lord.”

Wiping under my eyes, and laughing, I say, “Don’t make me ruin my makeup, Mom.”

Meeting with my dad at the front door we lock up and head out to the car.

We all settle into my dad’s Dodge truck since it is the best vehicle to make the drive into the Belvoir Forest in Northern Ireland. Our sacred altar for the Claiming ceremony is deep in the forest near a small creek that flows through the entire forest.

As we head out, I stare out the window and watch the landscape go by and admire the beauty of my town. Once we reach the edge of Cambridge, we hit a dirt road that leads to the opening in the forest.

After a good hour I spot a line of torches leading into the woods about forty yards in front of us. My breathing starts to pick up as soon as we pull up to the opening causing my hands to shake and my skin to buzz.

I have been told that on the night of your power awakening your powers are at their strongest and you start to experience the full extent of the pull. Closing my eyes for the rest of the drive I allow myself to focus on the center of my chest where the buzz has begun to get louder in my ears.

Before I’ve had time to take a few deep breaths the truck comes to a sudden stop and my eyes pop open. This is it. My mind races as my father gets out to open my door and grab my hand to help me step out.

Turning, I see the Five standing at the edge of the trail with their guards, hellhounds, and watchers standing at their backs.

“Okay, let the party begin,” I mumble to myself.


Chapter 4
Isolabella
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Freaky... That is the only thing that comes to mind when I take in the hellhounds and watchers standing together behind the Council. One of the hounds takes me in as if it can sense my curiosity. My eyes roam over their bodies. The hounds are twice the size of a large wolf and black. They are huge. More like massively overgrown. Ebony black almost blending into the night, and they might if it wasn’t for their deep glowing eyes the color of a ruby jewel mixed with the flames that lick up their legs in a wild eerie type of way.

Standing just to the left of the two hounds are two watchers. They are dressed in all black with gold wrist armor and their robes flowing open to reveal hard, stone-like abs. Watchers are neither mage nor demon but something likened to stone gargoyles who have been created to lead the hellhounds.

Taking a deep breath, I step away from my father and address the Council knowing that I need to present myself as a strong member of the Coven if I want to prove myself worthy of becoming one of the Five.

“It’s nice to see you all again. Tonight, has been long awaited for my family.”

Maeve, the only female on the Council, looks at me as if she is bored. Her deep brown eyes take me in. “Yes, well, shall we?” She motions for me to move forward on the path that leads to the altar.

Walking through the Belvoir Forest with my parents behind me, the hounds with their watchers on each side of me, and the Council in front of me, I prepare myself for what is to come.

“Isolabella, you look absolutely stunning tonight. I’ve been waiting to see your powers come in. I can almost taste it,” Cillian whispers in my ear on a breathy moan.

I’m startled because his approach was silent and took me by surprise. His tone sends a chill down my spine as I take in his meaning. Fuck that was weird. Laughing it off, I state, “This night is very important to me and my family. Showing my loyalty to the dark lord and the Council is my only wish for how tonight will go.”

Shaking off the weird vibes that Cillian gave me, I pick up speed to catch up to the other Council members ahead of me. A few short yards in front of us the trail opens into a large oval clearing with giant, red oak trees that stretch far above our heads. As we reach the opening, I catch myself pausing to not only admire but digest my surroundings.

Directly in the center of the space is a stone altar and around that are four flame torches lit with over two-foot-high flames. Assuming magic is the cause for how large the flames are I move my assessing gaze to the altar. The first thing that catches my eye is the long-jagged dagger next to a vial that, with a guess, holds a binding elixir that the dark lord uses on all mages, dark or light.

Inhaling a deep breath as I turn to Ronan, the one Council member that has never made me uncomfortable, I ask, “When do we start?”

“Now,” a deep scratchy voice responds.

Turning to my left I see Marcus walking toward me with bindings meant to hold me to the altar as my powers unlock.

My eyes widen a little as it all starts to sink in that this is happening. In a few short moments the dark lord will bless me, and my light magic will finally be fully free.

“Bell.” My mother’s voice has me turning away from Marcus. “I am here with you. Remember my promise, darling. By your side is where I will be the entire ceremony.” She gives me a soft smile as Marcus walks me over to the altar and has me lie flat on my back.

With my head pointed to the sky, the only option I have is to admire the bright stars in a sea of dark sky. This is it. Slight tremors take over as my nerves come back tenfold. Knowing how a Claiming is done and being in the middle of one is completely different.

Turning my head as much as I can as Marcus ties me to each corner of the stone, I watch as the hellhounds and their watchers take up posts at each corner of the opening.

While my mother is standing with me, I spot my father at the end of the trail speaking with Maeve in hushed tones.

Closing my eyes to collect myself and letting the calming sounds of the wind rustling the trees settle in my bones. Nature. That’s where I feel the most at home and that’s what I make myself focus on while the ceremony begins.

Forming a sort of square around the altar and in turn me, the Five start to chant as they each hold a different item. Marcus with a fern of vervain, Maeve with burning rosemary, Ronan with thyme, Cillian holding a light symbol crest, and my dad is holding an item of mine.

“Breathe, Bell. This is your right of passage,” my mother says in a low voice to not disturb the others.

Closing my eyes, I let the voices wash over me as they repeat the same phrase over and over again, “Ajji Majji la Tarajji.”

With each repeated word I can feel the pull on my powers. Squeezing my eyes shut I focus on how my magic feels. The changes that my body can sense. Each time they repeat the casting my skin gets tighter; I can feel the flames around me get brighter and hotter. On the final chant as my skin grows tighter and my body is slick with sweat, I feel it. It is as if someone opened the door to hell itself to release the heat and energy building up deep in my bones.

Fuck. Never did I prepare myself for the pain that I would experience. Just as I feel like it might ease up there is a blast of absolute fiery heat against my skin that takes the oxygen out of my lungs. Gasping for air my hands shoot up only to be pulled down tight by my bindings. That’s when I feel him. The dark lord. His presence overshadows any pain that my body was feeling and casts a warm glow over me. Opening my eyes, I come face to face with the dark lord himself, who is nothing I imagined.

Deep red eyes stare into my soul as the heat kicks up around us and ten-foot walls of flames surround the oval opening.

“Don’t fear me, little one. For we were brought here tonight to serve you.”

I can’t speak. I am frozen. Eyes widening, I am about to freak out when a low chuckle has me pausing.

Standing up from his leaned over position the dark lord picks up the dagger to dip it in the vial sitting next to my hip.

“You won’t be able to move for this part, little one. For your safety, of course.”

Dipping the dagger into the liquid for the second time, he lifts it over my head. This has me slamming my eyes closed as my hands fist as tight as they can. Shit. Shit. Shit. Feeling him standing over me, his shadow blocks out the fire lighting the night. Just as the Council starts to chant again, I feel my mother’s hand pry my fist open as she slips hers into mine.

On the third chant the dagger makes contact with my forehead and the burn that comes next knocks the wind out of my chest. I squeeze my eyes impossibly tighter as my lungs try to pull in air. On the final swipe of the symbol, I feel it. My powers build from the bottom of my toes and move upward to my fingertips. As the blinding energy bursts from my hands and chest my hands yank free with a strength, I didn't know I had.

Screaming. I hear screaming. Slamming into a sitting position I release one final ear-splitting scream and light magic shoots out of my eyes as they pop open.

“What. The. Fuck.”

“What was that?”

“How did she do that?”

“Powerful.”

Four voices speak all at once, but I can’t tell who said what because my being is in so much pain. Two large hands grip my shoulders making me spin around in shock and slight fear.

Standing over two feet taller than me with obsidian black wings that cross between angel wings and bat wings is the dark lord. He tilts his head as he studies me, making me uneasy.

Feeling like I am being rude I kneel and offer my hand to him. Surprise hits me as I feel warm soft hands clasp over mine.

“Stand, young one. You have shown great power tonight.” He almost sounds as if he is contemplating what that means.

Standing as I face him, I try to smile but it feels more like a grimace. Damn.

Giving me a smirk, he sweeps around me and sniffs.

Well damn.

“Your powers have been released, little one. Use them wisely as I fear you have much coming your way.” He leans in for only me to hear and says, “Trust no one. I see a path of danger, betrayal, and death headed your way.”

Moving away from me, he makes a show of power using flames and black inky smoke to carry him into the ground.

Holy shit. What just happened.

Just as I start to think that tonight is over as my breathing evens out a sharp piercing pain bites into my thigh. My mother’s scream hits my ears right as an arrow sails past me and into the tree up ahead.

Jumping back and turning I spot six Cloaked running into the clearing.

Stumbling back on my heels, the pain hitches higher, making me glance down. There, in my upper thigh, is a fucking arrow. WHAT. THE. FUCK.

Right before my hands touch the arrow to try to remove it my body slams into the ground. Shoving the weight off me I roll over on top of the figure and wrap my hands around its throat. My fighting skills have been honed to focus on overpowering my opponent. Wishing I had some sort of weapon on me I search the clearing for help and spot my father standing over Maeve, who seems to be hurt and bleeding. That’s when I notice that Marcus, Ronan, and Cillian are no longer in the clearing, and they must have taken the hellhounds with them.

“MOM!” I yell as my arms struggle to subdue the Cloaked figure underneath me.

Running. I hear someone running at me at full speed and as I tilt my body away from my target, my head turns just in time for another one to plant their foot in my chest.

Heaving out air, I struggle to breathe from the blow. My father’s voice in the distance is barely heard over the sound of grunting and flesh meeting bone.

I need to get out from under my attacker. Using all the training I have I manage to roll away from the one who took me down. Jumping into a crouch, I assess the damage. My leg is bleeding badly, and the arrow is still lodged into my thigh. I’m afraid it’s hit bone, and my body is spent.

“What do you want?” I yell at the Cloaked figures that are getting to their feet. Nothing. They don’t speak. They don’t move. I can’t even see their eyes. It’s as if their faces are nothing but a cloud of dark smoke.

Waiting for them to make their move I notice something is off. Something is missing. Not something, someone… Mom

My eyes search the clearing while trying to keep my attackers in front of me. Although they seem to just be staring at me or at least that’s what I assume. It’s hard to tell when they have no face or eyes.

Shaking from everything that’s happened tonight, I barely manage to take a step back without losing my footing. My focus is on finding my mother, but I can’t let them take me by surprise again.

“Dad, is Maeve, okay? Marcus, Ronan, and Cillian left.” Breathing heavily, I curse. “I can’t see Mom. Where are they?” My voice waivers as tears leak from my eyes. The salt from my tears burns the cuts on my face from slamming into the ground.

My dad’s voice carries across the way, “Maeve is hurt. She took an arrow to the stomach.”

I glance to my left, noticing that the dark lord left the dagger lying on the altar. The altar that is two short feet away.

Looking away from the weapon so I don’t bring attention to it, I shift slightly to see if my leg can hold weight. The burn has me pausing a step, but I know that I must push through the pain to find my mother.

One more slide to the left ever so slowly and my hand would be able to reach the blade. Bending slightly to seem as though I am checking my legs, I allow my left hand to close over the handle. One, two, three. Lunging forward I slam the blade into the Cloaked that took me down. The dagger lodges into their throat as my legs wrap around their knees to take them to the ground.

The second Cloaked grabs me by my arms to pull me off when my mom launches from behind the altar with a bloody arrow and shoves it into the smokey face of the cloaked. Releasing me to claw at his face I turn back to the one I have under me.

Gurgling on blood, I press the blade deeper into their flesh. “Who are you?” Shoving more, I grit out, “Who sent you?” Still nothing. Anger bubbles in the pit of my stomach and fills my chest with light power. “WHO SENT YOU?” My light power bursts out of my hands pushing the blade straight through the throat and severing their head.

Panting, I stand and turn to help my mother when she gasps. “Isolabella, your eyes. They are glowing gray.”

Dropping to my knees as the last of my energy leaves my body, unable to stand any longer.

Looking up at my mom as she moves over the Cloaked she took down, I see it. The last Cloaked at the back of the clearing and time slows. Before I have time to lunge forward, the arrow has been released as my scream spills out, “NOOO!!!”

No. no, no, no. Please, no. Rushing to my feet I run over to my mom as she falls to the ground. Oh Fuck. There is so much blood.

“Dad!”

Holding my mom down as she tries to move, I push my hands around the arrow in her chest to stop the bleeding. Healer.

“We need a healer. Dad! We need a healer.”

Tears flow down my face as my dad slides down beside me to grab my shoulder. Please, Mom, don’t leave me. Blood. I never knew how strong the smell of blood could be.

“Mom, please stay with me. Where is the healer?!”

Looking at my dad’s face and seeing him cry as my mother bleeds out sets off something inside me.

“Bell.” My mother’s voice is so low that I lean down to hear her.

“Bell, please listen to me. Go.” She gasps for air. “Go to Munder. Find the truth.”

Confused, I swing my gaze to my father. A questioning look is all he gives me.

“Mom, I can’t leave you. The healer will be here soon. I promise I won’t leave you.” Sobs take over as I lie across my mom’s chest covering myself in her blood in the process.

My mom’s voice, lower than ever, pushes out, “Run. Go through the Phantom Grove, and head to Munder. Bell, listen. You…” Her breathing gurgles as blood fills her lungs. “You need to find Apollo, the dark mage.”

My hands shake as I grab my mom’s face. “I love you so much. Please don’t leave me, I need you.”

“Go. Go now. Run. More are coming.” Watching her skin whiten by the second, the flowing blood starts to slow.

I stifle my sobs as I pull my strength to the forefront and lean down to kiss my mom on her forehead as the last ragged breath releases from her. I whisper, “I will honor you. Forever.” I close her eyes and stand.

Sighing deeply, I survey the area for a moment. Three dead Cloaked, three escaped Cloaked, three missing Council members, one dead Council member, and my mother. My mom is dead. Gone forever. And my magic was powerless to do anything to heal her.

Grabbing my shoes from the end of the altar I walk up to my father and have him pull out the arrow in my leg. Reaching down I tear the back of my dress off and tie it around my wound.

Taking in a calming breath, I state, “I have to honor what she wanted.”

With the promise to call and to be safe, I slip on my white boots that stand out against my blood-soaked dress showing no white fabric left.

I walk out of the Belvoir with nothing more than my bloody dress and a dagger hanging in my hand.


Chapter 5
Isolabella
[image: ]


Two days. That’s how long it’s been since I watched the light leave my mother’s eyes. That’s how long my dress has had to dry and cling to my skin. Two damn days with blisters so bad I ditched my shoes thirty-six hours into my run.

My dad should have sent Patrick after me once I left but no one has found me yet. Whether that’s a good thing or not I’m not sure. Keeping the tears at bay seems almost impossible but my mother would want me to be strong and show no fear. Fear is the last thing I am feeling right now; it’s the brimming anger that I feel bubbling to the surface that takes over my entire body.

I slide to the ground near the stream that flows through Phantom Grove and cup my hands to collect a drink of water. This has become my only source of substance since leaving the ceremony forty-eight hours ago.

The cool water soothes my throat as I drink my fill. As my hands dip back into the stream to cup another handful, I hear leaves rustling and a twig snap. Using my newfound light powers, pushing my magic to the forefront of my focus, I emit a beam of white light to banish any dark shadows trying to hide.

“Show yourself,” I demand in a harsh tone. Trying to stay firm without being too loud as to draw attention to my location. “If you’re not here to kill me, keep moving. I have had enough bullshit this week.”

One quick deep chuckle has me pausing.

I know that sound. Shifting off my knees I use my hands to push into a standing position and slowly turn toward the sound.

“I thought I loved the dress on you before but seeing you covered in dried blood, mud, and leaves really does it for me, Bell.”

Patrick makes his way over to me and wraps me in a tight hug. Inhaling his scent, my body slumps into him as his calming presence allows me to finally relax.

Looking into his eyes, my hand rubs his sharp jaw and scruffy beard. “Did my dad send you? What did he tell you? My… my mom.” I break off into sobs. “My mom is gone. I will never see her again. She… died in my arms!” I wail against his chest.

Rubbing circles into my back, he walks me over to a fallen oak tree to let me sit down next to him. Holding my hand while his hand runs up and down my back in a soothing motion, he has me explain everything from the last two days.

As I finish giving him all the details, even the ones I didn’t want to remember, he explains how he found me. My father and Patrick did a casting to track me so he could come to me.

“Did you bring anything with you? I know it’s the least of my problems, but this dress is covered in my mom’s blood and my feet are bloody and blistered. Did my dad send anything to clean my wounds with?” I lift the dress up above my thigh. “We had to pull out the arrow, but the bleeding has just barely stopped.”

“Fuck, Bell. This needs to be cleaned. Right now.” He stands and slings a black backpack off his shoulder.

As he pulls out his supplies, I take the time to study him. Dressed in khaki cargo pants, a long sleeve black shirt that hugs his biceps, and black hiking boots, he is a walking wet dream. His face is set in a scowl as he takes out a change of clothes, boots, and a few parcels that appear to be a map.

“Any food in there by chance? Surviving off only stream water is not the way I want to go.”

His laugh eases something in my chest as he hands me two folded paper towels with two peanut butter sandwiches.

“Thank fucking hell,” I moan as I scarf them both down while Patrick cleans my wound. Wincing a few times as he wraps my leg with white compression bandages. Swallowing down my last bite, my gaze meets Patrick’s as he finally has time to really take in my appearance. By the look in his eyes and the slight glow of white staring back at me I would say it’s not good.

Taking a moment to calm himself, he says past clenched teeth, “How the hell did this happen? The three Council members are still missing, Maeve and your mother are dead, and look at you!” He is practically shouting.

Picking up the clothes he set to the side I stand and walk over to the stream and hang them on a branch. Warmth hits my back as he walks up behind me, and his hands run down my arms and settle on my waist. Leaning in to kiss my neck, his breath tickles across my skin causing a needy moan to escape.

Reaching up to untie my corset, he slides my dress down gently over my thighs and then lifts my feet to remove it completely. Energy buzzes just below my skin as his heat engulfs me when his hand grabs my chin to pull my face to him and his mouth crashes down in a biting kiss that steals the air in my lungs. His kiss is bruising and dominant as he takes every bit of energy I have left to give and swallows it down with my moans.

A slight light catches my attention as I open my eyes to see his eyes glowing a bright white.

“Bell, your eyes,” he utters between pants.

“Your eyes are glowing!” I exclaim.

“So are yours. They’re gray. I have never seen a mage with gray eyes,” he says quietly, almost as if in wonder.

The buzz under my skin gets stronger the longer we stand here staring into each other’s eyes. “What was that? It’s almost like my energy pool is refilling,” I say softly,

“We shared energy. Bell, I think I gave you some of my life force when we kissed.”

Shock hits me as the realization of what we just did dawns on me. Energy sharing is impossible for light mages unless you have a deep soul bond. Holy shit. I can still feel it. A loud laugh bursts free as his energy swirls around me and provides almost a refreshing feeling. It’s like I took a ten-hour nap.

“This feels amazing. How do you feel? Did I drain you? Did you know we could do this? Are you okay?” Shock turns into worry as my thoughts take over on what this could mean.

“It’s okay, Bell, nothing has been taken from me. My soul reached out to heal what belongs to him. You. You belong to me, Bell. Always.”

Pulling back slightly and resting his forehead against mine, he whispers, “Wash up, Bell, it’s time to become the badass we all trained you to be.”

He steps back so I can walk into the stream to clean off the reminder of my family’s loss. Watching the water turn red my mind goes back to what my mom told me, and I struggle to make sense of it.

“Why would she tell me to go to Munder and find a dark mage?” I question as I stride to the branch holding my clothes. Perfect. Smiling at what Patrick packed me I dress quickly to keep the chill in the air from making me shiver.

Sliding down into a crouch, I lace up my black timberland boots. Standing as I slide my dagger into its holster, I come face-to-face with Patrick, his heated eyes take in the outfit he brought.

“If I knew you would look so hot dressed like that I would have bought you this a long time ago.”

Looking down at my fitted frame to take in what I’m wearing. With black cargo pants that have a thigh holster for my dagger, a long sleeve black shirt that clings to my body, black sap gloves that expose only my fingers, and a bandana to cover my silver hair.

Snickering at his response, I slide over to him. “Braid my hair?” I ask.

Moving behind me his hands run against my scalp to collect the wavy tangled mess that I’m sure looks close to a rat’s nest.

Given the fact that we don’t have a brush and my hair hasn’t been washed in two days, I keep still as he braids my hair as tight as possible.

We start walking once he finishes with my hair. Not really knowing where we are headed but knowing we need to find cover for the night, we keep pushing forward. Hands clasped together, we run over everything we know about the Five as well as their hellhounds and watchers.

Who conveniently disappeared during the fight with the Cloaked? Nothing makes sense.

“Looking back at how the night went it’s almost like my mom knew something might happen. When the dark lord was there, he smelled me. That can’t be normal.”

Giving me a weird look, he says, “He smelled you? Are you sure of that…” Patrick trails off into thought.

“Yes. I’m positive and that’s not all either. When he unlocked my powers and they burst free he seemed surprised to see me hold that much magic. Almost like he was curious.” Thinking back to the events during that night nothing seems to make any sense to me.

“We are going to find the answer, Bell, that I promise you. Do you remember the name of the mage we are going to look for?”

Pushing into my memories I try to remember his name. “Uhh… yea, Apollo. Yeah, that’s what she called him. Mom told me to go to Munder and find Apollo and look for the truth. Does that mean he knows something?”

“The truth? What truth are we searching for?” he asks as we continue to hike through the Phantom Grove woods. The woods that belong to the dark mages of Munder.


Chapter 6
Isolabella
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Grunting, I jump back up into my crouching position. “Shit.” Rolling my shoulders, I improve my stance for better leverage. A huff of air leaves my lungs when my feet push off the damp dirt picking up speed as fast as I can. Extending one arm to brace and using my other hand to reach low as I barrel down into a roll only to shove off the ground to throw a swift kick.

Rough hands grab my legs and slam me into the ground. “Again.”

“Fuck you,” I blurt and roll onto my stomach to push off the forest floor. Turning around, my pissed off stare takes in Patrick casually leaning against a large oak tree.

It’s been four days since he found me and every day is spent the same way: Training. While my physical attacks are getting better, it’s my powers that need honing.

“I don’t need this! What I need is to practice my magical defenses.” My anger gets the best of me because no matter how hard we train nothing will ever be the same again.

“Stop. Look at me, Bell.” Patrick walks over to me and slides his hands to rest on each side of my face.

Tilting my face up, his breath fans across my sweat-soaked skin. “Any defense is better than no defense. Yes, you need to work on your light powers but that takes time. We do not have time.”

His voice is low and while he means well, it doesn’t settle the fire in my stomach and the pure need to find my mother’s killer and figure out how we got here. No one can be trusted. Not the House of Light, not the Five, and right now I second-guess trusting myself.

Shaking off my emotions and getting back into my fighting stance, I prepare to continue.

“No. That’s enough for today. We need to fill up our water before nightfall and head to shelter.”

Reaching over to toss his arm around me, we start our trek up the steep hill that blocks the cliffs of Moher where the ancient Ireland castles are in ruins. As we crest the hill, I bring up the same conversation that we have been arguing about for the last twenty-four hours.

Patrick thinks we should head back to Cambridge now that he has located me to see if we can find more information there but that’s not my plan. My mother pointed me on this path with her last breath and nothing will stop me from finding the truth she told me to search for.

“We need to survey the areas on the map to locate the best way to get to Munder unseen. Dark mages are not as welcoming to strangers but even less so if they know who my father is.”

Being in a family on the Council paints a target on my back if I am outside of the light mage city and I am far from home. Slowing my pace, my eyes slide over to take in Patrick’s expression. Knowing this is not something he approves of doesn’t stop me from pushing.

“My mother knew something was going to happen. That is what my gut is telling me. Why would she prepare to stay by my side the entire Claiming waiting for something to go down?” Taking a deep breath, my hands buzz with energy, I continue, “She used her witch’s eye to listen into Council meetings, and shortly after we are attacked and she is killed?” No. This doesn’t add up.

Squeezing my shoulder as we come to a stop at the front of our makeshift home over the last few nights, he turns me toward him. Resting his forehead on mine he exhales slowly. “No matter what we do to prepare you nothing will ever prepare me for losing you. It can’t happen. So, you need to train before you even think about leaving this forest.”

His last words are a low grunt as his mouth takes mine in a heated battle that I never win. Not that I want to. My lips part to let his tongue swipe inside as my moan escapes.

Feeling him walk me backward, my back hits something hard and cold, stone from the feel of it. His hands grip just below my ass and squeeze, signaling me to jump and wrap my legs around him.

Breaking away from my mouth his lips slide down my jaw to my collarbone as he places nips and soft kisses in his path downward.

Gasping, my head rolls back against the stone to provide him better access. “Patrick.” My voice a low needy rasp.

One hand slips up under my shirt as his rough palm cups my bra making my back arch and a breathy sound escape. Before his hand can slip under the cup of my bra to graze my skin there is a rustling sound to my left that has us pausing.

Dropping me down faster than I expected, he spins around to block me between him and the large stone.

I try to quiet my breathing to listen for any signs of attack, but nothing can be heard over the sound of my heart slamming against my chest.

“Stay here. Do not move,” Patrick orders me as he walks forward a few yards in the direction the noise came from. He circles around before coming back to grab my hand and pull me into our man-made hut.

Sitting down to collect myself, my mind and heart are racing with each new sound the wind brings. Not sure how long we sit there. I start to get antsy when Patrick speaks. “Let’s lay low for the night and tomorrow we can move our camp somewhere else. We will do as you wish and move toward the city of Munder, but if someone comes for you or any signs of danger appear I will throw you over my shoulder and drag your ass back to my house. Is that understood?”

Taken aback by his show of dominance, I find myself unable to speak.

Grabbing my chin and yanking me to him, he repeats, “Do you understand me?”

“I will not go back until I find out the truth,” I reply through clenched teeth.

“Then I will have no choice but to tie your sexy ass to my bed.”

I roll my eyes and shove his chest, forcing him to release me.

“Let’s get some rest. Tomorrow is going to be a long hike.”

Patrick’s soft steady snores are the only sound heard in our shelter as I lie awake looking at the sky through spots of open branches in the wooded roof we put together. Unable to settle my thoughts but not wanting to wake Patrick, I head out to the stream for fresh water.

Smiling softly at the fact that we never filled up yesterday after the day’s events, I head over thirty paces to the stream.

Looking out at the sky I admire the light hue of pink as the sun just barely starts to crest the horizon. I allow myself to sink into the soft dirt while the few bottles we have fill with water. I was raised to be strong. To be the head of the house when needed. But no amount of training could prepare me for what’s coming. When the dark lord himself warns you about your future, you know shit’s about to go down.

Closing my eyes, I do what I do best, connect with nature.

Sinking my hands into the wet ground on the edge of the creek I shift my fingers deeper. Pulling my powers to the center of my solar plexus I tip my head back and hum. Pushing the soft hum of power into the land, I allow the feeling to feed my energy and soothe my soul. The wind picks up as I sway slightly as if we are speaking softly to each other. The breeze whirls around my hair, lifting a small strand, it almost feels like a playful dance. Stretching my hands deeper into the dirt as my fingers hit mud lower into the surface, my light causes a glow just behind my eyelids. Inhaling as deep as my lungs allow, I pull everything into me. Absorbing every drop of energy connecting me to the earth, I feel my light expanding.

My eyes shoot open as I take in the pure white light surrounding me but as my eyes adjust two things become clear. The first, my light is a deep gray, and the second has me shooting to my feet.

I am not alone out here. Assessing the woods around me as I shove my magic skyward to cast a light glow, my instincts tell me I am not in immediate danger.

The hairs on the back of my neck stand as branches just above me creak and crack. Avoiding making too much noise, my steps are quieted by the damp forest floor.

I circle around a large red oak tree as I hear a soft gurgling croak that catches me off guard. That was not human. The Phantom Forest has not been known to house many creatures because wildlife has a sort of sense to stay away from mages of all kinds but especially dark mages.

Backing away from the tree my feet make slow steps over to the stream for our water. We cannot lose the only water canteens we have for our journey. Keeping my eyes ahead and body facing the big, red oak I slowly reach down to scoop up our things. The split second my eyes leave the tree; a large black shape drops from high above and dives directly at me.

“Holy shit!”

Scrambling up from my crouched position I spin around trying to prepare for an attack. The sun is just starting to rise above the tree line, casting a brighter orange color allowing me to see. Taking a deep breath to collect myself, my head turns to the left just as a large black bird flies at me.

Dropping down to duck as it flies back and circles around.

“What the hell do you want?” I scream at the bird. Not caring if I draw attention at this point. Dropping the water to land at my feet, I feel for my light and tug it just below my skin in case I need it.

Closing my eyes, I spread my arms wide and start to hum, casting a calming aura around me. I hear another gurgling croak and wind at my back as its wings beat furiously behind me. My hair swirls in the air as my light picks up but it’s not my doing. Something is pulling at my magic as it starts to vibrate inside me.

My humming gets louder as the power takes over and my eyes open and I just know they are glowing.

Looking around me I see that my entire body, hair, everything is a bright gray light, and no matter how hard I try I can’t stop my power from flaring and pulling under my skin. The wind slows but just as the wings stop beating behind me, long sharp talons land on my arm.

My mouth opens to let out a scream when a warm pressure is felt. I glance left to see a large cat-sized black raven on my arm. I notice that while the talons are deep into my bicep, it feels like my powers are healing my wounds.

Not knowing if this is someone’s familiar or a wild animal, I stand completely still while I come up with a plan.

Calm, young one.

The sound makes me stagger backward because no one spoke out loud. Looking into the raven’s eyes, a deep black with white specks stare back at me.

“Did you just talk to me?” Oh, great, now I am losing my mind. Laughing at myself for talking to a bird. I try to shake it off because my arm can’t handle the weight anymore. The raven drops. Landing on its feet, the raven pushes into the air and perches on a limb across from me.

Have a seat. We have much to talk about. Much to learn of each other.

Yeah, that’s it. I am not doing this today. Turning, I start to speed-walk without breaking into a full run, the raven swoops past me and lands just ahead.

Settle. I am Ethereal. I will be your familiar to guide you in this lifetime.

Letting out a deep breath my steps falter as I stumble to a fallen log to sit. Closing my eyes briefly to clear my head, I think back to what I know of familiars. My mother’s was Shadow, which was a cat, and had most likely passed when my mom died.

“I wasn’t aware ravens were familiars. You are large for a bird. How did you find me?” I feel silly talking to a bird. Could Shadow speak to my mother?

I can feel your worry. You must ease your mind so we can communicate silently.

“I can speak to you in your head as well?” Perfect… just what I needed right now.

The dark lord sent me to you because he senses that you are in great danger. There are things happening above that should not be possible. Things that are highly against the magical order.

“What do you mean? And what does that have to do with me?”

Our bond must be proven before I am allowed to give any information away. Before we can do that, I have a message from our dark lord.

Swallowing down my nerves as my hands start to sweat. “And that message would be?”

Isolabella, you are going to need me in the days, weeks, and months to come. You must accept me as your familiar. It’s not safe to speak out here. The woods of Munder have eyes that cannot be seen and ears that cannot be blocked with castings.

Okay. “You didn’t give me the message.” Getting antsy and not wanting to wait, I push out through my mind hoping it works. What did the dark lord say?

Our dark one said to look in the past to find where the truth lies. Nothing is as it seems, and you are not what others believe.

Well, fuck.


Chapter 7
Isolabella
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Look in the past to find where the truth lies. Nothing is as it seems, and you are not what others believe.

That message has been on repeat in my head since I recalled everything from this morning to Patrick. He has not been the most welcoming to Ethereal and that’s made today’s hike more difficult. We have been heading east for the past four hours moving toward the south edge of Munder. This is our best chance to slip into the city without being seen. From the maps trails and our time being split into walking and sleeping, we calculate hitting the edge of the city in three days’ time.

My raven has taken to the sky for the last hour to allow us to get used to her presence. Not that it’s going to be easy. She has, however, been practicing our distance for communication and that seems to be about roughly two miles in distance, including her being in the air.

Patrick hasn’t spoken a word in the last hour, but his face shows just how pissed off he is.

“I don’t understand how this changes anything. We still have to go to the dark city. How does my familiar affect this?” Walking fast to match my pace with him.

He doesn’t trust me.

Grunting is the only reply Ethereal gets from me as I wait for Patrick to say something, anything.

Spinning around so fast I bump into his chest, he grabs my arms and blurts out, “It’s very convenient that she shows up with some cryptic message right as we are heading into a dangerous situation while also on the run from very powerful beings. If the dark lord sent her, he could have provided a little fucking insight into this shitshow you were dragged into.”

My eyes widen as I yank out of his hold only for him to come right back toward me. Each step I take back he matches until my back hits bark. Sucking in a deep breath, my chin tips up as I give him a hard stare.

“I am not taking any chances with your safety. How many times do I have to tell you that you are mine to protect?” he declares.

Placing my hands on his shoulders as I force my body weight down, my knee connects with his body and then he drops. Stepping around him and turning to stand just over him, my hand closes around the handle of my dagger.

“I’m not the same Isolabella. No one will ever tell me what to do again and I will protect myself.” Kneeling down to get eye level with him I grab the back of his head and pull on his hair. “You are just as much mine and I am yours, don’t ever forget that.”

And with those words I slam my mouth over his in a fiery kiss that leaves us both breathless. Heat moves lower as my hands shove him onto his back in a show of dominance. One that I should have shown him a long time ago.

“We are equals in the fighting ring, but my powers consume yours. Do. Not. Ever. Test that again,” I state. Bending low, my teeth close over his ear and pull. “Here. Right now. This is when you own me. All of me. For yourself. My body belongs to you, for you to play with as you please, only you.”

My breathing becomes ragged as he pushes up into a sitting position and moves back until his body is rested against a tree. Large rough hands slide up my shirt while his hot mouth bites at my neck, causing me to release a long, low moan.

“You drive me crazy, Bell. The things your body and that mouth do to me should be illegal. My blood boils with every smart-ass thing that comes out of your mouth. I should bend you over right. Fucking. Now.”

Lifting me up, he pulls me over his lap to set me right on top of his hard length.

Using my core muscles, I flex my legs wider and push my weight down on top of him. The deep groan he lets out has heat pooling between my thighs.

His breaths come out in shallow spurts as he wraps his hand around my throat and applies pressure.

“Fuck.” My moan comes out raspy in response to his teeth grazing my jaw. Leaning down into his ear as he moves his hands under my ass and spreads me open more. “Don’t ever challenge me again. Now fuck me. Hard,” I demand.

Lifting up on my knees so his hands can reach under me to unzip his pants, I start removing my shirt and bra. Patrick hauls me up to take off my cargo pants causing my tits to bounce. Finally, fucking finally our clothes are gone.

“Come sit on me,” he says as his hands reach out to grip my hips. Moving me right over him, I slowly lower down on his hard length. He groans. “So wet for me. My baby girl is always ready.”

Yes. Fuck yes. Using his shoulders to support my weight I start to move when his wet mouth closes around my nipple, his other hand moves around to my ass and makes a loud hard slap.

“Ahh.” My moans become ragged, and he moves one hand around my waist and the other around my throat so he can shove me down as hard as he can repeatedly.

“Fuck, yes. My queen. You own my heart,” he whispers in my ear as our bodies shake and convulse with our releases. We hug and hold onto each other, breathing heavily.

After a few minutes, bodies coated in sweat, we stand to pull ourselves together and get dressed.

Patrick leans down to my ear. “Thinking about you walking all day with me running down your legs makes my dick hard all over again.” His words end on a grunt and my cheeks burn as I turn away to finish getting dressed.

“We need to find shelter soon. We have another few hours before the sun sets and I want to make sure we can rest tonight. Tomorrow we will need to hunt for food. We are running low on supplies.”

Getting back into our walk, my mind goes over a plan because no matter how much I convince him that I am strong enough for this, the truth is I don’t even know who I am anymore.

It is dusk out when we come across a little opening in the side of a stone wall running east of our path. Moving closer to check it out and to see if there are any signs of anyone or anything coming in or out, I call out to Ethereal, “I’m going to shine light inside, I need you to fly in to see if it’s safe to enter.”

On it.

Patrick moves over to me as my powers hum under the surface. Focusing on what I want them to do, my hands light up a deep gray and I move them to face the opening of the small, cave-like hole. Wind knocks my hair around as Ethereal swoops past us and into the cave. After roughly five minutes I can feel a tug on my mind.

It’s safe to come in. Could use a light cleaning and some dusting though.

Laughing, I grab Patrick’s hand and start walking forward. Stepping into the cave I am surprised that we don’t have to bend as we go. Being able to stand upright and use my light, I take in the cave that is, at a guess, about ten feet long and eleven feet wide.

“This is perfect. We could even cover the entrance with debris, so no one is able to find us while we sleep.”

“I’ll go out to get wood and water for everything we will need tonight. Why don’t you get everything settled here?” Setting his backpack down, which holds a lot more than I originally thought, he comes up to me and presses a kiss to my cheek. “Stay here, Bell. Talk to Ethereal and see if you can get more information from her.” He speaks low so she doesn’t hear him.

“Okay. Be safe.”

Stepping deeper into the room, I turn in a slow circle trying to work out how we are going to set everything up for the night. Moving over to the backpack and pulling out a few items I get to work. After half an hour I step back and pause, taking in the progress I was able to make.

Over to the right we have our sleeping bags, blankets, extra weapons, a few smaller water canteens, and the last of our food. To the left we have a small area that I set up to cast light with a few holding spells. I can tap into my power and feed these stones my light so we can see.

Thankfully, Patrick was able to pack a lot of supplies but we will be out of food by tomorrow and from the looks of the map, the stream we have been hiking near ends in a day’s time. We will need to plan for a refill stop before we exit the Phantom Grove because we don’t know what lies ahead.

The time alone has allowed me to truly go over everything I know and have learned. My biggest concern is not knowing what truth I am going to be learning or who this Apollo is. With him being a dark mage, there is no way for me to know how this meeting is going to go, so I will need to prepare for that when the time comes.

Remembering how my father and Maeve were standing together and whispering at my Claiming has also been bothering me, but that has moved down my list of important things to worry about.

One of the main things, outside of meeting Apollo in Munder, is my familiar and the message that she brought me from below. Our familiars are always sent to us when we need them most and they stay with us until death, which leads to their death. They are not able to survive once their mage is gone because the bond creates a tether of our souls.

“How do I trust you if you can’t give me more information? You are my familiar. That means you are supposed to protect me and that means giving me any information you might have.” I know she can hear me because of the echo that bounces off the walls.

Our bond is not secure and that keeps me from tying myself to you fully. You must be open to me for us to complete the bond. Then and only then will all our secrets be out in the open.

I don’t understand how to complete the bond. Hell, I don’t even know if I want to. I have so much other stuff to worry about and deal with. Why do I need to form a bond right now? We don’t even know if I will come out of Munder alive in a few days. You could die.

Going over to our sleeping area to grab a few crystals out of Patrick’s bag, I’m thankful that he thought to bring a few items for castings if needed. Once I have the crystals, I take a seat on my sleeping bag and open my hand.

“Come over here,” I say to my raven, and wait for her to fly over.

Landing right in front of my knee, her beady eyes take me in as her head tilts to the side. It’s almost enough to creep me out.

“What is the first step to securing our bond? Not that I think it’s a good idea but if we want to be as safe and prepared as possible, I need the information that you have.”

Before we can begin the bonding process, we need to create our own connection.

“I have already spoken to you silently. It’s just hard to do and speaking out loud is more comfortable to me.”

No. That’s not what I meant. We need to create our own connection to each other’s soul. Each familiar and mage pair opens their connection through opening their minds to each other. Yes, you spoke to me in my form of communication, but to truly connect with each other we need to share our minds.

What in the fuck are you talking about?

Mind sharing requires us to share all our memories, pains, sorrow, happiness, and everything in between. We must truly and completely pass through each other’s mind.

Leaning away from her, I take a moment before I speak. We never learned about this as mages. My mind can’t wrap around the thought of sharing everything with her even if she was sent to me. How could the dark lord tell me not to trust anyone and have my familiar ask for everything that I am, everything that I know, and basically my entire life. My history with Patrick, my family, my childhood. I would be sharing everything with Ethereal.

This is why it’s called creating a connection. It’s a start to our bond. This would open us up to each other in ways no other will be able to connect to you. Even your most loved Patrick.

Listen, you can’t ask me to trust you all at once, but I am willing to give this a shot because I need you and I need to know everything before shit hits the fan.

I’m glad we could reach an agreement, little one.

Rolling my eyes at the little one comment I ask, “How are we supposed to do this?”

“Do what?” Patrick’s deep voice causes me to jump as he comes into view at the opening of the cave.

Stepping inside, I notice all the wood he picked up for our fire and to cover the opening of the cave.

Getting up and walking over, I grab the water canteens from around his neck and place them next to our food. Waiting for him to finish placing the wood in the center of the area, my mind continues to race with a way to tell him what I agreed to do with Ethereal.

“While you were gone, I got to know Ethereal. Our best option for what’s coming is to have her on our side. Her being bound to me will serve to protect me and anyone closely related to me. That includes you.”

Giving me a look that lets me know he doesn’t like where this is going, he motions for me to continue.

“I have agreed to form a connection with her. This—”

“Stop. No. Just no. I know how you have to form the connection and I am not about to allow you to open your mind to a large fucking bird, Bell.”

Clenching my fist as I walk over to him, I stand as tall as I can to become eye level with Patrick. Looking him in the eyes, my voice is firm. “Out there in the woods I told you where we stand. For me to do what needs to be done I am taking my place on the Council when I get home. No one is going to stop me from doing what I need to do.” Pushing a finger into his chest, I continue, “Do not test me, Patrick. My love for you will never waiver, but it’s time people stopped underestimating me.” With that I shoot a small zap of power into his chest and send him to the ground.

“This is the second time today I have had to put you on your ass. Don’t make me do it a third.” Bending down I kiss his cheek and walk back over to my raven.

“Okay, tell me what we need and how to do this.”

“Isolabella—”

Sticking my hand out and cutting off Patrick’s rant, I turn to him and give him a look of total seriousness. “Patrick, you need to trust me. How are we going to make it through this if you don’t trust my judgment? I need you to be on my side, please.”

Sighing, his eyes lower as he nods his head. He knows I’m right and that has me biting back a smile.

“So, let’s get this started. What are we going to need for this?”

First, you need to know that this is going to hurt. A lot.


Chapter 8
Isolabella
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Isit on my sleeping bag looking across from me at Ethereal, who I have now decided to call E for short, while Patrick gets a small fire settled near the opening of the cave. It has been an hour since I told Patrick about the connection-forming process. However, my mind has not stopped thinking about what E told me. This is going to hurt a lot.

There is a bone-deep tiredness that wants to pull me into a deep sleep but shoving that aside I take some deep breaths to prepare myself for what’s to come.

I’m about to allow my familiar into my most personal space, my mind, to see everything that is me. What makes me who I am. All my secrets and most loved memories, but what makes my blood turn to ice is the thought of having to relive my mother’s death that is still so fresh in my mind.

“I’m ready to do this. It’s getting late and we need to rest for our food hunt tomorrow,” I say to E and Patrick, my voice firm with determination.

The fear of pain and nightmare memories are not going to keep me from doing what needs to be done. This is what being a leader is about and I am determined to make my parents proud.

You need to clear your mind and allow me to perch on your lap. We need to be in contact in some way for this to work.

The Raven hops over to my lap in three short leaps, E’s talons hook into my thigh. Luckily, ever since my Claiming that released the hold on my light magic, my body has been able to heal itself.

Your claws don’t hurt me when they puncture my skin. How is that? Speaking in a way only E can hear me.

I am your familiar. My duty is to protect and guide you through your life. We are never to cause harm to our Wiccan. When we fully bond, we will be able to heal each other if ever needed.

Okay, I knew that, but it still shocks me hearing it from my own magical guardian. I need to focus, my energy is waning by the hour. Lifting my hand to hover over her head I hesitate for a second before I allow my hand to gently brush over her head and down her back.

To begin, you need to completely allow me into your mind. Take a long, deep breath and look into my eyes.

Doing as she says, I allow my mind to go blank, staring into her eyes as the white specks shine against the black. My body relaxes as a light glow begins to form around the black beady eyes looking back at me. Letting out a low gust of air, my body tingles with a hum so low I can hardly feel it.

Relax, little one. Listen to our breathing sync up together. In and out. In and out.

The glow of E’s eyes and the sounds of our breathing cause the low hum to ramp up to a loud buzz under my skin. I can’t see it, but I can feel the glow of my eyes reacting to hers. Feeling as if I am in a trance, my being starts to sway slightly side to side. From the corner of my eye, I spot Ethereal’s wings opening and spreading wide.

Do not fear me. Breathe. In and out. Release everything out of your mind.

Doing as she says and deciding to trust her, my breathing levels out to match hers. Large obsidian black wings block the view from each side of my head as her eyes glow brighter than I thought possible. My skin feels hot and slick with sweat as the buzz becomes louder and stronger.

It’s as if the sound is trying to cover the beating of my heart. Shadows close over my eyes until all I can see are E’s eyes and the white shining against the black. The shadowy figures start to sharpen at the edge of my vision, bringing the images into better view. Ethereal’s wings are still spread wide but there is a shadow figure pulling out of her open wings and the shape has me frozen in fear.

Calm, little one. Familiars are seen only as what your inner self projects. The raven houses my demon spirit but that is not what I am made up of. You called me to you in this form and this form is the one I will keep in this lifetime.

Accepting the fact that I have turned over myself to her with complete and total trust, she continues to allow her real soul to pour out. Long bony fingers that are more smoke than skin stretches out impossibly long until all five claw-like fingers close over the sides of my head. I register the sting as each talon-like fingernail pierces my scalp.

Assuming this is the part where the pain comes in, I am relieved that it wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be. Before my thoughts could go any further, white-hot pain explodes in my head and behind my eyes. Locking my stare with E, my mouth opens in a silent scream as tears roll down my cheeks.

The pain is nothing like I’ve ever experienced before. My magic brands my skin with a heat so hot I swear it is melting off. The shadows grow darker, and her eyes grow brighter as she starts to dig deeper into my head.

Let me in, little one. Push pass the pain, let it fall over you until it’s nothing more than a low burn. The pain will ease once you release your hold and let me in!

The last words end almost in a squawk-like sound. Inhaling the largest breath of air, I completely release myself over to the pain. My body shakes and my eyes burn but I keep steady. Focusing on E’s form I let go of everything, my power, my mind, my fears, all of it. My mind flashes with images as a cold chill brushes my mind, almost like I can feel someone shifting through my head. The feeling is off-putting as each memory feels like it is being plucked from my mind and being replaced with ones I don’t recognize.

A brief memory of the day my mother taught me my first casting is ripped away as a dark memory is replaced with what I would assume is the dark lord’s hell. Training. Do they train familiars? Before I can grasp what’s happening another memory replaces that one.

This new memory replaces my first training session with Flynn. Chills cover my body as this new memory presses down on my mind and covers me with a dread I have never felt before. Running in what seems like a long corridor from something much too dark and dangerous. Right as I reach a large, blood-red door this memory fades away into a collage of smaller memories that flash so quickly I’m not sure what they are.

The pain has become a comfort against the spiral I’m feeling as all our thoughts, memories, pain, fear, happiness clash together in a blinding cloud that bursts from the center of our connection. The large release of power explodes between us, causing both of us to fly across the cave to land against the cold, stone wall.

Breathing heavily, my clothes are soaked with sweat and my hands shake as I try to take in my surroundings. In the back of my mind, I can faintly hear Patrick speaking to me.

“...you hear me? Bell, can you hear me?” His voice sounds as if it’s in a tunnel. Even though it’s muted, it still sounds worried as his face comes into view.

Black spots appear in my vision but I try to sit up anyway. Reaching out, I try to grab on to Patrick’s hand, my sight blurs and right before everything goes dark E speaks into my mind. Welcome, little one. Now we are connected as one.

A slight breeze rolls over my skin as I look up to the bright full moon.

The garden is so full this time of year and coming out during the night has become my favorite nighttime routine. Hearing rustling behind me, my lips curve into a soft smile. “I thought you might come out here at some point.”

Reaching up to caress a blooming tulip, my head turns to take in my mother admiring the growth of our garden.

Nights like these are what has our bond growing deeper and more secure.

Most seventeen-year-olds don’t want to spend time with their moms, but my mother has been my best friend ever since I could remember.

Watching intently as she slowly walks over to a patch of vervain and plucks a small stem off the budding plant. Whether she is admiring it or not isn’t clear, but she seems to be deep in thought as she slowly turns to face me.

Chills cover my arms as my mind starts to realize something is off about tonight. Not being able to pinpoint exactly what has my skin crawling with unease I take a step forward toward my mom.

My hand extends in slow motion, almost like I am watching someone else move for me as I lose control over my movements. My palm lands on my mom’s shoulder and it’s like touching ice. Worse than ice. Stone. The wind picks up speed and whips around me in harsh blows that has my clothes and hair swirling around me in rapid motions.

“Mom. Mom, something is wrong. We should head inside.”

She doesn’t even look up at me. It’s like she can’t hear me at all. The wind howls as it blows harder, and my hands shake, and I try to pull her to me to move into the house. This isn’t right. This isn’t where I am supposed to be.

My mother’s eyes lift to meet mine and the deep empty look has me stumbling back several steps in complete terror. My body trembles and the wind howls as the night gets darker, allowing the trees to cast shadows.

Shit, shit, shit. We have to get out of here. My feet feel like they are in cement, not letting me move forward more than a few steps.

“MOM!” My scream is drowned out by the whistle of the wind.

“You can’t be here, Isolabella. Munder. Go to Munder. Hurry, find Apollo before it’s too late. They are coming. All of them are coming and they can’t be stopped without the truth.” Her words taper off into mumblings as her form flashes in and out.

My mother’s eyes turn a dark, raven black as her skin starts to pale and crack. The harsh wind smacks against us and as her skin breaks off into dust in the wind my mouth opens to let out a loud scream that shakes the earth and cracks the ground.

Slamming forward into a sitting position my head smacks a hard surface.

Shit that hurt.

Rubbing my head, my eyes shift up to meet Patrick’s angry glare.

“What were you thinking? I have been worried fucking sick for sixteen hours!” Cupping my cheek as he rests his forehead against mine, he whispers, “You wouldn’t wake up, Bell. You were shaking and whimpering in your sleep and there was nothing. Fucking nothing I could do to help you.” His voice breaks as he closes his eyes.

Reaching up to rest my hands on his face I kiss him deeply.

“I saw my mother,” I say in a raspy voice. “It’s clear what we have to do. We are leaving for Munder now.”

No, little one. Tonight, we rest, tomorrow we head out. E’s voice sounds in my head.


Chapter 9
Isolabella
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Leaves crunch as I allow my feet to carry me toward the stream. Leaving Patrick behind to pack up our things, I make a trip out to the water to fill up and to wash off the day before.

Hopefully my body will have a chance to relax before our long journey today. As my steps continue forward, I worry about the events from last night and how our trip has been pushed forward a day. Preventing us from hunting we will have to make do with what we have, which isn’t much.

Sensing E following me somewhere close by I try not to be annoyed that she doesn’t trust me to care for myself. Almost as if she could feel my train of thought, I feel her push against my mind in a soft caress.

I trust you with my life. I just want to make sure you are not alone while you are exposed.

Thank you, E.

Spotting the running stream up ahead, I hear the telltale sound of water slapping against rocks. Taking the time to admire the view stepping closer to the edge of the cool, deep blue water, my movements slow to a stop while E’s perch is a few trees over.

“I am going to get cleaned up while the water canteens fill. Keep watch from above.” Not waiting for a response my hands move to shed my clothing and let down my hair from the braid it’s been in for two days. What I would give for a hot shower and a warm meal.

Once my body is bare of garments my feet ease into the cool water that has a chill slipping up my spine causing air to push out of my lungs as my muscles begin to release. The flow of the stream isn’t fast but a steady push against my legs as they wade through until the cool liquid reaches my waist.

Bending down to dip into the water, I rub my hands through my hair to wash all the dirt and grime away. Making sure to scrub my body and hair as best I can without any products.

The sun beats down on me and warms my skin almost as if it’s acknowledging my presence. Closing my eyes to tip my head back absorbing as much light as possible, my thoughts drift to everything that has happened over the last week.

Swallowing down the hurt of losing my mother I process everything that I know so far to try to gather all the information I can. Is it possible that I missed something that could help me figure out what’s going on? My father must be worried sick about me and knowing that he is dealing with my mom’s death alone without his only child fractures something deep inside my chest.

What if the same killer that attacked the Atticus family goes after him? He is alone without the Council, wherever the fuck they are, with no one by his side. Patrick’s family must be freaking out with him running off to Munder with me after hearing what happened. My heart sinks deeper realizing that I must have missed my mother’s celebration of life ceremony that is sacred to the light mage Coven.

Lowering into the water, I let my tears roll down my cheeks. The Cloaked killed a Council member and my mother without cause. Someone must be controlling them or pulling the strings from afar to stay hidden. What I can’t make sense of is if this is connected to the light mage killings or if there has been more since I have been gone.

We have to get to Munder, get food and shelter, and then I will set off to make contact with my father before anything else. I need more insight into the Council meetings from the time of the first killing to my Claiming. The feeling of this all being connected weighs down on my mind as my instincts scream that I’m missing something more.

E, I need to ask you a few questions and it’s time for you to give me any information you have on what’s coming. I will not allow us to be taken by surprise as we enter Munder at nightfall.

Coming up for air on my final dip my gaze clashes with the raven high up, but what takes me by surprise is the fast descent as her large form barrels toward me.

“What the hell are you doing?” I yell just as E spans her wings out wide into a glide, extending her talons to snatch up my hair lightly. Realizing this is a playful move my hand splashes through the water as she comes back down once more. Laughing loudly, my thighs burn as I sprint to dry land.

E! Stop! Hands on my hips and water dripping down my bare body, my eyes roll at the show of affection. While our connection is new and needs time to grow, I do appreciate the immediate connected feeling we have had since last night.

E, come down here. We have a lot to talk about.

Drying off and dressing while my familiar finds a spot next to me on a large stone just off to the right, I collect myself as I get ready to ask questions I’m not sure I want to know the answers to. Lacing up my boots, I make a show of sheathing my dagger into place on my thigh.

No one will ever underestimate me again and if they do, they won’t live to regret it. Pure power lights my skin making my magic burn deep in my belly.

The Claiming awoke my blocked power, but Ethereal brought forth something inside of me that has my hunger for vengeance pushing to the forefront of my mind.

Why were you sent to me? I know you are my familiar, but I can’t help but to think that this was planned by the dark lord himself. You show up after the murder of two people while I am hiding in the forest headed to Munder. Tell me what you know, E, or so help me, being my familiar will be the only thing saving your life.

Beady eyes blink back at me a few moments before she says anything. The wait has my anger kicking up a notch as I start to think she isn’t going to answer. Her head tilts slightly to the right as she takes me in.

Little one, there is no ill-will toward you or your family. Your scream called me to you, it was your call that released me from my sleep down below. The dark lord has the gates guarded so he is made aware when a new familiar is called to the earth realm for their Wiccan.

We are all blessed on our way out such as mages are during their Claiming. When the dark lord blessed me to leave and seek you out, he sensed that you were my Wiccan to protect and guide. He wanted me to warn you of what’s to come. How challenging and dangerous things are going to become.

Wait. He knows what’s coming? Did he tell you?

E’s little feet step closer to me. Taking a seat near her I keep my stare locked on hers as I push her to keep going.

All I am aware of is a war that is brewing. The dark one has been battling changes down below due to a power changing hands up above. The balance is being thrown off, but he has not been able to decipher who is pulling the strings. His message was to trust no one, and nothing is as it seems. We feel a pull to you that isn’t natural at least not that I am aware of. Bell, I am cresting just over a thousand years old, and your power is foreign to me. That doesn’t happen naturally, little one.

My eyes widen as I try to process what all this could mean. A thought slams into me as I jump to my feet. “What do you mean a war is coming?” I ask.

Light and dark mages have been co-existing on a thin truce, but someone or something has been making moves to tip the scales for one side to take over in a power struggle. The who and why are still unknown right now, but this could be why the attack at your ceremony happened. The Five were all together that night and what better time to kill the Council than all at once?

What does this have to do with me? I still don’t understand.

“Bell, there you are.” Patrick’s gruff voice takes me by surprise and yet again I am disappointed in myself for allowing someone to walk up on me unaware.

Getting up from my seated position I continue to speak to E, but allow Patrick to hear the conversation, from my end at least. “E, do you know what this has to do with me?”

Your mother has secrets we need to uncover before we can know the reason this involves you. All I know is your mother isn’t who she seems and your bloodline smells of nothing I have ever come across.

Looking at Patrick, who seems to be lost in all of this, and then back at Ethereal. “What am I then?”

That’s what we are going to figure out. That, I vow to you.

Slipping my hand into Patrick’s I recount this morning with my thoughts while cleaning up as well as the small bits of information E has provided me. My instincts tell me she is keeping something from me, but my stronger gut feeling is telling me I can trust her to let me in when the time is right. Picking up the water canteens and clasping them closed, I head toward our temporary home.

We make it back to the cave to grab our things, eat, and go over the map one last time before our walk begins. Today, my outfit consists of black leggings, a deep blue crop top, black leather jacket, hiking boots, and my dagger.

Patrick is in similar attire as I’ve come to realize that he packed our clothes to make sure we matched in some way, the alpha-asshole that he is.

His dominating nature has never been a problem before but now that I am coming into who I am and how much power I hold, my inner being is not thrilled with being commanded.

Grabbing the backpack off the ground to sling it over my shoulder I walk up to Patrick, who is holding the map to plan our path out of Phantom Grove and into Munder. Not knowing what to expect from the city that I have never been to, I am almost excited to go so I can learn more about the other mages that exist within Ireland.

Once we have a clear understanding of the direction we need to head in we start our hike hoping to be in Munder by nightfall. Taking the last parcels of wrapped food and dried fruits out of the bag, I hand half to Patrick, a few dried berries to E, and the remaining for myself. Knowing this is the last of the food has me saving half of my portion for later in case we don’t come across a way to collect more. We will need all the energy we can get once we hit our destination.

“Okay, E, I need you to stay ahead of us a few paces to keep an eye out for anything coming our way. We know our communication can withstand a couple of miles.” With that, we head out.

We have been walking for hours and by the setting of the sun I would say we are not far from the dark city. The trip has been spent in silence, which I am grateful for. There is one thing that has been troubling me. How am I supposed to find a dark mage when I have no idea what he looks like, where he lives, and outside of his name I know nothing about him. The dark lord said not to trust anyone. Can the mage my mother sent to me be trusted?

Little one, I see a break in the forest about five miles ahead of you. I am circling back now to make sure your path is clear.

I will let Patrick know, thank you, E.

Informing Patrick that the city is just two short hours away we gear up for the unknown. His arm comes around me to rest on my shoulders as he places a kiss on the top of my head.

“We are in this together and no matter what we find or what lineage you come from I will not leave your side.” His voice sounds so sure and so steady that it sends warmth low in my belly.

The sound of E’s squawk inside my head has me jolting to a stop.

“Did you hear that?” My voice comes out so low I worry he didn’t hear me. It’s not until I see him take up a stance in front of me that I realize he heard it too.

E, where are you? I push into her mind and for the first time since building our connection I feel a shimmer of her emotions. Not allowing the shock of what that could mean deter me from finding her, I push harder.

Ethereal, where are you? I yell into her mind. Spinning in a slow circle, my eyes take in the sky and trees searching for her dark form in the shadows.

Little one, I’m coming but I’m not the only one. Equip yourselves quickly.


Chapter 10
Isolabella
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Run. Push harder. Don’t look back and don’t breathe.

Twenty more paces ahead I see a small opening in the trees. Right as I clear the small stream that has provided me fresh water over the last several days, I hear it…

One snap after another I can hear the Cloaked stepping on branches heading my way. I’m pushing my legs as hard as I can.

“Come on, Bell, keep going,” I repeat to myself on a whisper.

As I take a deep breath, my lungs burning from the exertion, I feel it. The energy the Cloaked possess crawls across my skin and wraps around my ankle. One swift pull and I hit the ground.

All I see is a shadowy covered figure with glowing obsidian eyes and then there’s nothing but darkness welcoming me.

Get. Up. Now.

Feeling as if someone stomped on my head, my eyes struggled to open. Becoming aware of the sounds around me I try to focus on what I’m hearing. Grunting. Flesh hitting flesh. A growl? Is that possibly coming from a Cloaked?

Isolabella! slams into my mind as my eyes flutter open. My hand reaches up to touch my head and comes back wet with blood. Shit. I must have hit my head hard. Shoving my powers outward, I allow my light to heal the wound as I take in what’s going on around me.

Patrick has his hands full fighting two Cloaked in a battle of light magic. A black spot catches my attention right as E crashes down to take a swipe at one of their backs. Her talons make contact, forcing them to release a howl of pain. Dark smoke swirls around their being as it lashes out at E.

Moving as quickly as possible I jump up into a fighting stance, unbuckling my dagger from its place, I bring attention to myself to keep E from being attacked. That seems to work almost too well. Both Cloaked figures face my direction, which allows Patrick to land a brutal blow to the head of the one on his left.

My feet slam into the ground in a full run right as a large arm wraps around my neck to yank me back. Three. There are three? What the fuck is happening.

E, do you see any more coming?

Taking to the skies, her wings move in large strokes to push herself higher.

Focusing back on the attacker that has me in a choke-hold, I allow my powers to flood to the surface so fast they blast out quickly and take us both by surprise.

Dropping me, he or she, wobbles before righting themselves. I drop low and spin to sweep my leg under them and as they fall, I make my move to raise my dagger in a final blow to the throat.

“Bell!” Patrick’s roar has me turning right as a hard body collides with mine, throwing me off the Cloaked I had pinned to the ground.

My head turns in time to see Patrick, grabbed from behind with a long-jagged blade pressed to his neck. My heart rate kicks up to a speed that feels impossible. No, no, no, no. This can’t be happening again.

“No!” I shout. Before my powers have a chance to pull forward, the Cloaked that took me down jolts forward and crashes down on top of me.

Grunting with the weight of this bastard on me, I struggle to heave them off as my eyes clash with stark black eyes that show sparks of red and orange around the edges. Letting out a loud yell as I struggle with the body, my eyes stay trained on the newcomer.

With one final shove the weight falls off me, allowing me to roll into a crouch once again. Taking stock of everything around me, I see the Cloaked that took me down is dead, that’s if they even die. The one that I was so fucking close to taking out has managed to move over to where the other has Patrick held with the blade pressed so hard against his neck that it has started to draw blood.

Without letting the new member of this shitshow out of my line of sight, I turn to face Patrick better.

Beautiful blue eyes clash with mine as pure anger boils deep in my blood. An anger so strong my power lashes out as my eyes glow brighter by the second.

E, can you take out the knife? Or the hand that holds it?

I’m sorry, little one, my wing was hit, I can’t fly.

Fuck, fuck, shit, fuck! Briefly closing my eyes to sense my full power, I breathe in every ounce of air allowed in my lungs, taking in the nature around me with it.

The sound of the newcomer stepping forward has my eyes flashing open. “I don’t care who the hell you are, stay out of my way,” I declare bluntly.

“Is that how you speak to everyone who saves your ass? Typical light mage. Un-fucking-grateful.” Rolling her eyes, she steps back and motions for me to continue.

Speaking to the Cloaked, “Who sent you?”

Nothing.

“What do you want with me?” Still nothing.

Swaying on his feet, Patrick mouths, “Run.”

Knowing damn well I would die before leaving him.

Holding my hands out in front of me to channel every iota of energy and light that I possess I send a blast at the one not holding him. My light lashes out like a sharp whip that slashes across the chest of the asshole.

Swirling smoke pours out of the cut as I take off running toward them. Knowing there is no way I can take them by surprise, I hope that I am able to hold them off long enough for Patrick to get his strength together. His light powers should be healing him but his energy is low so that is affecting his ability.

E! Where are you? I push into her mind as my arms reach out to make contact with the Cloaked. Feeling dark magic spark up behind me, I assume it’s our new guest and keep going. She saved my life, so right this moment she is not on my list to kill.

From the corner of my eye, I see shadows grow and come to life from every corner of the dark forest. I hesitate when I see just how powerful this dark mage is but a punch to the gut has me jerking back to attention. With the air being pushed out of me, I gasp in a large breath as I continue to struggle and wrestle with them.

“Bell, Bell you need to run,” a rough, shaky voice whispers against my ear.

Pure rage pulses out of me in large shock waves allowing my powers to spiral around the Cloaked body like a cobra squeezing the life out of its prey.

“Not a damn chance,” I grunt out.

Forgetting all about the shadows creeping up around me I leave the wrapped-up bastard lying on the ground as I feel my power suck up their energy. Not letting that development deter me, we will deal with that tomorrow, I stand with my hands out dagger in one hand and a bright gray glow on the other.

E, how hurt are you?

Don’t worry about me, little one, I’m in a safe place for now.

Looking over my shoulder I spot the female that has control over the shadows around me. “Can your shadows touch the living?”

Black eyes glow brighter with my question, almost as if she is insulted by what I asked.

“We can touch anything we please, Sunny.”

The last word comes out almost as an insult.

Movement from the right catches my attention as I see the Cloaked dragging Patrick backward, deeper into the woods and shadows. Smoke floods out around them until they are damn near impossible to see through the barrier it creates.

No, this isn’t happening.

Screaming as I release every drop of my power and energy, an explosion so bright it banishes the shadows around us shoots out in every direction.

I see nothing but white for what seems like forever. Dropping down to my knees as my legs give out, I wait for my eyes to adjust.

Spots dance across my vision until the trees ahead start to slowly come into view. My head bows forward as my eyes fall close. Sobs rack my chest. With shaky hands, my body slumps forward until my forehead meets soft ground.

Digging my hands into the ground to anchor myself to something so I don’t completely fold in on myself. With one last, loud scream, the ground quakes and branches fall in the distance. My magic is forced out of me with the last drop of air that escapes, leveling trees in its wake.

Little one.

Ethereal’s voice is low and soft as her energy pushes against my mind.

Unable to look up, the sobs take over until a hand lands on my back.

“You need to get up. Others will be coming.”

Throwing her hand off me, I move so fast she shuffles back a few feet.

“Do not fucking touch me,” I shriek.

Looking around at the damage I caused, many trees down, I notice the shape resembles the Claiming Circle in the woods. They took him.

Turning slowly, I survey the area. Patrick and the Cloaked are nowhere to be found. They vanished.

My heart shatters once again.


Chapter 11
Patrick
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Pain explodes out the side of my head when a large fist slams into my right temple. Losing the last bit of energy I managed to hold on to I slump forward, only to be held up by my arms tied behind my back. Son of a bitch. No matter how hard I try, my light magic is buried so low I can barely feel it at all.

A deep throaty laugh reaches my ears right as someone from behind me forces my head back by snatching my hair.

“Your powers are useless here. These walls are ingrained with stardust. You would be wasting your time and energy trying to access even a sliver of magic here.”

“Fuck you,” I utter through teeth clenched so tight I’m afraid I might crack a tooth. Damn it. I need to find Bell and get us the hell out of here. Blood flies out of my mouth when the burly bastard backhands me. My eyes flit around the room trying to take in as much information as possible.

Not spotting any windows I try to locate the closest exit, which happens to be behind a six-foot Cloaked that appears to be male. What the fuck is that smell? The room’s stench is almost enough to have my stomach curling in disgust, but I just barely manage not to throw up. It’s almost a mix between blood, feces, and rotting meat. That’s not a good sign for me.

Refusing to be the one to speak first I relax my body and allow my head to lull to the side as a smirk appears on my face. “What is this? Good cop bad cop?” Forcing a laugh. “I’m not up for a three way. Why don't ya’ll start without me. Go fuck yourselves.”

The last thing I see before everything goes black is a metal pipe.

Time doesn’t exist here, but it couldn't be more than five hours since they left me here beaten and bleeding. Closing my eyes my mind drifts to Bell, praying that she made it out alive because from what I can tell they don’t have her here. I need to buy some time until I can figure out how to get out of here. The walls seem to be made out of stardust, and unless they willingly to let me out of this chair there is no way out.

Moving my hands to make sure my circulation is functioning and adjusting my weight to relieve the strain on my stomach. Fucking brass knuckles. Giving it one more try, futile or not, I reach deep for any signs of magic but when met with nothing the remaining hope I had vanishes.

“Told you not to waste your time,” a low voice states from behind, causing me to pause.

That's not the same voice as before so this must be dickhead number two who was behind me. Not offering a response must piss him off because he comes around into view but this time his hood is down. Shit.

The Cloaked in front of me has tattoos from his throat all the way down and from what I can see of his hands, they spread over his fingers and up his arms. Large black eyes blend in with black pupils that cover most of the whites of his eyes.

This asshole couldn’t be more than twenty-five, with a shaved head, standing at five ten, and a ragged scar across his left eye to the edge of his nose. I guess Bell was wrong, they do have a face. I'm guessing they use their dark magic to cover who they are, which means I am in more danger than I thought if they are not hiding anymore.

“What do you want with me? Where is Bell?” I demand.

A blow hits my face before I have the chance to see it coming and it throws my head to the side as blood flies out once again. My right eye is damn near swollen shut. My vision blurs more and more each minute and my breathing is shallowing out. Pushing the pain out of my mind I focus on what he’s saying.

“Where is the dark mage?” he demands.

Confusion hits me as he grabs my face to tip my head back so he can force eye contact.

“Tell me where the dark mage is, or I’ll cut off every puny finger you have. Light mages have no business in Phantom Forest.”

He gets no response out of me and that pisses him off more. Fuck him and his threats, I need to know if Bell is safe.

“Where the fuck is she?” I yell, blood dripping down my chin from the blow.

Walking in a circle around me, he pulls out a bullwhip from his cloak. “Tell me where the dark mage is.”

My heavy breathing is the only sound I give him as my fists clench, preparing for what's to come. Fire hot pain explodes in my upper thigh as the bullwhip lashes across my leg, tearing my pants in the process. Biting into my tongue, I refuse to give this son of a bitch the satisfaction of me making a sound. We may be light mages, but we train for a reason, and they will learn not to underestimate us.

“Tell me what I want to know, and you won't suffer. I will make sure your end is swift,” his laugh was wild and unhinged. “I’ll kill you myself. If my brother does it, you’ll be begging for me to come back”

“Where is Bell?” I ask low, so my voice comes out even. Please dark lord let Bell be safe.

He comes to a stop in front of me after circling me several times and takes in the damage that has been done. Tilting his head to the side his eyes flicker with cold detachment and fuck if that doesn’t chill my blood down to my bones. Who are these psychos?

“Tell us where the dark mage is, and you’ll find your light mage bitch”

Pulling against the chair I’m strapped to, I state vehemently, “Don’t you fucking touch her you pathetic piece of shit.” My eyes roll back in my head as the whip comes down across my chest. My vision goes black for the second time today before I finally pass out from the pain.

Sputters and coughing force me awake when ice water is dumped over my head, soaking me and my clothes. Baby, where are you? Giving myself a moment before I open my eyes, my lungs take in as much oxygen as possible before coughing it out, shit my chest burns.

“Well, well, look who’s finally decided to wake up.”

A hand taps my jaw as my left eye opens as wide as it can. My right eye is still too swollen to use.

“I thought my brother killed you there for a minute. Shit, you have been out for eight hours, sleeping beauty,” he sneers at me.

This one still has his hood on so I can’t make out any of his features.

“Is Bell alive?” I barely recognize my own voice. Swallowing down the lump in my throat, it's so rough and raw, I could use some water.

“That’s up to you. She will live if you tell us where the dark mage is. Until then I can’t promise you shit.” Grabbing the back of my chair he leans in until my vision is filled with swirling black smoke. “Where. Is. The. Dark. Mage?”

“I have no idea who the hell you’re looking for. Isolabella is a light mage.”

Hands close around my throat as my chair falls backward, forcing my head to bounce off the hard floor.

Landing over me, his knee presses into my chest keeping me from pulling in a full breath of air. Ringing in my ears prevents me from hearing what the Cloaked is saying until I catch the tail end. “...she was there with you in the woods. The redhead.”

They are not looking for Bella, they are looking for the mage that saved her. Do they think we know her? “We don’t know her. She showed up after you ambushed us. For the second time in the past two weeks my girl has been attacked. Her mother was killed by your brothers at her Claiming!” I force out as spit drips down my chin.

“My brothers didn’t attack anyone. She is a light mage, which means her Claiming is in the Belvoir and we don’t enter that forest. We are looking for the redhead.”

Not fully understanding how he could say they were not the ones who attacked, I ask, “How many of you are there? Six Cloaked mages attacked the Council and then you and two others attacked yesterday.”

A look of confusion briefly covers his face before a cold stare returns. “Cloaked are dark mages or sometimes light mages that are hired. You and this light mage are not on my list, but the redhead is mine. And I want her. Now.” He grips my throat tighter. “She is with your fucking bitch, and I want you to tell me where.”

Not willing to give Bell away, I don't speak, I only offer a blank stare. Seeming to piss him off more, he yanks me back up, so the chair is sitting upright again. His footsteps carry him back and forth while I use this time to catch my breath from him cutting off my air supply.

This dark mage that’s with Bell has a bounty on her head, which could bring attention to my girl, and I can’t have that. Not without me there to protect her because as much as she wants to fight it, she is mine to protect. No matter how much she fights me on it, her ass will always belong to me.

“Who is this dark mage?” I ask, trying to get information on who she is with and how dangerous this is going to be.

“Ravina Burrows. A dark mage who was banished from her Coven. We call them Misfits. Mages that have no Coven or have been excommunicated from their families.”

“We don’t know this woman. She showed up in the woods and I have no idea where she came from.” I am tired of going in circles with these pricks. “Looks like you grabbed me for nothing because I have no information on the mage.”

Grunting, the air is forced out of my lungs when his foot makes contact with my chest, sending me across the room. Using my training I use my feet and the back of the chair to send me to the ground hard enough to break the wooden legs and back.

Rolling to my right I jump into a kneeling position with my hands resting behind me. I broke the rope a few minutes ago and have been biding my time so I could get as much information as possible. I may be free from my bindings but with no powers there is no getting out of here without making a deal or killing them. With my energy low and my injuries, making a deal is the only way out.

Possibilities pop into my mind that would bring me closer to finding Bell and getting out of this cellar-like room. “I know where Bell is going. But you won’t get a damn thing out of me unless I go with you.”

Face set in stone, I stare him down for a good five minutes. I don't know where she is at right now, but I will find her no matter what.

Not sure who this dark mage is or how dangerous, I vow to do anything to get back to my girl.

I’m coming for you, baby, hold tight. Nothing will keep me from what’s mine.


Chapter 12
Isolabella
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Idon’t recognize the person staring back at me. She has a darkness in her eyes with wild hair that’s wind-blown. My gaze scans her face to take in the different features and a fierce haunted look that mirrors my feelings. Closing my eyes for a moment, I allow everything to fall away until every emotion is pushed down so deep, I find myself feeling numb.

“How long are you planning to sit there on your ass staring at your reflection?”

The mocking tone serves to piss me off as I stand from my crouching position over the water and turn toward the offending mage. Ravina. The dark mage that saved my ass with the fiery red hair with black undertones and highlights who rocks a tall, toned frame and caramel brown skin. Dressed as an assassin who just left a rock concert, she has a machete slung over her shoulder across her back as she smirks at me. Fucking smartass.

Choosing to ignore her comment I turn away from her to collect myself and clear my head. Patrick being taken to fuck-knows-where, my mother being killed, us being hunted and living in the woods the past week has broken something deep within me. No, I won’t break. I can’t.

Erasing the girl I was before, I block off that part of me and pull up my powers to coat my skin like armor. Opening my connection with E, I feel for her to make sure she isn’t still in pain. She has been claiming that she’s fine, but I don’t buy it. I grab E to set her on my backpack because her wing has not healed yet. Looks like she is catching a ride for now.

“I’m getting out of this forest and hunting some fucking Cloaked mages. You can stay here or come with me but either way I am out of this hellhole.” I have never sounded so sure and strong before in my life but that’s who I need to be now. Isolabella Prudence died last week; that seventeen-year-old naive girl no longer resides inside me.

My name is Bella and they fucked with the wrong Council members daughter. Now, I will hunt every single one of those motherfuckers down.

It’s just after sunrise when we reach the edge of the forest. I can faintly see the city of Munder up ahead or what seems to be the outer edge of the city. I have never seen or been here before so a part of me is excited to be here, but a bigger, stronger part just wants to spill blood until I get what I want. It’s that thought that has my legs picking up speed until a hand grips my arm to pull me to a stop.

Jerking around to a stop, my face comes within two inches of Ravina’s. Getting in her face I yell, “Don’t put your hands on me dark mage.”

Snatching my arm away from her grasp I go to turn around and walk off until she says, “We need a plan before we just walk in there blind. You wear light magic like a beacon and I’m on the run. You think they won’t notice us as soon as we hit downtown Munder? I thought Council members trained their puppets better than that.”

Whipping around so fast I take her by surprise I shove her in the chest, sending her falling back a few feet.

“Stay the fuck out of my way. I’ll walk out into the middle of town and set it on fire to get Patrick back. Do not come between me getting him back again.” Sneering, I turn back around and keep walking.

There is no more hiding for me, nothing is worth losing him and I will set the world on fire to have him back, even if that means we both go down with it.

“When I get in town, I am going to find the dark mage my mother sent me to find.”

Assuming he has what I need, I’m also hoping he might know where the Cloaked are located or where they could have taken Patrick.

“You can decide to stay in this forest, or you can tag along but don’t mistake this for me trusting you because that’s the last mistake I’d make.”

Continuing to walk, my steps carry me to a cobblestone road roughly a mile from the outskirts of Phantom Grove. Ravina is silent for most of the walk but that suits me just fine because I am too busy coming up with plans A through D, so we are prepared for anything coming our way.

Trying to figure out what information I should share with her, I ask the question I need answered the most, “Why are you being hunted by the Cloaked?”

Huffing out a grunt she doesn’t respond at first, but when I slow my steps to come up beside her.

She glances over with a scowl and hisses out, “Not that it is any of your damn business, but my Coven hired them to hunt me down for bringing shame on my family name.”

My mouth opens to ask what she did but before I can speak, she beats me to it, “You haven’t earned my story or my trust. All you need to know is I had my reasons.”

Knowing that I had my own secrets I didn’t push for more because that would open me up for sharing things that I’d rather not. As we walk on the cobblestone street, I take in the small hut-shaped houses that look to be made with earthly materials. Roofs that look like they were pasted together with mud, straw, and leaves that sit on a dwelling that looks to be put together with the same material as the roof, only the walls are held up with stone and brick backing. The city is so different from what I was expecting but not in a bad way and that surprises me.

“Where are you planning on going?” Ravina asks as she walks in the shadows to stay out of sight.

Not sure how to answer, I shrug my shoulders. “I need to find a mage called Apollo. All I have is a name. Hell I don’t even know what he looks like to know when I do find him.”

Coming to a four-way split in the road, I pause to look around for the best option to continue.

“Wait. Did you say Apollo?”

“Yeah. That’s the mage my… nevermind. I need to find him as soon as possible.” I stop myself from giving away too much information.

The sun is rising higher and that means people will start heading out of their homes, which could cause problems for us. We need to find a place to lie low until I can come up with a decent plan that doesn’t involve getting us killed before we save my guy.

“I know Apollo. We used to run in the same circles a few years back after my Claiming. I can help you find him if you help me with something.”

Ravina comes around to look me in my eyes and I swear I see a flicker of something before her stare turns hard again.

Choosing to go left, heading deeper into the city where the huts turn into buildings and shops, we walk for a while in silence. Once the streets start to fill up with mages who are getting their day started, we decide it’s safer to hide out until nightfall.

Two blocks ahead I spot a boarded-up building connected to a three-story parking garage and that seems like the best place to regroup and plan for tonight. We need to rest and discuss a few things before I can trust her at my back if things go south.

E, how are you feeling? You seem to have slept most of the way here.

Don’t worry about me, little one, the healing process has already begun. Once we get to shelter, I will be able to absorb some of your power to push the healing further along.

Okay, I have a plan. Hold tight.

“Up ahead to the right there is an old, abandoned building. We are going to settle there for the rest of the day. There we can rest and get some things straightened out.”

Taking the lead, my pace picks up a few notches until we reach the side entrance ten minutes later.

“Cover me,” I whisper as I look around me and my palm comes up to force out a light blast to break the lock on the door.

Standing at my back, she gives me the okay to step inside as she follows closely behind me until the door latches closed again.

“Can you use your power to light the room until we can set something up?”

Pushing power into my palms causing the buzz that has become a comfort while using my magic, my hands cast a bright glow that has the room coming into view.

“Holy shit.”

Ravina’s gasp has me turning back around to see where the danger is.

“What?” Turning in a circle and seeing nothing but an empty room covered in dust and dirt I stop spinning to look into her eyes.

Dark ebony eyes take me in with wonder and fear that seems to make the red in her eyes spark and glow.

“What?” I ask again.

Her head tilts to the side in thought. “Your power and eyes are not white. You emit a gray color, that shouldn’t be possible. What are you?”

Her question seems to be meant more for her than me, so I ignore it and push her to focus on something more important. Like securing the building.

Getting Ethereal settled on a sleeping bag, I allow her to pull some of my magic into herself for healing. With each pull my energy pull gets weaker and weaker. Breathing deeply, I step away and slide down the wall to take a seat.

A few hours later we are seated near a window a few floors up that gives us the vantage point of seeing half the city from where we are. Growling sounds from my stomach remind me that our impromptu fight drained the remaining energy I had from my last meal. Before we do anything else we need to fill up on food and water to keep us from depleting our power so quickly.

Over the last hour or so I have had the chance to get to know Ravina, who I have come to call Ray for short. Ravina is a long-winded name, and it is easier to just call her Ray. She has asked my name a few times, so I told her to call me Bella. Until we establish a sliver of trust, I won’t be giving out my full name, being on the Council could paint a target on my back.

Hell, she could probably turn me into the Cloaked in exchange for her freedom, which is a risk I’m not willing to take.

“Let’s get a few hours of sleep before we head out to find food, Ray. We can get a game plan together when we wake up.”

Not sure how long she has been on the run, but I am exhausted and in need of a some shut eye. Angling myself into a decent position to nap in, I close my eyes and start to drift in and out of sleep.

I make sure my back is to the wall while I sleep with a stranger locked in a room with me. That stranger being a dark mage doesn’t make it easier for me to find a rest.

“Go to bed. I can feel you tensing up every time you hear a noise. Right now, you are not my enemy and I’m not yours,” Ravina says.

Her voice is low and soft as she scoots down onto her side with her back to the wall across from me.

Relaxing my muscles as I let out a deep breath, my eyes close and within minutes I find myself in a deep slumber.

Calm, I will watch over you both now that I have healed. Rest so you can regain what I stole from you. We will need to be at full power for tonight. I will wake you in a few hours.

E, wake me before you wake her. I want to make sure we have a backup plan together.

As you wish, little one.

With that, I close my eyes again. Rest doesn’t find me quickly as a tug pulls on my mind before I hear my name whispered on a plea, Bell. Just as I lose my battle with sleep, I hear a cry of pain and my name, Bell!


Chapter 13
Patrick
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Chest heaving with every breath, I force my knees to lock so they don’t buckle. My body aches with every move but I refuse to show them weakness. I refuse to show them anything.

Standing to my full height I am about ten feet away from the two Cloaked, who show no concern over me being free from the bindings and chair. With the stardust on the walls, my body aching in ways I have never felt, and my weapons back with Bell I have no choice but to try and make a deal with them.

Rolling my shoulders back my face pinches from the shooting pain in my stomach from the whip as I address the one, I assume is in charge, “Look, this shit isn’t going to get you anywhere. I don’t know who the fuck that mage is, but you do. You need to find her, and she just so happens to be with my girl who is headed to a location that I happen to know.” I pause to breathe through the pure agony. “I suggest you let me go and I can take you to them, but you’re only getting the mage you have a bounty for. Bell is none of your concern.”

A humorless laugh meets my ears as the larger of the two walks toward me as he drops his hood down. Bright white, blue eyes meet mine and the color takes me by surprise. I have never seen eyes so light unless they are glowing with a light mage’s magic. He has long hair in a bun with the sides of his head shaved almost like Viking-style.

I don’t move as he approaches.

He waits until he is a foot away before he speaks, “We don’t need some light mage walking around acting like we need you. When we find her, and we fucking will, we’ll give your little bitch a message for you.” He grins as the last words leave his lips.

Turning to walk away from me as they both laugh; I take my chance and lunge at him. Tackling him to the ground, adrenaline pushes me forward and numbs the pain. He hits the ground hard and I don’t wait to bash his head into the concrete floor as hard as possible. Blood splashes the ground and it makes me fucking smile as I grip his bun and lift his head to do it again until movement in my peripheral catches my attention.

The hell? A shadowed figure steps away from the back wall and starts coming toward me. The distraction serves its purpose as my grip loosens enough for the Viking-looking fucker to flip me off him.

Scrambling to my feet before he can get up, I swing my leg out and my foot connects to the side of his face knocking him back down while sending blood and a few teeth flying.

Laughter meets my ears from in front of me but before I could look up, I hear, “All right, you got your fill, you’re done.” The voice coming from behind me is one I haven’t heard yet.

Leaving the one on the floor to lie in his own blood I stagger to my feet and turn around as the adrenaline leaves my body.

“Go to hell. I’m just getting started.” Taking in a deep struggled breath, I steady my stance in a show of strength.

The Cloaked that was hidden in the shadows finally reaches me, his hood is up but he allows black smoke to pour out of it causing questions to rise.

How can he use magic in the cellar? I am so weak that my power is almost nonexistent right now.

“He threatened what belongs to me. I won’t tolerate that, even if I die here today.” Inching forward to get closer to him, I say, “Either get the hell out of my way or kill me but you better pick one.”

He doesn’t move or speak but the one lying on the ground starts coughing while his friend grabs his arm to pull him to his feet.

My head swings back around to the new guy and right as he enters my vision so does a wooden bat as it cracks across my face. Pain explodes across my head like being hit by lightning causing black spots to dance across my eyes until my legs give out and darkness meets me with the feeling of being drowned in numbness.

I can feel everything all at once pulsing with unbearable pain that has me floating in darkness. I have no idea how much time has passed or if I am even alive. The longer I float here the colder my body gets, the less I feel, the more I become numb to more pain. There never seems to be enough oxygen to take in for a full inhale, almost like I am running out of it.

Moving my arms and legs to see if anything is broken, it feels like I’m moving through cement. I can’t stop pushing. Losing this battle is not an option.

My need to get to Bell has me pulling in everything I have left inside and expanding it in an attempt to heal what’s been damaged and broken. My head falls forward as I roar out in anger and anguish at the fact Bell is out there alone with a stranger who could be dangerous to her.

“Don’t give up,” I repeat to myself.

No longer able to hear or see anything my knees give out and I fall to the ground. How did I get out of the chair? I try to run through my memories to see how I got here but everything throbs with pain until there is nothing but ice in my veins.

Closing my eyes, I imagine Bell right in front of me. Wanting nothing more than to run my hands through her long wavy hair right now, I picture her kneeling in front of me. Her smile as she takes her time appraising me with those deep green eyes that take my breath away.

Opening my eyes, I see light where the darkness was, and I wait for my eyes to adjust. What I see next has my hands shaking and my eyes widening while my mind tries to make sense of what’s right in front of me.

Not sure if this is a dream or not, I hesitate on moving from my position because not five feet in front of me is my Bell. Her hair is up in a bun as she sits against a wall looking out a window talking to the dark mage from the forest. Looking around I spot Ethereal sleeping on one of the sleeping bags in the corner.

Turning back, I take in my girl and try to spot if she has been hurt in any way. Her clothes are worn and tattered but outside of dirt, mud, and a few bruises she seems to be fine. Safe even. I try to stand but it’s like I’m stuck in place, unable to move or stand so I call out to her.

She is sliding down the wall to lie down across from the other girl as she watches her drift off to sleep.

“Bell!” I’m yelling but no sound comes, I can’t hear anything. The silence is deafening.

Looking at Bell drift off to sleep while I am watching helpless, cemented to the spot with no way to get to her. Losing my focus of what’s in front of me, my rage spikes and the room blurs and warps until the room I was in with them starts to fade away, with one last heart-wrenching roar, “Bell!” I drop to the ground until I am encased in darkness once more.

Bell... My mind settles and my heart slows until the only thing I can feel is empty. Searching for my light deep in my chest, I try to find even the smallest glimmer of light to hold on to. My family, my sister, my whole damn world is counting on me.

Digging down lower and lower I picture my magic pulsing in my chest, something that I would be able to grab on to. Shit! Nothing happens for what seems like years until a tiny fleck of hope enters my mind.

My magic is connected to Bell. We shared a soul bond and that must be the reason I am here and not dead. My beautiful powerful girl is what’s keeping me tied here and that thought is what has me gripping tight on to that light and pulling with everything in me. For Bell, for my family, for the light mages, for the Coven. For the first time since the numbness set in, I feel a buzz of power that has an orb of light growing and glowing somewhere within.

Come on. Closing my eyes, my heart pumps strong beats in my chest and the buzzing grows into a full-on vibration and with one last yank my power beats in my chest in time with my heart.

Feeling the world drift in and out as the pain comes back like a freight train, I can sense the room changing around me as if I am tunneling my way into myself, the pressure is suffocating and feels like my bones are breaking.

My eyes shoot open only to realize I’m tied to a chair in a different cell. This one is brighter with an open entrance and a large glass window that shows we are underground. Trying to move I come up short when I pull my arms only to find them tied to another fucking chair, but this time they are strapped to the arms instead of behind my back.

Mother fucker, you have got to be shitting me. Out of one cell and into another.

Bell is in Munder right now and the fact that I have no idea if that’s where I am or if I am further away has nerves coursing through me. My head hurts as I try to pull memories back to remember what all I saw. Our soul bond saved me and I believe it allowed me to pull on my magic. Magic that I can feel flowing through me stronger than before but how is that possible? Being in a new cell could be the reason for my new discovery, but something tells me they wouldn’t move me here if that was the case.

No matter how fucked up this situation is I don’t regret attacking the bastard for his foul-ass mouth. Dark mages always think they have the power to overrun us or take us out because we try to keep the peace. I’m going to tear them all down when I get out of this. First, I need to focus on healing myself before they come back. Shutting my eyes, I allow my light to coat my skin as the warmth presses down on me.

I can feel the skin knitting back together and bones reshaping, a snapped kneecap, a broken jaw, the skin of my scalp is pulling tight so the bat must have busted my head wide open. I can feel my muscles twisting back into place. It’s a damn miracle that I’m alive right now and that miracle is somewhere asleep in an abandoned building.

Ragged breathing has the healing slowing down because even if my magic is healing me my energy is completely gone, especially with no food or water in so many hours… or is it days now? The loss of time is the worst part in all of this because I have no idea what day it is or how long it will take to get to Bell.

“Well, well, look who’s awake. And healed no less! You just won’t die,” a voice says behind me. “Glad you could join us. We were just about to start the party without you.” The laughing Viking-looking fucker comes into view with the damn bullwhip in hand.

My face remains blank as he walks around me to take in my healed injuries. The other two Cloaked walk in and a look of surprise flashes through their eyes when they see me awake.

“Who are you?” I finally ask what I have been wondering this entire time.

My powers can sense that they are all dark mages, but this seems extreme just to catch a bounty. One I have no connection with and have never seen before the attack in Phantom Grove.

“Who are you?” Repeating the question seems to do the trick as the new Cloaked walks closer with his stark white eyes staring into me like he could sift through my thoughts for the answers they seek.

“My name is Sawyer. These are my Coven brothers Soren and Asher. You are hiding something that belongs to us, and we don’t take kindly to thieves.”

“I don’t give a shit what you take kindly to, I don’t have any information about the mage you are hunting. I do, however, have a location to where they might be going.” Arching a brow with a smirk I wait to see if he takes the bait. I don’t need them to find my way to Bell, but if I can take them to this other girl then they may let me go.

They share a few looks before the one with the whip, Soren, lashes it out in a quick flick as it slashes against my hand.

Grunting is the only sign of pain I give them as they snicker. Not willing to give in, I sit there staring them down, retribution burning in my gaze. Fuck them, I am not backing down for shit.

Thinking quickly, I state, “It’s interesting that you’re willing to torture me seeing as I am the son of a light mage Council member. One of the Five…”

Looking at each other and then back to me, Sawyer asks, “And what would your name be?”

“I’m Patrick Prudence. Next in line on the Council.” I lie.


Chapter 14
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At least they brought me food before they left me chained to the chair when they disappeared. Upgraded from being strapped to the chair I twist and turn my wrists to make sure they were healed and not in any pain. I may have been healed but my body has a bone-deep exhaustion setting in that only rest and more food will cure. I finished the beef broth soup and small loaf of bread a little over an hour ago so now I am just sitting here waiting for them to come back.

I started to make a plan as soon as Sawyer snatched the other two out of here, pissed off and grumbling about useless hunters. Bell is in Munder right now and I can feel that we are not far from each other so we must be underground in Munder. I’m not willing to lead them to her even if that leaves me stuck with them.

Bending over I grab onto the chains around my ankles and give it a good pull, but nothing happens. Looking around the cellar I notice that it’s not as dusty and the smell isn’t as bad as the other cell, which I am thankful for.

“Hello?” I yell. I need to get out of here. Bell won’t wait forever to go into town and knowing her she is going to start causing trouble as soon as she gets there. “Is anyone there?”

“Stop your yelling.” Soren walks in with a scowl on his face. He has a real issue with me or the Council. It’s hard to tell what he hates about me most, not that I give a fuck.

Sitting up taller, I ask, “Have ya’ll made a decision? We need to move tonight if we want to find them. My girl would be making her move as soon as she could.”

Standing with his arms crossed he watches me with caution as he calls in Sawyer. “Are we leaving the chains on or dragging his ass with us?”

Sawyer walks in slowly, taking in my posture and cocks his head to the side in thought.

Relaxing into the chair I try to make a show of not being worried about what they were going to do. It’s best if they think that they need me and not the other way around. I know how guys like them work, they want people to need them but they would never admit to needing help.

“Look, you can either kill me and deal with my father and the Council, who are already pissed at the dark mages, or we can work together to get what we want. All I want is my girl. You can have the other mage.” Holding my hands out flat with my arms out wide I shrug, making them play right into my hands.

“The Council has nothing on us, but we do need the bounty the mage will bring in.” Looking at Asher, he says, “Unchain him and take him to get cleaned up in the back. Keep his ass away from anyone who might see him. The last thing we need is the others getting any wild ideas.”

Soren scoffs as Sawyer walks out to do fuck-knows-what.

Walking over, Soren comes toe-to-toe with me as he leans down. “Stay the hell out of my way. I don’t trust you, so don’t get any ideas because as soon as this is done me and you have a score to settle.”

He stands up but before he turns away his fist whips around to connect with my jaw, sending my head sideways.

Spitting out blood, my loud maniacal laugh does nothing but piss him off as he walks out to leave me alone with Asher.

Once he is done freeing me from my chair I stand and stretch out my limbs. My entire body is sore but now is not the time to rest. Bringing my power to the surface of my skin allowing a soft glow to light the cellar I walk around the room a few times to get my legs back in working order. Asher doesn’t seem to mind being alone with me as he stands off to the side to wait me out.

“Okay, let’s get this shit done. First, I am getting cleaned up.”

Nodding his head, he walks out of the room not waiting for me to follow behind him.

My head rolls back letting the shower water hit my face as I stand there and soak it all in. Allowing myself just a moment of peace before we get moving gives me time to assess the situation I am in.

The Cloaked, who have me, are not the same that attacked Bell and killed her mother. That means the three that got away are still out there and possibly looking for her.

I was hopeful that if these three are the same ones with me then that would leave her safe as long as they couldn’t find her. Who’s to say they aren’t lying to me so I will give them information. The look on Sawyer’s face when I mentioned that I was the son of one of the Council members has me wondering what had him so worried. Yes, both Councils want to stay peaceful but that isn’t always possible, so his reaction took me by surprise.

Someone starts banging on the door right as the water starts to run cold, causing me to sigh loudly as I step out.

“Get out here so we can get going. It’s about to be nightfall and that’s the best time to go into Munder.”

Grabbing my dirty clothes and pulling them back on, I bend down to lace up my boots. First thing on my list to do after I get Bell away from here safely is clothes. Clean fucking clothes. Standing, I open the bathroom door only to come face-to-cloak with the three dirtbags in front of me. I guess it’s time for the hoods to come back now that we are heading into town.

Addressing who I think is Sawyer, who I have come to associate as the leader. “What’s the plan?” I ask.

“We’re going to head downtown to a club that seems to draw in newcomers no matter if they are human, light, or dark. We will be able to ask around to see if anyone has seen them around the city.”

Moving past me, he starts in the direction of a soft glowing light that I would assume leads us toward the surface.

Following closely behind them I make sure to notice how many turns we take and what my surroundings are just in case I need to know how to get around down here.

We pass two rooms on our way up, one on the left and the other on the right. The room on the right is the cellar I was in originally but now houses a man that looks to be either passed out or dead. The blood and burnt flesh smell has me leaning toward death. The sight is gruesome as I take in the flesh peeled off his face and scalp, what seems like nails embedded into his arms and legs, and the burning smell must be from the electricity that was coursing through his body.

These are some sick motherfuckers and its then that I vow to myself that I nor Bell will end up back here. Turning away I catch a glimpse of the room to the left, but all that does is serve to make my stomach turn. My feet come to a stop as I turn to make sense of what I am seeing. There is a tall, long-legged woman with short, black hair strapped to a cross against the wall while a big burly bastard is drilling into her from the front. As he thrusts into her, he brings a small crop whip down across her breasts, making her head thrash back against the wood but whether it’s in pain or ecstasy I have no clue. Catching sight of another male in the room standing behind the cross I watch to see what happens next.

A large arm reaches around to grip her throat as he pushes her back off the cross bringing her impossibly forward with her arms still connected to the wooden cross. What the hell are these people into? I go to turn away right as the second guy slams into her from behind and her scream has me looking away.

“It’s nothing she doesn’t want. Bitches like her beg for it in fact.”

Ignoring the asshole, I keep following behind Sawyer until we reach a massive metal door that opens before we reach it. Walking out into fresh air I slow to take in a deep breath. Being underground away from fresh air affected me more than I thought. We come out to what looks to be an alley off to the edge of town. I spot the forest less than one hundred yards away and wonder how easy it would be to break away from them and go get Bell myself, but I would never put her at risk.

“Bell would be headed to meet a dark mage named Apollo. If we can head to him, we should be able to find her and in turn find your bounty.”

They knew who I was talking about as soon as I said his name so we headed toward the bar they said would be the best place to find them. We have been walking through town for an hour and every time we pass someone, they give me dirty looks and sneers.

The sun set thirty minutes ago, and this city doesn’t have many streetlights, so it locks us in the shadows. Of course, dark mages can control and manipulate shadows, so I assume that is the point of having less light at night.

No one has spoken since we left the alley and it’s given me time to clear my head. Up ahead two blocks in front of us I spot a building that looks abandoned, and the windows are boarded up just like the one Bell was in. If she is on the move, we could run into her, and I am not ready with a plan. Letting my eyes sweep the streets with every step I keep an eye out for silver or red hair.

Most of the stores along the cobblestone walkway have started to shut down and close for the night. A few mages start to call out names meant for me, but I just keep my eyes trained on the area around me. I don’t give a shit what any of them think. Just as I go to follow the cloaked around the corner, a black spot to the right catches my attention and has me jerking to a stop.

Up ahead, not even thirty feet in front of me Ethereal is flying over a store in large circles attempting to stay in the shadows, but I spotted her. Which means anyone could see her and follow her back to the girls. Thinking quickly, I come up with a plan to make sure we stay far away from them. Continuing around the corner I catch up to Asher and come to a slow walk beside him.

Right as we pass another store getting ready to close, I step over to the left and slam my shoulder into a random dark mage sending him stumbling back into a table with items from the market. The table slides back into the brick wall, and everything falls to the ground. Shouts and threats are thrown at me then the mage that I plowed into jumps up and snatches me by the front of my shirt. He is a few inches shorter than me, but he makes up for that in weight.

“Get your hands off me, you stupid fuck.” I shove his hands off me and slam my fist into the side of his face. Small splatters of blood hit my shirt and my cheek. I get to hit him a few more times before two sets of hands grab onto me and pull me off of him.

Dragging me a few paces away toward another alley, Sawyer gets in front of me as the other two continue moving. His fist connects with my left eye, throwing my head back in the process.

Fuck. Pain shoots through my head when my feet are knocked from under me and I land on my back.

“Teach his ass a lesson. Light mages have no place here.” Sawyer leans down. “In my city you are nothing. No one. Useless. You will learn your place.” Standing back up, he walks over to the opening of the alley and puts his back to us making sure no one walks up.

Asher and Soren take turns spilling my blood until they drop me to the ground. Heavy breathing hits my ear. “I am just getting started with you. I can’t wait to get my hands on your little bitch so you can watch me ruin her,” Soren whispers.

Knowing that all the commotion most likely warned Bell that cloaked are in town is the only thing keeping me under control. Pulling myself into a sitting position, my lungs pull in air as the ache in my ribs protest. The further away I get the safer she is and with that thought I continue causing problems to draw them away from her. Until finally my beaten body is tossed into a bar stool on the other side of the city.

We made it to a bar called Whores of Hades.


Chapter 15
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Little one, wake up. I feel a brush against my mind. Wake up, little one. The nudge gets stronger as I roll over on my back. Bell, get up! Ethereal speaks to me, causing my eyes to flutter open. Muttering, I sit up and allow my eyes to adjust to the dark room. Lighting the room is a dim glimmer. I look over to the other wall and spot Ravina still lying down sleeping.

You wanted me to wake you up first. The sun is setting now, and we need to head out to find food and Apollo.

I don’t know if I can trust her enough to take her with me to Apollo. We will go out to get food and steal a few clothing items before we attempt to lose her in the city streets.

Not knowing what secrets this Apollo mage will reveal or what I am going to find I can’t risk a strange mage on the run learning something she shouldn’t.

Going over a plan with E for a final time I stand up and walk over to Ravina and bend down to shake her awake.

“Get up, it’s time to head out. We need to get going before all the shops close.”

Groaning, she shifts until her eyes open, looking up at me with attitude. “Fuck you,” she snarls as her eyes drift back closed.

Oh no. Fuck this. Shoving her in the chest, I state a bit louder, “Get the hell up so we can find food before everything closes.” I clench my teeth while walking away to get packed up.

Behind me, I hear her grunting as she stands to get ready to head out.

Changing into a clean shirt that belongs to Patrick but keeping the same black pants on I braid my hair, so it falls down my back.

E, when we get outside, I want you to stay above the streets but try to stick to the shadows, so you don’t draw attention to us.

Walking around the city for the last ten minutes I finally spot a place to grab food, however, we have no money, so we are going to have to be sneaky.

Up ahead to the left there is a green brick building called The Woolen Woods that has photos of different food dishes on the windows. My stomach starts growling as we walk up to the entrance. The store is more of a market that you shop in than a cafe so that gives us an advantage.

Ravina splits away from me as soon as my feet cross over the threshold. Looking up, I make sure E is still in sight before I head inside. Making my way around the store I stuff a loaf of bread, a few packs of meat, and fruit into the backpack. Heading over to the drink section I am about to grab a few water bottles when I spot a teen boy in an isle over pocketing a couple bars candy.

Laughing, I stand there and watch to see if he has it in him to keep going and to also see if his senses will let him know I am watching him.

From where I am I see that he is a dark mage, roughly fifteen or sixteen years old with short black hair. His tan skin glows with freshly used magic as he uses the shadows to hide his movements.

Slowly making my way over to him, I come up behind him and whisper, “Are you planning on sharing that?”

He spins around quickly with wide eyes trained on the stern look on my face.

Unable to keep a straight face any longer a huge smile breaks across my face. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell if you don’t.” Winking at him I go to walk away when his voice hits my ears.

“What is a light mage doing in Munder?”

Not wanting to risk being spotted by a Cloaked, I walk over to him faster than I expected, taking him by surprise. “You didn’t see me, and I didn’t see you steal anything. Deal?”

Watching his face as he nods, I take that as a sign to head out now that I packed food to last a few days.

“Wait!” he calls out. “My name is Jude. Where are you headed?”

My steps falter before I find myself turning toward him to see a desperate look on his face. Exhaling a deep breath, I reply, “I am headed deeper into the city. Anyone ever told you not to talk to strangers?”

Smiling, he says, “You’re too pretty to be a stranger.” He extends a hand for me to shake.

Taking it, I say, “I’m Bell. What are you doing out this late on your own?”

I assess him for any signs that point to something being wrong. He is wearing worn ripped jeans, a dirty white shirt with a hole or two in it, and shoes that look like they could be five years past their expiration date. My heart strings pull at the thought of him being on the streets all alone at his age.

“Are you out here by yourself?” I ask.

He blushes. “No. I’m staying with my big brother. He is at work right now.”

Hoping he is telling the truth, I try to decide if he is a good source to try to get information. A kid his age with the way he is sneaking around must know things most people don’t.

Looking down as my mind thinks of all the pros and cons, he speaks again, “What is a light mage doing here?”

Well here goes nothing. “I am looking for someone. Someone who has something that I need desperately.”

Better he thinks I am looking for an item than to give him any real information. “Do you know anyone by the name Apollo?”

His eyes flash with something but it’s gone before I can understand what it was. His stare meets mine as he says, “Yeah, that’s my brother. What do you want with him?”

Not willing to lose the biggest lead I have had since this shitshow started I go with a vague answer. “He has something that belongs to my mother, and she sent me to pick it up.”

Seeming to accept that he smiles and leads me to the front of the store.

Looking around I try to spot Ravina before we head outside. Red hair catches my eye over by the bathrooms, so I head in that direction.

“We need to head out.”

Catching her up on what’s happened, we walk out of the store before anyone becomes suspicious of us. Making sure to have E in sight, we follow Jude down the sidewalk headed away from the building we slept in.

E, fly around to make sure you don’t see anyone that resembles a cloaked please.

Yes, of course, little one.

We get about a full block away from the store before we hear shouts and glass breaking to our left. Pausing to look around I don’t see anything or anyone, but the shouting is getting louder. Hoping no one has spotted us I tell Jude to pick up the pace so we can get off the street before it gets too late. He looks me over like I have something to hide, but I just smile at him and laugh.

We pick up speed until Jude stops suddenly, causing me to bump into him. Ravina peeks at me from the corner of her eye and then looks down the small alley that we were led to. The alley is pitch black with no signs of life or movement.

Turning to Jude, I ask, “Where are we?”

“Come on. He will be on the top floor.”

Jude grips my wrist and motions for me to do the same to Ravina, then he pulls us into the alley. Right as our feet cross over the sidewalk into the darkness Jude disappears. A flash of light meets my eyes and then we are standing in a large, bright, stone room with a large glass door.

“Do you know what you are getting us into?” Ravina murmurs.

E, we must have gone through a portal or a casting to hide our location. We are in a building. Stay outside and keep watch.

Okay, Bell.

Turning to Ravina, I whisper, “Sorry to get you into this. You are free to leave when you want.”

“I have nowhere else to be right now. Might as well have a little fun.”

She can pretend like she is here just to pass time, but I know she doesn’t want to be alone and risk the Cloaked coming back. Taking in the room, I notice that Jude is gone and we are here alone. Moving over to the door I pull on the handle to open it and walk out. Ravina is right behind me as we walk down a small hall that leads us to another door. Gripping the handle, I force the door open only to walk into the room we just left.

“What in the hell just happened?”

She looks at me with a glint of fear in her eyes.

Turning in a small circle I try to figure out what type of magic is holding us here. It is allowing us to leave the room into a hallway but if we go any further, we end up back where we started.

“Jude set us up. I doubt he knows Apollo at all.”

“Did he tell you how he knew Apollo? I didn’t recognize him, and I used to run with Apollo’s group.”

Leaning back against the far wall, I keep my eyes trained on the door. “He told me he was his brother.”

“Bullshit. Apollo is an only child in a dark mage family across town. He is from a Coven of sinister mages.” Ravina rolls her eyes. “You light mages trust too easy. He was playing you and now we have no idea what we got ourselves into.”

I’m not about to listen to this shit. Shoving off the wall I walk toward the door when it slowly opens on its own. Weird. Walking up to the doorway, I peek out to make sure the hall is clear.

“Let’s get out of here. You can yell at me later, but I am not staying.”

Grabbing my dagger from the hilt and holding it at my side we move forward to the door up ahead, making sure to keep eyes behind us as well.

Giving myself a moment to pull that familiar buzz to the front of my mind just in case we need it, I step up to the door. It doesn’t budge when I pull on the handle.

“Try to push it.”

Using as much force as possible I shove the door open and step into a large oval office style room with wall-to-ceiling glass windows.

“Whoa, this place is huge.” Making my way over to the furthest window, my breath hitches in my throat. “Holy shit. We are at least ten stories in the air.”

Ravina stays closer to the center of the room keeping her eyes trained on the door.

“Okay, great, you had your look, now let’s find a way out of here. Down is not an option.”

“You afraid of heights?” Snickering, I turn to look at her when I spot a tall muscular man standing off to the left in the shadows.

Pulling my blade in a forward position I move my head to the side, motioning for Ravina to step toward me.

Long legs clad in dark jeans and what looks to be like dark brown leather boots make their way out of the shadows. As he comes into view, I take him in. He appears to be older maybe forty or fifty, tall but built like a biker with large, broad shoulders and thick arms covered in a white button-down shirt tucked into his jeans.

My eyes roam over his face, noting his sliver gray hair and hazel green eyes. Staring into his eyes my powers stir into a loud buzz that lights up my eyes in response. Who is this?

Lowering my dagger into the hilt against my thigh, I keep my eyes on the mage in front of me.

“Where is Jude? Hell, where are we?”

New guy smiles, making a dimple on his chin appear. Stepping out of the shadow fully he walks closer until the only thing separating us is the large metal desk in the center of the room.

“Now, what is a light mage and a dark mage doing together? In my office, no less.”

Reaching over to pull Ravina toward me, I reply, “Jude brought us here. Wherever here is but he left us and now we are leaving.”

Moving to the side, we try to maneuver our way back to the door we came in. Boisterous laughing has the hair on my arms standing, swinging my eyes back to the new guy, his head is thrown back in a laugh.

“Oh, I’m sorry but you can’t leave unless I allow you to. Now, what are your names?” His deep gruff voice echoes off the walls.

Refusing to give him our real names I throw out what pops into my head first, “This is Raven, and I am Prue. Are you going to tell us who you are?”

Green eyes fade into black orbs, he allows his powers to push forward. “My dears, you just welcomed yourselves into the high mage’s domain!” Arms spread wide, his smirk turns into a full smile.
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The silence is deafening. The high mage has not been seen or heard from in the dark mage community in one hundred years. The light mage Covens have a high priestess that we go to in time of need or when the Covens are having issues that we need her to advise on.

I have so many questions running through my head right now that I don’t know where to start. How did Jude bring us here? Where is he now? Is he okay? I decide that’s the question we need to start with.

Rolling my shoulders back and taking a step forward, I look him in the eyes and ask, “Where is Jude? Did you hurt him?”

Ravina takes his silence and makes her move. Before she could walk two feet forward his powers collide with her and force her back, making her heals drag across the floor. She comes to a stop against the wall behind me, held up only by dark magic.

Palming my blade, my foot steps forward. “Let her go and show us where Jude is so we can be on our way.” I keep my voice firm.

“Look behind you, dear.”

Angling myself so that he is still in my line of sight I turn to look toward the door to my right. The massive glass door opens and in walks Jude, not a hair misplaced on his head.

“What the fuck! Where have you been?”

Jude looks sheepish as he walks fully into the room. “Tobias, you can let her go.” He motions to Ravina.

Her feet slide to the ground, the dark magic releasing her to go back to its master.

What did I get us into? I remember Ethereal outside and try to reach out to her. Feeling small emotions of worry I push through her mind.

E, are you still able to hear me?

Waiting for a reply but nothing comes. I can feel a soft caress against my mind, but nothing more comes through. We must be too far to communicate or there are magical protections where we are.

Tobias as Jude called him continues to look at me not making a move to let us out of the room.

His eyes burn into mine as he looks at me for what seems like forever. Stepping around us to move over to his large, steel desk he grabs a small glass and a bottle of whiskey before he takes a seat. Motioning for us to take a seat in one of the many chairs in front of his desk, I walk over and sit right in front of him.

Jude seems to be worried about his choice to bring me here and takes a seat closer to the door.

Ravina stands to the side, not taking her eyes off the man sitting at the desk.

She looks over to me and tries to make a motion with her head, but I don’t understand what she’s trying to tell me. Her hands close around her hatchet as she backs up to the door.

“Bell,” Ravina grits out through clenched teeth.

“Ravina, I am not leaving until I figure things out. Starting with Jude bringing us here instead of to Apollo.”

“Bell,” she grits out again.

Spinning around in my seat, I stare at her. “What? This is something I have to take care of. If you don’t want to be here, then fucking leave,” I whisper-yell.

Resting his palms on the top of his desk he looks from me to Jude a few times before he speaks. “Apollo has worked for me for a while, so I won’t hand him over without more information.”

Getting sick of the runaround I stand and push the chair back, almost sending it to the ground.

“Look, my mother’s dying breath told me to come to this fucking city to find Apollo so he can lead me to the truth. That’s all I have. My Claiming was ruined by Cloaked attacking and I barely made it out of there alive. I have spent a week in the Phantom Grove Forest with almost no food or clean water. I need to find him.” My hand slams down on his desk.

Tobias stares up at me with a smirk on his face. “Feisty. I like it. Look, you have grit and I respect that, but I can’t give him away without cause. Dark mages might be a lot of things, but traitors we are not. We value loyalty to the highest degree here.”

I have had enough of this and stand up to leave. I make it to the door before he stops me.

“Wait. Why don’t you give me more information so I can help you.”

Hell no. I can’t trust anyone right now. I peek at Ravina, but she is just standing there waiting for me to make my own choice. I respect her for that.

“I won’t tell you my name, but I will tell you who my mother is and what she told me.” He waits for me to continue.

“My mother was killed during my Claiming as six Cloaked came into the woods and attacked us and the Council.”

Not wanting to risk the Council seeming weak right now in case they decide it’s a good time to strike, I stop from giving too much away.

“My mother is Gwen Prudence. I was sent here to find the truth from Apollo, but I don’t know what that means.”

He listens intently. With each word, his eyes flicker with so many different emotions, but the final one left showing is curiosity.

Jude and Ravina have taken up residency behind me, making unease crawl up my spine as I share the gory details of my mother’s death and the betrayal I feel from being abandoned by the Council. When my voice is raw and the story comes to an end with where we are now, the room is silent.

I shake off the suffocating feelings that threaten to come up and stand.

“If you won’t tell me where to find Apollo then we are going to head out. This isn’t just about finding the truth anymore. Someone very important was taken out in those woods by the Cloaked and I need to find him.” My voice doesn’t waiver even though my eyes burn with moisture.

Turning my back to the man at the desk, I address Ravina, “You are welcome to stay with me, but I need to head out. Jude, if you really know where Apollo is, then please take me to him.”

Warmth engulfs my arm when a large, calloused hand latches onto my arm pulling me to a stop. The buzzing gets louder the longer he holds me until our eyes clash together, both glowing black. At a standstill, neither of us moves until someone clears a throat behind us.

“Holy fuck, your light is gray,” Jude exclaims.

Damn it. I was trying to keep that information from getting into the wrong hands yet here we are with the high mage. Snatching my arm away from him, I back up until I feel safe enough to turn my back to him.

Looking over my shoulder, I declare, “We are leaving. Un-spell the door now.”

“You order me around in my domain?” Black smoke pools around him in waves, swirling and twisting around his form. Standing slowly, his obsidian-glowing eyes stay trained on me.

His powers lash out of him but for some reason fear doesn’t find me. My magic finds comfort in his, almost as if his power is feeding mine.

Light power surrounds my hands, flowing out toward the black smoke. Watching both powers mix, they send sparks at each other.

“Enough!” Ravina yells.

Absorbing my magic, I push the buzz down until there is nothing but a low hum left. Letting my eyes drift close for a moment to collect myself, my mind tries to make sense of what just happened. I don’t have time for more questions when the ones I came with are yet to be answered. All I know is my light magic reacts to this stranger and it doesn’t send fear into me, no it sends warmth and safety.

Blinking a few times, his voice comes out gruff, “Stay. I will help you, but it will be on my terms, and it will require you to allow me to do a casting.”

Looking at Jude, he says, “Go down to the courtyard and let in Isolabella’s familiar. I will show them to their rooms.”

“How do you know about Ethereal and my real name?” My eyes go wide.

“Dear, I am the high mage. I knew who you were before you stepped into the office. Your friend Ravina here is well-known in Munder. Come now, let’s head up to your rooms.”

“We room together,” Ravina states as we follow Tobias out of the office.

Once we step out of the doorway to his office the casting falls away and E pushes into my mind.

Little one! Finally, I have been trying to reach you for hours.

I tried to send you a mental note that I was safe, but I couldn’t get through. I will explain everything shortly. Jude is headed down to let you in and bring you to our room. Keep an eye on where he takes you so we can have an escape route if needed.

Taking stock of the hallway it doesn’t slip my notice that the entire interior has changed now that the magic has fallen away. We are walking through a large hall with old paintings hanging on each side of stark white walls. The doors are still thick glass, which makes me wonder if he likes everything cold, hard, and deadly.

We pass many different doors leading into more office-like rooms. There are a few bathrooms, one kitchen area, and a door that was painted black with red swirls all over it. My interest peaks as we pass that door on our way to the room we will be staying in.

Tobias slows his steps when he rounds a corner and comes up to a large glass elevator. The glass doors to the elevator open and we all pile into the cramped space.

Huddling beside Ravina, I whisper, “You can leave at any time, but you saved my life, so I owe you. That means if you need to hide out with me for a while then that’s fine.”

Hesitation flashes in her eyes. “Nowhere else to be right now. I can stick around for a bit.”

I nod to her as the doors open once we reach the top floor, and the view takes my breath away. Walking out onto marble flooring, my feet take me over to a floor to ceiling window with a view of the entire city. Holy shit.

“Like the view?” a deep voice states behind me and I spin around to come face-to-face with Tobias.

“You are welcome to make yourself at home here. This is a studio apartment built house guests, but you only have one bed.”

He walks back to the door before he turns back around to address us both this time, “I will send Jude up to get you both for dinner and to drop Ethereal off. He will bring fresh clothing, so you are able to clean up.” With that, he walks out closing the door behind him.

“Holy shit that was intense.” Dropping my head against the glass wall behind me my eyes drift closed. It’s only been a few hours, but the mental exhaustion goes bone-deep.

We walk around the apartment looking at everything from the stainless-steel appliances to the California king bed with four large wooden posts, white down bedding, and black leather furniture.

At least we won’t be sleeping in a boarded-up warehouse tonight. Logic tells me I should be on alert, but my powers low hum tells me that I am right where my mother intended for me to be.

“Let’s get some rest before Jude comes up. Me and him have a lot to talk about. Come on, we can pile onto the bed and sleep. If you don’t mind sharing, I don’t.”

Ten minutes later we are bundled under the thick covers in nothing but our sports bras and underwear, dozing off into a deep restful sleep.
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Aknock at the door startles me awake. Then another knock. Looking over at Ravina sprawled out on her stomach taking over half the bed with her long legs, I stand at the edge of the bed and toss the blanket over my body to cover anything showing.

“Who is it?”

It’s us, open the door.

Pulling the door open, E and Jude step in before I shut and lock the door.

Ethereal swoops past Jude to perch on my shoulder and nuzzle my cheek.

“It’s good to see you too,” I say out loud, while holding eye contact with Jude. “E, go sit with Ravina while me and Jude have a little talk, please.”

She gives me a nudge as her feet push off me to carry herself over to the bed. Once I have Jude’s full attention I motion over to the couch on the far side of the apartment. We may not have full privacy, but the distance will work fine. I take a seat on the arm of the black leather couch just noticing that I am still in my sports bra and underwear.

“Did Tobias send you with clothes?”

“I set them outside the door. Everything you need for dinner is there, including an extra set of clothing for each of you to travel in.” His voice is low, soft. Unable to keep his eyes anywhere but my face, his cheeks blush.

“Let me pull on a shirt so we can talk about you bringing me here.” I know my voice is harsh with anger, but I am tired and feel like he led me on.

He shouldn’t have brought me here, of all places. Going over to the bed to rifle through the backpack, I grab one of Patrick’s button-downs from the bottom of the bag and pull it over my body. Buttoning it, I make my way back to the couch and take a seat.

“Look. What’s done is done. Just tell me why you brought me here. Who are you and do you really know Apollo?”

Fidgeting with his hands, he shifts slightly on the couch. “Listen. Apollo is my brother in every way that counts. He took me in when my family was killed. He and Ambrose are all I have and when you came looking for him, I couldn’t just hand him over. Would you have handed over your family?”

Dark brown eyes peek up from long lashes. Innocent. That’s all I see when I look at this young boy.

“Jude, everything is going to be okay.” Taking his hand and squeezing, I say, “I’m not mad. You did what you thought you needed to do to protect your family. How could I fault you for that? I do need Apollo, but I swear to you I mean him no harm. He has information that I need, please. Help me get out of here, I will keep my word to make sure you are safe, and no one will touch your brother.”

Moving faster than I expected, he hugs me tightly. “Thank you for understanding. Tobias just wants to have dinner. He will let us leave tonight or tomorrow morning. You might want to rest another night.”

“I appreciate that, but this can’t wait any longer. Patrick needs me.”

Getting up, I walk him to the door. “Come back before dinner. For now, I will wake Ravina so we can get ready for dinner.”

Jude reaches to the side just outside the door to grab two garment bags holding dinner attire and a large tan bag with what I am assuming is extra items and clothing.

“Here. Get ready for dinner I will be back in two hours.” With that he kisses my cheek with a blush and walks off.

Warm water beats down my back, allowing me to clear my head. My thoughts are all over the place right now. Half of my heart is with Patrick wherever he is, praying that he is safe right now. This dinner tonight has my powers humming and chills skating up my arms.

Tobias has my magic reacting in a way that’s new to me, making my nerves tingle deep in my stomach. For some reason, being here in this city, being around Tobias, settles something deep in my bones.

Washing my hair takes my mind off what’s to come. After Jude left, I woke Ravina up and filled her in on our plans for tonight. The friendship I found in her took me by surprise. Being in several dangerous situations tends to bring people closer.

Stepping out of the shower to wrap a towel around me, my hand swipes at the fog covering the mirror. The woman looking back at me is strong, fierce, with a glow that rivals the strongest light. She has grown into someone my mother would be proud of and it’s that thought that has a smile sliding into place.

I walk out of the bathroom with nothing but the towel around me. “Ray, did you decide what dress you wanted to wear?” Looking around the room I spot her standing near the closet. “Holy shit. Ray, you look amazing!”

The long, black, strapless dress hugs her lean figure perfectly. The top dips just above her cleavage with jewels lining the edges. The bottom flows out around her heels. The dress is covered in deep red roses around the bottom tooling, giving it a pop of color.

She gives me a spin showing off the back. “I’m keeping it or stealing it, either way it’s coming with me.”

Her laugh is light and airy. It’s the first time I’ve heard it and it makes me smile.

“Your dress is lying on the bed.”

She points to a gown that takes my breath away. It is so beautiful and alluring. Ravina turns away to give me a sense of privacy so I can slip into the dress. The red silk material slides down my body, stopping a few inches above my knees. This dress is not skintight like Ravina’s but flowing and allows for movement.

It flows and sways while I move around looking in the bag for shoes to put on. Before my hand closes over the most elegant, strapped heels I spot a pair of fishnet stockings that I grab along with the heels. Finishing up the look, I walk over to a mirror leaning against the wall to take in my outfit.

A whistle has me turning red when I see Ravina in the mirror behind me with her hands on her hips.

“Damn, girl, you look like a badass bitch.”

Long, silver hair falls around my waist looking longer than before. The dress goes perfectly with the stockings and black heels. I add my dagger hilt to my thigh to tie the outfit together.

“Too bad we don’t have any makeup.”

Smiling, I turn away from my reflection to run over the plan again. No matter what happens at dinner we are getting out of here in the morning.

E, you are going to dinner with us tonight. I don’t want you out of my sight while we are here.

As you wish, little one.

“When is Jude supposed to pick us up?” Ravina asks right as a loud knock has us both turning to face the door.

“I’d say right about now. Are you ready for this?”

Keeping my eyes on the door, I look at her from the corner of my eye. She doesn’t even hesitate to give me a wicked smirk while she straps her hatchet to her back.

“I’m with you through it all, Sunny.”

Rolling my eyes at the new nickname, we walk toward the door to let Jude in. Gripping the handle, I telepath to E. E, I want you on my shoulder. Talons dig into me when she lands as the door swings open.

“Oh, shit.” Jude’s mouth drops open when he gets a look at us.

We walk through the doorway, letting the door close behind us. My stomach rumbles as we make our way to the glass elevator down the hall. They both laugh at the loud growl that makes its way out of me.

“At least we are headed to dinner. Sounds like you could use some food.”

“You should have heard her stomach while she was sleeping. Sounded like a bear getting ready to take a bite out of a fluffy bunny.”

Laughing loudly, they both continue to pick at me giving us all a sense of comfort, making me feel like the teenager I am. Instead of the fighter I was forced to become. Gathering inside the elevator, I force my focus onto something more important. Getting the hell out of here and finding Patrick. For the first time, I notice that there are no buttons to control where we go or what floor we stop on. Shows just how powerful the high mage truly is.

Can we trust the high mage? He is a dark mage after all. Have you ever met one before?

Trust no one, little one. Those are the words from the dark lord. Right now, trust must be earned, and he has earned nothing.

There is something about him that stirs something inside me. A darkness that chills my skin and sets my powers out of control. But I don’t fear it. I want to explore it. I confide to my familiar.

Before she has time to respond the doors open to a grand table in the middle of stone flooring all different shades of black. Walls span out around us. The purest shade of white allowing for the black floor to reflect all light.

“Welcome, my dear guest of honor. Dinner is being served.” Tobias stands behind a high-winged back leather chair.
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The table is a large, solid, dark marble that’s smooth and rounded off at the edges. I take a seat at the opposite end of Tobias with Ravina and Jude on either side of me. Tobias stands at the back of his chair while we take our seats.

“I have invited a few guests to join us this evening. They want to welcome you to Munder.”

His smile widens until the whites of his teeth become visible. Turning to his right, his hand twirls to the side using his magic to open a tall, back door with brass handles and white trimming. Two couples walk into the dining hall dressed to perfection.

“Welcome! Come, have a seat.” Tobias’s voice booms around the room.

The first couple walks over to the left side of the table. The woman is stunning with a tall, curvy frame and short, black hair. Her features are sharp but it’s her eyes that have my attention. They are a deep crimson color with gold-like spots around the edge. The man with her pulls out her seat, shooting a smile my way when he catches me watching him. He has a slender build with creamy white skin that almost looks ashen.

While they take their seats the other couple seems to be having a quiet conversation with Tobias off to the side. Both the woman and man are short with a stocky frame and long, white hair. They would almost look like twins if they weren’t holding hands so intimately.

“Did you know there would be others?” Ravina whispers over to Jude.

I try to watch his face for any signs of a lie as he shakes his head.

My stomach sinks because if Tobias didn’t tell Jude we would be having dinner with others, then what could his agenda be? Feeling for my power, I make sure that familiar buzz settles just on the surface.

Having E sit behind me on the back of my chair, I watch as Tobias takes his seat at the head of the table. My powers hum as our eyes lock, causing my hands to fist in reaction. If this was a set-up my instincts would send off warnings, but I’m not getting anything right now.

Servers come out of the side door wheeling trays of all sizes to the table. They unload what seems to be ten different brass trays holding various foods and dishes.

“It’s time to feast my friends!” The loud timber of Tobias’s sends chills down my arms.

We each pull the lid off the trays closest to us revealing spreads of meats, soups, breads, and an assortment of steamed vegetables. My mouth waters taking in the steaming foods in front of me. We all take turns plating our food with the only sounds heard is the clink clink clink of silverware on glass.

Two servers come back out with bottles of red wine and tall, gold glasses that have silver designs looped around the bottom all the way down the handle. The server closest to me pours us a glass and sets the wine in the middle of Jude and Ravina.

“Thank you.” My voice comes out smaller than I intended.

Our server pauses to look over his shoulder. “Enjoy your meal, Miss. We look forward to having you here.”

That has me pausing in thought because I don’t plan on being here after tomorrow morning, but I let it go and give the others the okay to start eating.

The meat melts in my mouth, causing a low moan to escape that has Jude snickering beside me. Giving him a small kick under the table, we continue to eat in silence.

It’s not until halfway through the dinner that small conversations pick up around the table.

The woman with the black hair gives me a soft smile and introduces herself and her husband, “I’m Shea and this is my husband, Torin.”

We share small talk and laughs, my body relaxing into a sense of ease. I have never been around so many dark mages before, but I have never felt more at home either. The laughs and conversations flow so effortlessly that time passes by and before we know it the food has cooled and dessert is being wheeled out.

“While we enjoy our dessert, I would like to make a toast.”

All eyes turn to Tobias, our plates forgotten even when the staff place beautifully made pastries in front of us. Ravina glances at me from the corner of her eye before she turns her full attention to the other end of the table. My palms rub up and down my legs as nerves find their way back into my stomach.

Standing, Tobias lifts his glass and red liquid splashes over the edge, sending a few droplets onto the table. He takes in all his guests and then his deep green eyes land on me.

“Thank you all for joining me tonight as we welcome our guests into our wonderful city. It is my pleasure to have Isolabella and her friend here this evening to share the exciting news I have for you tonight.”

My power kicks up to a loud hum as his eyes lock on me.

“Friends, I am thrilled to announce that my daughter has finally joined me.”

Looking around the table my eyes land on Ravina. My stare bores into hers, waiting for confirmation that she has been keeping a secret from me, but she just shakes her head. Looking just as lost as me, Ravina turns back to Tobias waiting for him to elaborate on his announcement.

“Isolabella, please stand and join me for a toast. Having you here with me after all these years…” He places a hand on his chest. “Means the world to me.”

The buzzing in my ears seems to get louder the longer I sit in stunned silence, all eyes turn to me but its Ravina’s wide eyes that hold my attention the longest because she looks betrayed, as if this is somehow the truth and I kept it from her.

My chair scrapes across the floor when I shove away from the table to stand. I look everyone in the eyes before I turn to Tobias with clenched teeth and fisted hands.

“You speak lies. My father is Sam, he is in Cambridge. You are not my blood; how dare you speak falsely.”

I stomp away toward the door we came in.

E, let’s go.

Ethereal flies off the back of the chair and lands on my shoulder, her talons cutting into my skin causing me to wince and blood to roll down my arm.

Sorry, little one.

I shake it off unable to respond right now with my mind running a million miles an hour. The pain fades as my skin stitches itself back together from my healing magic.

The doors slam against the walls with the force of my anger and you hear the echo of it around the room. Stepping into the hallway, footsteps can be heard behind me.

Swinging around with my light magic glowing through my hands, I can only imagine the fierce glow of my eyes, as Ravina steps into my sight with Tobias just behind her.

“Sunny…” Ravina whispers, grabbing my arm gently.

She gives me a soft squeeze waiting for me to look away from him to meet her stare, but his eyes holds me like cement. The green eyes that look so familiar and warm take me in with such sorrow that it throws me off balance. No. I won’t be tricked. Pulling away from Ravina, my feet take small steps backward while keeping my focus on the lying bastard in front of me.

“Let’s go. I’m leaving. So if you are truly with me then get your shit.” Looking around the two in front of me I search for Jude. “Jude!”

Heavy steps sound just past the doorway when Jude comes into view, running over to stand behind me. It doesn’t pass my notice that he seems nervous to stand against the high mage, but he chooses me and that’s loyalty enough. Jude has only been with me for two days and he has picked his side at my back. For that, he will always have a place with me.

“Jude, Ravina, we are leaving. Gather what you need.”

E, go with them. Make sure they are safe, and nothing keeps them from making it back to me.

“Isolabella, stay. I can explain everything. Let me show you the truth you are looking for. Your mother sent you here for a reason. Open your eyes, dear.”

His voice comes out soft and it sends shivers down my spine. Can I really trust that he is telling the truth?


Chapter 19
Isolabella
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This can’t be happening. No matter how hard I try to be the mage my mother raised me to be, to be strong in the face of everything that has happened me, I find myself falling apart. Shaky hands slide into my hair, tugging at the long strands.

“My mother wouldn’t do this to me,” I say to myself, waiting for Tobias to come back into the small room off the same floor as our room. I sent E a message to come back once they were all packed up but Tobias left ten minutes ago to grab some herbs and supplies for a casting. He thinks this will prove to me that my entire life is a fucking lie, like he isn’t turning my world on its back.

My father is back home burying my mom while a high mage is doing everything he can prove to me that my family isn’t who I think they are. My mind flips through every memory I have looking, searching for something to calm the rising turmoil in my stomach.

“Take a deep breath, dear.”

Tobias’s deep baritone stops me in my tracks. Closing my eyes to gather a steadying breath and allow myself a moment to collect myself, I won’t show him weakness even if my knees are ready to buckle. I am a Prudence no matter what. That doesn’t change today.

Slowly turning to face a worried Tobias, I take in the room for the first time since he left me in here to gather his supplies. The walls are a light grey shade with bright white trimming and a deep grey wooden style flooring.

There are small plants hanging in each corner and a few near the single window in the center of the wall to the far side of the room. The greenery sends a sense of comfort through me, allowing me to catch my breath so I can focus on my surroundings.

“Before I can tell you the story of how your mother and I met, I need you to understand that everything we did was to protect you. Our sacrifice was to keep you alive, even if it took you away from me.”

His ashy-silver hair slides into his eyes when he bends to meet my stare head on. Toe to toe, the stark similarities has the air in my lungs stalling in my chest.

Green eyes with swirling white take me in with a look of wonder and pride. Tobias hesitantly reaches his large hands out pausing in front of my face, waiting for me to move or say stop. His hands cup my face sending my magic into overdrive. The buzz is a welcome feeling in the mix of all my emotions.

“Why do you call me dear?” My words come out low, but you can’t mistake the steel in my voice.

“Because you are my daughter. The one I hold dear to my heart. I would die for you.”

“I don’t understand any of this. Why would my mom hide this from me? Who is Sam, if you are my father? How are you going to prove to me that this isn’t a trick?” Questions spill out in word vomit.

Before he has a chance to answer I turn away and walk over to the window. Needing something to focus on, I take in the city below. People walking through the streets in the evening light hold my attention. The city seems so similar to Cambridge, even the people and families making their way through shops reminds me of home. Are we truly so different? Being here feels like home and it’s that thought that has fear creeping into my bones.

Dropping my head back on a sigh my instincts tell me to stay and hear him out because the alternative isn’t something I could live with. The not knowing would eat me alive. The only thing that has me second-guessing going through with this is the fact that Patrick is still missing, my mother is dead, and I have no idea if more light mages have been killed. Has the Council been found?

If this is truly the truth that I am after than one part of my journey is going the way we wanted, but how can I focus on this when I don’t know if Patrick is alive or dead? Deep down I know that I would feel his soul leave this earthly world if he died, but the fear is still present.

Tobias waits for me to turn back to him before he steps forward to prepare for his casting. I appreciate the space but the need to get answers has me walking forward to a small table and chairs set in the right corner of the room.

“Let’s get started so I can get back on the road.”

“I don’t want you to leave tonight. It’s not safe and there is so much for you to learn.”

“Look, I came here to find Apollo, but I also need to find Patrick. He has to be in Munder somewhere.”

“Let me help you find him. I will tell you everything and once I’m done, I will answer any questions you have for me.”

“I don’t have time for that!” My hands thrust out, sending a small light blast into the chair across from me, flipping it backward.

“You don’t have control of your powers yet. You just had your Claiming. What help would you be to anyone if you can’t even keep your magic under control?”

His words piss me off. “You know nothing about me! I am doing just fine on my own.”

“You let a sixteen-year-old trick you into a spelled building with a high mage that has far more power than you and your little troublemaker friend. Do you even know anything about Ravina?”

Anger pools in the pit of my stomach. Eyes glowing and skin buzzing with power, I move closer to him. “You think you can tell me what to do because you have some delusion of being my father?”

Holding his hands up, he then gestures to an upright chair. “Listen, we are getting off track. Why don’t we sit and try to talk? Once you know everything if you want to leave, I won’t hold you here. Your freedom is not mine. I would never take that from you.”

We sit down on the small chairs at the table. You can do this. I need to hear him out, but I know that Patrick is in trouble and it’s that feeling that has my heart pulled in two different directions.

Large, calloused hands cover my own on the table, warming my skin. His expression softens as he looks me over like he is seeing me for the first time.

“You look so much like your mother it takes my breath away. She was the love of my life. Losing her nearly killed me, hearing of her death... the only things that ties me to this world without her is you, my dear. Knowing that you are finally here with me.”

Not knowing what to say to that I wait for him to continue.

Eyes glisten with moisture as he continues, “We met when we were no older than you. It was just after Gwen’s Claiming.” Pausing to close the door with a flick of his hand, he turns back to me, clearing his throat. “She was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. Her witty nature drew me in, but it was her fierce love and loyalty that made me fall madly in love with her.”

Hearing him speak of my mom this way has tears welling in my eyes, but I push them back not allowing them to fall. I listen to his story of how they fell in love, how they would meet in the forest and spend countless nights wrapped in each other’s arms in one of the fallen castles near the cliffs of Moher.

“We knew that eventually we would have to part ways but each time we tried it never lasted more than a week or more. Our connection was unlike any other I have ever heard of. Bell, your mother was the love of my life, and I couldn’t let her go even when she tried to walk away from us. From who we were.”

His hands squeeze mine while he weaves a love story so strong that it’s hard to imagine either of them walking away. Picturing a younger version of my mom running around the woods with a dark mage brings a small smile to my face.

Tobias continues his story with the news of my mother getting pregnant with me a few years after they met.

“We knew that you couldn’t live in Munder, but I couldn’t go to Cambridge either. No one could know that a light and dark mage were having a child together. It was forbidden, making you a target for both Councils. Making the hardest decision we ever had to make your mother chose to go back to her hometown and create a cover story and I went back to Munder to build my empire, leading me to becoming the high mage. In the hopes of bringing my family back to me one day.” Head falling forward tears stream down his cheeks and his shoulders shake with silent sobs.

“Why didn’t she tell me? Even if I don’t understand how this would put me in danger, she could have told me when I got older.” Shaking my head, I pull my hands from under his. “She should have let me decide!”

“You are being hunted right now because someone found out what you are. It wasn’t safe then and it’s not safe now. She did what she thought was right for you and it cost her her life. Do not disrespect her in my home,” he states, almost growling.

“I don’t understand why they are hunting me. Why would the Council care who my parents are?”

“Because they fear you. We call you the Impure. Your magic isn’t pure light or dark, it is a mixture of both and the unknown scares those who wish to control.”

“So, because you are a dark mage, and my mother was a light mage, they think I’m some impure mage who has some weird magic? That’s ridiculous! I have been using my light powers since my Claiming and nothing has happened.”

“Your eyes glow gray, dear. The signs are already starting to show.”

“Wait, who is Sam if he isn’t my dad?” My heart stutters just thinking about my father not truly being who I thought he was.

Could I ever see him as anyone else? Could I ever let Tobias claim a spot in my heart and in my life? I don’t know the answers to those questions, but I plan to find out just like I plan to figure out who sent the Cloaked after me. How did they find out about me? Are there other impure mages?

Looking up at Tobias, pushing my shoulders back, I utter hoarsely, “Show me everything.”


Chapter 20
Isolabella
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Ravina, Ethereal, and Jude made their way into the room with us not long ago. Now we are all siting throughout the room in various stages of shock. Tobias, who is setting up the casting circle, is still sitting across from me. E has moved over to the back of my chair, providing me comfort and a power support with her proximity.

Ravina, who has changed into sweats and what looks like a rolling stones tee is sitting in a chair close to the window. Looking over her I admire that she has stuck with me this far with all the new curves being thrown our way. Her hair is tossed in a messy bun and there are bags under her eyes, making me feel guilty for having her stay with me instead of back in the room to get more rest.

I know Tobias doesn’t trust her, but my gut tells me everything isn’t as it seems. Planning to get to the bottom of her story after everything settles down, I let it go for now so we can focus on the task at hand. Jude slides his chair closer to me. I guess he has had his fill of watching the city below now that nightfall has completely taken over the sky.

“Are you sure you want to do this? Memory hopping can be dangerous and very painful. The risk is unknown.” Worried brown eyes meet mine.

“This is something I have to do; I am aware of the risk. It’s going to be okay just trust me.” Squeezing Jude’s shoulder, I give him a soft smile.

His worry isn’t unwarranted. The casting we are about to do is very dangerous and will most likely hurt like a bitch too. Memory hopping is almost like the bond with E that we did except with a familiar it’s natural.

Our version is less common and is not something mages recommend doing unless you have no other choice. My eyes fall closed, taking in a calming breath. I allow myself to picture my mom so I can enter a place of peace for what’s to come. I don’t want to feel angry with her, but how could she keep something like this from me? How can I look at Sam and ever think of him as someone who isn’t my father? Tobias will never be that for me, no matter what happens today.

Sam is and always will be the man who raised me, but I do plan on figuring out what role he has played in this as well. Mom, I could have saved you if I knew what was going on. Things could have been different. A tear manages to slip through my closed lid to slide down my cheek.

A soft finger grazes my cheek to swipe the wetness from my face, startling my eyes open.

“Bell, please don’t cry.”

Jude’s sweet voice sounds so broken at the knowledge that I’m not the strong, fearless leader I have learned he sees me as. One day he will learn that everyone has a breaking point and no matter how strong you are, there will come a day that you need someone to pick you up and put you back together.

“Are you ready, my dear?”

Tobias watches us with a newfound respect as Jude leans back into his seat and Ravina comes over to sit at my back. Without my knowing, I seemed to have formed a sort of loyalty with the two at my side and with that discovery, my nerves dissipate into a thinly-veiled hum under my skin. There is nothing stronger than a bond built on loyalty, and if I have that with these two after such a short time then I fear facing what’s next a helluva lot less.

“Okay, I’m ready. Don’t spare me anything and no hiding shit.”

A chuckle slips out before he starts to mix the herbs together in a small brass bowl on the table. Brass seems to be a favorite among his kitchen ware, I like it. Watching his process, eager to learn when the opportunity is there, I keep an eye on what he uses for his casting mixture.

Spotting thyme, rosemary, deadly nightshade, and what I think is monkshood. He uses a small black crystal that would normally be used to scry, to mix and break apart the herbs in the bowl. To the right is a small bottle with a cork in it that holds red liquid with a hint of gold flakes in it.

“What’s in the vial?” Curiosity has me sitting up straighter in the chair. It’s no wonder my ass hasn’t gone numb on this damn thing.

Looking up from his mixing, Tobias studies me before responding in a tone that says he didn’t want me to ask that question. “It’s my blood mixed with Henbane. It’s used as a sedative and will help put you in a trance-like state close to sleep, but not too close that you won’t be able to do what’s needed.”

“What’s your blood for?”

It didn’t slip my notice that I am going to have to drink his blood mixed with the drug-like herb. What the hell did I get myself into?

“The blood is to connect yourself to me. Memory hopping is complex and can be tricky if not done correctly. We need to make sure you enter my memories and mine alone. So, you will drink my blood with the Henbane to insure that.” His voice doesn’t waiver so that gives me a sense of ease with his knowledge on this.

Finishing up the casting process he slides the vial to the spot in front of me as he stands. Walking around the table, he extends his hand in an offer to help me up.

With a large exhale, I place my hand in his and stand. “Okay, where do you want me?”

Finding myself lying on the table with blankets Jude went to go get, Tobias stands at my head. This position mixed with the large man standing above me sends me into a brief memory of my Claiming, causing panic to set in. My chest rises and falls with quick breaths, my eyes become hazy and spots dance in my vision.

Pull it together. Squeezing my eyes shut as tight as I can, I let my power pick up that familiar hum to cover me in a blanket of peace. A soft nudge is pushed against my mind reminding me that no matter what I am not alone.

Thank you, E. She has my back.

“You need to make sure you keep your breathing steady during this entire process. Find a place in your mind that holds nothing but comfort and use that as you need to keep your heart rate low.”

Tobias instructs me on what to look for in his memories and then hands over the vial. Tossing back the concoction quickly, I settle back against the table and close my eyes. Focusing on my breathing, my being drowns everything out until I hear nothing but the blood flowing through my veins.

Thump. Thump. Thump. My heartbeat soothes me into a trance until I am sure the Henbane is working. Seeing nothing but the black behind my eyes I try to dig deeper into the numb feeling coating my mind. Shifting through different feelings and emotions, I grab onto something that feels foreign to me.

I tug on that feeling. It feels almost like a rubber band flexing and stretching until it pops back into place. Thump thump. Thump thump. My heart rate tries to rise but I release the feeling to breathe deeply, hold, and release. I repeat this one more time while reaching out to grab it again.

Pull, breathe, pull, breathe, repeat. Numbness climbs up my spine until I’m floating. The only connection I have is to this rubber band that tugs at my mind. With one last pull on an exhale that has me slipping deeper into darkness, white flashes in my vision blinding me, the band snaps. Visions explode behind my eyelids in a Kaleidoscope of memories and colors.

Walking through a dense forest with only the moonlight up ahead casting a light to guide me, I walk forward on a small path that seems to go on forever.

Nothing and everything seems familiar at the same time, blending memories together. My bare feet press into the soft worn dirt as they carry me down the path toward a small light, glowing brighter and brighter.

Thump. Thump.

Coming closer to the light, it starts to heat my skin until a light sweat breaks out, causing goosebumps to appear down my arms. The heat intensifies the further into the woods I go until the path starts to close in on me. Shoving the tree limbs and branches away from me, my feet step on twigs and leaves, but there is only silence.

Thump. Thump.

A branch with dried leaves smacks me in the face as I keep pushing forward toward the burning light. Tripping and stumbling forward, I remind myself to breathe and release. With one last shove against the greenery surrounding me, my feet trip over a root sticking out of the ground and I fall to my knees.

Looking up, the light burns my skin like a hot shower after a winter day, I try to look around me. My knees grow damp from the soft ground, I take stock of the woods around me. My fall landed me in a small opening that resembles the Claiming oval only two times smaller and lit only by the moon and this bright white light.

Thump. Thump.

The light grows brighter and brighter until the forest fades from my sight and the light consumes every fiber of my being.

Flickers of visions play out in front of me, all different and mixed together. Reaching out a hand I try to touch the visions floating in the light around me. Snatching my hand back when it burns me, I curse.

Thump. Thump.

Breathe and try again, come on, Isolabella. My hand reaches out but when the burn comes, I let it consume me until the visions in front of me burst to life, pulling me in. I shift through them until I find one that has me pausing, waiting, and watching.

Two people running through Phantom Grove laughing and playing around catch my eye. Familiar silver hair flashes through the memory, chasing a small girl with brown wavy hair through the trees. My mom and Tobias. The year changes and a taller Tobias cages my mother against a stone wall connected to one of the fallen castles of Ireland.

Turning away as they kiss, I find other memories watching them through an outsider’s point of view. Stolen moments, tears, nights under the stars, and so much more. Another year or two passes and I witness their first fight. My mother worries about their safety and if they are doing the right thing risking everything for each other.

Shouting and tears mix in the night air. Our people provide a barrier between the two souls standing under the moon because they fear the power that could be created from coming together. They fear the exact power my parents succeeded in making when they allowed me to be born.

Thump. Thump.

Memories shift until their heartbreak. The night my mother tells Tobias the news of my conception has tears swelling in my eyes. The light burns brighter more until the memories fade into something more. Deeper memories that feel darker blur the edges of my sight until the white light fades into shadows.

The flickering scenes in front of me go by so fast that I can only grasp a little of what’s going on. What I see chills me to the bone because my mother’s death was dealt by the hand of someone who shares blood with me. The blood that flows through my veins flows through theirs and whether they know it or not they betrayed me and sealed their fate.

Thump. Thump.

Trying to breathe through everything I saw my thoughts drift to Sam, wondering where he is and if he is safe. My powers buzz until all I can feel is the vibration under my skin of pure power. Sam.

The shadows surround my vision, whipping my hair around my face with a wind so strong my eyes close against the force. Pressure pounds down on my mind in a crushing weight until my head falls back and my mouth drops open in a silent scream.

Things shift and warp at a high-speed causing my stomach to flip and flop. Light shines behind my eyes so I slowly open them to find myself suddenly standing outside a church in Cambridge. I have been here before.

Crying meets my ears and it startles me because up until now everything has been silent, but this memory feels so real the sun on my skin gives me a reprieve from the numbness that held me down.

Slowly approaching the church, I cross into the doorway and stand off to the side, watching and waiting for a sign of what’s going on.

Standing there for what seems like an hour I go to move forward until someone, or something, grabs me from behind and shoves me into a coat closet. Before my lungs have time to draw in air to scream at the bastard, the hand lets go and backs away from me.

“Before I turn on the light, I need you to promise not to make a sound,” the gravelly voice whispers against my ear, sending shivers down my spine.

“I promise.” Hating that my voice came out weak, my heart rate picks up.

Thump thump thump thump.

Breathe. This is just a memory nothing can hurt me here.

A bright yellow light blinds me before my eyes adjust and I come face-to-face with my dad. He looks worn down and completely exhausted with deep bags under his red eyes and an oily sheen to his hair, as if he hasn’t showered. Where am I?

“You’re a dream. How does this dream feel so real?”

Watery eyes take me in. “Bell, this isn’t a dream. I don’t know how you are here, but you need to leave. Now. Things are not as they were when you left. So much has happened, but all I know is you are not safe here. Not anymore.”

I don’t understand. I’m in Munder but I’m not at the same time.

“I was doing a casting for memory hopping. How did I get here?”

Sighing, he states, “Memory hopping is tricky. If you focus too much on one thing or one person you can sometimes slip into an astral form to see them. Only the strongest mages can manage this.”

“Why are you at the church? I have so many questions, Dad.”

I want to bring up Tobias and ask why he lied to me or who he really is, but how? How could I hurt the one remaining family I have left?

“Listen to me, Bell, Ronan is still missing but the other Council members showed back up two days after you left. They were beaten but something is off about their story. They have hellhounds and watchers looking for you, but they won’t tell anyone why. You can’t come back here. It isn’t safe. Maeve is dead and light mages are still being found killed in their homes. Two more families have lost their lives.” His eyes drift away from me, sending dread deep into my bones.

“Who?” He doesn’t respond. “Dad. Who?”

“I am so sorry, Bell, we lost Victoria and her family.”

Cold numbness takes over until I feel nothing but raw anger.

“I’m coming home. Right after I find Patrick, I will come home to fix this.”

“You can’t come home. No, you need to leave. If they catch you here, I fear what they will do to you.” His hands shake as they grip my shoulders. True fear shines in his eyes.

“What has you so worked up? I know about Tobias, Dad. I know that my mother was with a dark mage and that you are not my real father. So, what else could be worse?”

He stumbles back but not enough to release me. “You found him? Nevermind what he tells you, I may not be your father, but I am YOUR dad in every way that counts. You are mine, my daughter to keep safe.”

“Why didn’t you or Mom tell me? How could you keep this from me?” My voice breaks with tears falling freely down my face. My heart shatters at the look in my dad’s eyes. Betrayal buries itself deep into my soul until there is nothing left but anger and resentment.

“Isolabella, you listen to me. Your mother did what she needed to keep you alive. Impure mages were hunted hundreds of years ago over fear of their power. You are the first of your kind in a millennium. My sister was a loving mother to you and protected you. We raised you to think I was your father because she felt she couldn’t trust anyone but me to care for you if anything happened to her.”

Sobs shake me as he continues.

“Maeve was my wife, but your mother was who I chose to live with under the pretense that I was your father. Maeve knew what you were, but she was bound by blood oath to keep a secret. Someone sent the Cloaked after you and that means someone outside of us knows of your bloodline. The only person I know of outside of Maeve, myself, and your mother is Tobias.”

His implication stuns me silent. My ears ringing with all the new information. Maeve was married to my… Sam. Sam is my uncle and Tobias is my biological father. Holy fuck, I can’t handle much more.

“Bell, you must get out of here. Your magic is strong and can be sensed if someone were to be watching for it. You can’t trust anyone, not even Tobias. No matter how angry you are, remember that as parents we do everything we can to raise, love, and protect our children. You are my daughter no matter what, baby girl, I love you with everything I have. Keep your head down and stay away from Cambridge. Something is happening and I fear it has everything to do with you.”

Warm arms wrap around me squeezing me as sobs rack my body, my vision blurring. My body shakes and my heart rate picks up speed.

Thump thump thump thump thump.

Sorrow and anger fight for a place inside me. Betrayal, loss, confusion, death, mourning, hurt. All of these emotions swim inside me until it takes over everything that I am.

Rough warm hands grip mine, shoving something into my palm and closing my hand into a fist.

“Keep this with you, always. Your mother would have wanted you to have this. Now go!” Shoving power into my chest with a sharp jolt, the light from the room is sucked out and then nothing but darkness greets me.

Pain explodes around me. The crushing weight of everything has me drowning in it. Faint voices are heard yelling my name.

Wake up, Sunny.

Gasping for air, my body jerks into a sitting position as I look down at my hands. My face is wet from crying as my fist opens to reveal the one item that causes me to break down in hysterics.

Shadow, my mother’s familiar died when my mother died, but when a familiar dies their earthly form turns into a totem for the family or Coven to cherish. Seeing this, my body gives out.
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Cold numbness creeps its way into my limbs, the darkness slowly letting go of me until faint voices make their way to my ears.

“Back the fuck up,” a female voice grits out.

Trying to push against the weight of exhaustion that is sitting heavy on me, I force fingers to move. Steps shuffle around the room until the soft surface I’m lying on dips with the weight of someone sitting near my legs.

“She is my daughter, my responsibility, I have the right to be here when she wakes up,” Tobias retorts.

“Until I know you didn’t do this to her you won’t come within ten feet of her, high mage be damned. Now back the fuck up or I’ll shove this dagger down your throat.” Ravina’s voice sounds closer this time.

Pain pulses behind my eyes, my head pounding so bad nausea rolls in my stomach making me groan. Light blinds me as soon as I try to open my eyes but it takes no time for them to adjust, allowing me to take in the protective stance Ravina has over me. Turning my head slowly I try to spot Tobias, but she is blocking him from getting to me so all I see is the side of his head.

Movement at my feet catches my attention and soft hands reach out to rub mine, Jude’s sweet brown eyes look me over and it’s then that I see red-rimmed puffy eyes staring back at me.

“Don’t do that to me again, I can’t lose anyone else. Not again.”

My heart pangs with his words because even though we don’t know each other he was still worried about me. Ravina and Tobias have stopped arguing to turn around and see what’s going on.

“Sunny, thank fuck, you’re awake!” Ravina rushes over to me and throws her arms around me while also using the hug to hide her whisper in my ear. “Did you see something? He has been fighting me to get to you, can we trust him?”

Squeezing her tightly and breathing her in, I lower my voice, “I’ll tell you later, right now I need him to think everything is okay. I need his help.”

Tobias walks over to us as Ravina leans up but stays right by my head. Pushing up with my hands I lean against the wall the bed backs up to. Looking around I notice that we are in the guest apartment but something has me pausing.

“Where is E?”

They share looks and unease has me yanking the blankets off to get up.

E, where are you?

Nothing. No response, no nudges, just pure silence.

“Where the fuck is Ethereal?” I demand.

Jude put his hands out in front of him in a placating manor that has me on edge.

“She’s on the couch.” Ravina pulls me back down before I could hop up to go to her as Jude continues, “When you passed out after coming out of the casting something happened to you, you were holding something and when you saw it you went crazy.”

Waiting for him to continue I look at Ravina and Tobias, who are watching me with rapt attention like I could snap at any moment.

Jude swallows roughly. “You were covered in pure power, eyes bright gray, and your skin was glowing so bright. I have never seen anything like it before. We didn’t know what to do and Tobias wouldn’t let us get to you because he didn’t know how powerful you are so he stopped us. Ethereal flew into the circle to try to calm you down but when you passed out you let out a burst of magic that took her down.”

No, I would remember. Looking at each of their faces I see worry, intrigue, and fear all looking back at me.

“Is she…” My voice trails off, unable to ask because somewhere deep inside I can feel her in our connection. “No, she can’t be. I can still feel her.” My fist hits my chest. “She isn’t dead.”

“Sunny.” The soft mummer has me pausing. Ravina doesn’t show her emotions unless its rage or snark so her concern catches me off guard.

Standing up, my legs shake with the movement until large hands grab my arm to steady me. Tobias stares at me and something passes between us in that one moment. We may not know each other, but he is my father and now he knows I know that to be true.

“Come on, lean on me and I will take you to her.”

Making our way to the living room, I see a small nest of blankets on the couch with a large black shape resting in the center. My heart warms at the sight because a quick guess tells me it was my thoughtful new friend Jude that made this resting place for her. His soul is so pure and good, I am lucky to have him.

Being around dark mages these last few days has shown me that being a dark mage doesn’t define who you are in your heart. Jude has a heart that cares for others, even a stranger he just met. Light mages are always taught that we can’t trust them, that they are morally bad with no scale of right or wrong. Standing here right now with Tobias, Ravina, and Jude, I see how wrong we were about them.

“How long was I out?” I ask.

“Roughly ten hours,” Ravina says, walking up beside me.

She looks me over with a smirk. “Could use a little more beauty sleep if you ask me. Looking a little worse for wear in that dress and your rat’s nest bed-head”

Tobias snorts but Jude lets his laugh out, unable to hold back so I throw my arm back connecting with his stomach causing Tobias and Ravina to laugh.

Stepping up to the couch fully, I ignore the bickering and laughing behind me. Tobias says something to Jude about me being just like my mother, but I push them out of my mind to focus on my familiar.

“E, can you hear me?” I try to get a response by talking to her verbally before I send a nudge to her through our bond. Nothing happens, not even a twitch of her wings.

I slide my hands under her so I can lift her against my chest, her breathing and a steady heartbeat has a sigh escaping, my muscles relaxing with it. Sitting down with her in my arms I rub her head while humming.

Pulling my powers to the edge of my core welcoming the familiar feeling of it skating down my arms to cover my skin. Closing my eyes, the buzz picks up my humming following, my body responding with a sway.

A palm lands on my shoulder. “We don’t know what you are capable of yet but light mages have healing abilities. It’s the gift from the dark lord to serve our people in the magical community. You need to try to tap into that power and send it into her.”

“My body heals itself; I don’t think about how, it just happens. How can I do that for her when I don’t do it for myself?”

Squeezing the shoulder his hand is on. “Breathe in through your nose and out your mouth. Focus on what you are healing and envision it. Move your magic through her body to heal anything that is damaged from the blow. Picture the muscles and tissue stitching back together. Your powers will seek out the pain and show you what needs to be repaired but you have to trust your magic and yourself.”

His words feel true so I take a leap of faith that he wouldn’t cause harm to my familiar. Opening my mind, my eyes drift back closed so I can focus on the task at hand. Our bond sparks to life showing me a golden thread that connects us together that I follow to E. Sending out my healing magic I picture her pain until it becomes my own. Hissing through my teeth at the fire burning in my chest I focus on that area, until every burn muffles into nothing more than a sting of soreness. Moving on to each and every one of her injuries, I take my time making sure she is fully healed until my arms are weak and sweat covers me.

Collapsing back against the couch, tears pool in my eyes when a small barely there nudge is sent to me through our bond.
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Hot water beats down my back, loosening the muscles when knocking sounds at the door. Groaning, I stick my head out the glass door so I can hear. “Yeah?”

“There’s food out here when you’re done.”

Ravina’s footsteps carry her away from the door and I sigh with relief for the few moments of silence it grants me. My body is depleted of energy from pouring every iota of my powers into healing E. Thankfully she is still breathing, but she has yet to wake up.

Shutting off the water, I step out of the shower to wrap a large cream-colored towel around me. Finding another towel in the cabinet I fluff dry my hair and get dressed before heading out into the open-spaced room where Ravina is waiting for me with what looks to be a large tray of assorted foods and snacks.

My stomach growls loudly making her and Jude laugh before we all head to the large bed to pile around the tray and eat.

Ravina looks at me over her toasted bread and cheese with a curious glance.

“What the hell is going on?”

Reaching over to pick up a piece of baked chicken, I state, “Tobias was telling the truth about being my father. My dad, Sam, is my mom’s brother, my uncle. I watched Tobias and my mother fall in love and she broke his heart when she decided to leave with me.”

Moaning when the lemon pepper chicken hits my taste buds, I continue, “There are things that I need to piece together but until then I need to play nice with Tobias so he can teach me how to utilize my full potential and also help me scry for Patrick.” My voice shakes at the mention of Patrick, worry consumes me.

Patrick has been missing for days now, so the chances of him being completely unharmed are slim-to-none but as long as he is alive, and he is alive, everything will be okay.

Jude speaks up for the first time since I came into the room. Looking at me and Ravina his features pull tight showing just how burdened he is with the choice he made to stand against Tobias.

I reach out to squeeze his hand. “Talk to me. What’s going on in that head of yours?”

Warm brown eyes shimmer with gold flecks that I haven’t seen before. One of the only signs of him being a mage.

“Tobias is my mentor. We respect each other, but one of my gifts is knowing when something is right or wrong. It has never steered me wrong so when I had to stand against him for you, I knew it was the right choice.”

“But it wasn’t easy.” I finish for him knowing how he must feel.

“Listen, things are about to get dangerous. Both of you need to make a choice now if you want to take on my problems. There is no way I can promise you your safety, but I will promise you loyalty. There are things I can’t explain right now so you must trust that I am doing what I think is best. The only thing I ask if you stay is that you fight with me no matter what.”

Loyalty is paramount to me over everything else but if they join me, I will give my life for them. So I tell them just that and let them sit with those thoughts while we finish eating.

Looking over my shoulder to the couch I watch for the slow rise and fall of my familiar’s chest while sending out another telepathic nudge to check for any signs of life, but nothing has been sent back since I healed her. In truth, my instincts tell me that her not waking up after being healed is something to be investigated.

Tomorrow will be a day of unearthing things that were hidden from me long ago, but more than that it’s a day for me to become acquainted with my dad, if he even deserves to be called that. At my core, this revelation makes me feel like a little girl again, not knowing who I am or who I can trust but now is not the time to succumb to the shock of things I cannot change.

“Okay, that’s it. Enough wallowing, we are going to be young for one night before shit hits the fan. Jude, go grab some sweet snacks, popcorn and M&M’s if you have them. I will get pillows and blankets. Sunny you pick out something to watch.”

“I can’t. We need a plan for tomorrow and E hasn’t woken up yet.”

Ravina stands from the bed, stepping up to me with a stern look on her face. She would look intimidating if she wasn’t wearing fuzzy pink socks with her sleep shorts and black tank. Fuck knows I look goofy in what Jude was able to find us.

“Get your ass over on that couch and sit next to her, maybe lending her some of your energy mixed with your presence might wake her up. Until then we can’t do shit about tomorrow. I don’t know about you, but I need time to think everything through because my mind is fucked right now.”

“Does your vocabulary need to be fuck this and shit that?” I blurt at her while standing up to nudge her to the side, making my way to the couch.

“Both of you have sailor mouths but that makes it more interesting,” Jude chimes in from the kitchen area, his arms full of assorted snacks.

Picking E up from the makeshift bed on the couch, pushing the blanket she was lying on to the floor, I take my seat with her resting on the center of my lap sitting Indian style.

At the end of the day, we all need this little slice of normalcy before things really do change. We pile around the tv, me on the couch with E, Ravina lying on the other end propped against the arm of the couch, and Jude resting his back against the bottom of the couch in front of us.

Taking turns passing around various chocolate and buttery popcorn, I settle on a show about vampires, werewolves, witches, and doppelgangers. Humans love to fantasize about our kind to the point of creating creatures that don’t exist. By the end of the fourth episode my eyes start to feel heavy, my head dropping to the back of the couch.

Ravina is two seconds away from falling asleep or off the couch not sure which might happen first while Jude sits there watching the two main characters kiss at a school dance. Apprehension slinks its way in forcing me to address my concerns with him.

Checking to see if Ravina is sleeping, she is out cold, I speak low to keep from waking her, “Tell me what has you so worked up.”

Tension leaks from him, his shoulders almost touching his ears before he speaks. That’s the only sign he gives that he heard me. “It’s nothing for you to worry about, you have so much going on right now.”

Sitting up straighter adjusting E on my legs, I reply, “Stop that shit. Tell me what’s wrong. Your problems are my problems for as long as you are in my circle. We are our own Coven in the making and with that comes a shoulder to lean on. We pick up each other’s slack, we have each other’s backs, and we never turn our backs on family. Do you hear me?”

Tears glisten in his eyes. “Yes, I understand.”

Swiping at a stray tear that slipped out, I smile softly at him. “Now, tell me what’s going on.”

Jude explains that he hasn’t been able to make contact with Apollo or Cade since we arrived here due to the protections the building is under. His distress is palpable as he talks a mile a minute about the what if’s or could have’s.

“Breathe. We don’t know for sure that anything is wrong. You have no reason to think the worst right now. There has to be an explanation, starting with the casting blocking out your means of communication.”

I can tell my words have no effect on him the moment he looks up from picking at his fingers.

“Listen. If you feel that strongly I promise to speak with Tobias about lowering the protections for you to reach out to them.”

“You would do that?” His surprise at such a small gesture tugs at my heart.

“For you? Jude, I would do anything. Like I said we are a Coven now, teaghlach. Misfits in our own right.”

Leaning up he stretches his arm to hug me the best he can in our current positions. Turning back to the show we relax into a comfortable silence that once again has me dozing off. Not able to keep up with what’s happening on the screen, eyes droop until I can no longer keep them open.

Jude turns the volume down, grabs a pillow before he scoots his way to lie flat on the floor with a blanket to cover up with.

Just before I fall asleep, I hear my name spoken so softly I almost think I imagine it.

“Bell, come hell or high water I’m with you till the end. Teaghlach”

With those words, we fall into a restful sleep.
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The potent smell of decay wafts through my nose until it consumes every crevice of my senses. Limbs that feel foreign to me stretch and flex trying to shake off the stiffness that sinks into my being. It’s not until my fingers flex that my brain catches up to my body to wake up enough and realize I am in my true form.

Rubbing my eyes, waiting for them to adjust pulling myself into a sitting position, I try to connect my memories together. A casting circle, the high mage, my little one waking up sobbing and then her power over took her. The last thing my mind pieces together is me flying into the circle with her before everything went black. Taking stock of my body making sure nothing is scorched or missing, I stand as my vision adjusts to the darkness I have become accustomed to in the dark one’s chambers.

I’m muddled with confusion on how being blasted with magic would bring me back home, the one place Bell can’t reach me mentally. Draiocht Oiche has been my home for thousands of years, but even through the pitch of night my senses tell me something has changed.

Little one, can you hear me? Are you safe?

Being a familiar to such a powerful mage paints a very large very dangerous target on my back, but being the guardian of Bell is an honor. With that being said, this whole situation seems way too convenient with her blow hitting me hard enough to send me back here. The only way I would come back is if I died, but our bond pulses strong and bright. The gold thread that binds us may be pulled tight, but we are still connected intricately down to our soul.

Walking over to a small opening in the bricking, I open all my senses in an attempt to figure out where in the Draiocht Oiche I ended up landing.

The malodor is unbearable signaling to me that this must be Ifreann, where the dark lord’s most powerful disciples congregate. Peeking my head around the corner to see if anyone or anything is within range, I step from behind the bricking.

Being that I am familiar with Ifreann I take my time walking through the corridor with walls made of red and orange bricks that meet an obsidian ceiling. Bare feet slap against the jagged rock flooring carrying me toward a deep red door that has memories slamming into me.

Pushing those fears aside I continue forward until voices float to me. Demonic growling is heard just beyond the doorway as I inch closer. Being in my true form provides me with more magic, but I am never more powerful than when I am with my Wiccan.

“When did she get here?” a hoarse voice asks to a figure I haven’t spotted yet.

“Last night. She hasn’t woken yet, but when she does we will need to use her to get to the girl.”

The second voice sounds familiar, but I can’t put my finger on who it could be. Needing to find the dark lord to warn him that someone in his higher ranks is working against one of his light mages and that they seem to be planning something big, I turn away from the door and continue.

It takes me a few twists and turns to get through the Ifreann until I am entering a large, black wooden door with old symbols of the Deamhan that once ruled what humans would call Hell. The door swings open revealing Stoian, one of the dark lord’s most loyal and trusted advisors.

He appears to be looking out over the railing that holds him high above a clearing that opens out to show desolate lands that have long since burned to the ground.

Rolling my shoulders walking over to the railing to stand beside him I wait for him to acknowledge my presence, knowing better than to address him before he is ready. We stand there in stillness. The only noise heard is the harsh whipping of the wind against the windows in front of us. My patience test me in this moment because deep down I know that this is keeping me from Bell, keeping me from protecting her, and failing at that is unfathomable.

“Why have you come home, Agra? You would risk the wrath of our lord to come back?”

He doesn’t turn to me he just keeps staring outward, observing the perishing lands ahead. The lands that were once loved and cared for by the goddess of spring have now been abandoned to dry up along with the creatures that used to once roam across our homeland.

“I need to see him.” My voice comes out abrasive and for a moment I worry that I insulted him, but now is not the time to be timid.

Both hands grip the railing until his ashen skin whitens even more than possible. “What business do you have with him?”

“There are powers at play down here that are affecting the worlds above. Certain beings are manipulating my bond. Those same beings pulled me down here in a moment of weakness causing me to be separated from my mage. He warned me about this, but I never thought they would be high level demons.”

Whirling around so fast it takes me by surprise and his long, talon-like fingers wrap around my airway. “You speak of treason so brashly. Making that accusation in the open will sign your death in the stars.”

“Let her go.”

Slinking away to the darkest corner of the room Stoian makes himself small to avoid the pure anger rolling off the dark lord, who is walking toward me. His torso is bare of anything other than dark swirling tattoos, jeans that hug large powerful thighs, and his wings are tucked into his back hidden away from sight. Stopping just two short feet away from me he looks down into my eyes, his piercing, red orbs holding me to the spot without showing signs of lifting a finger to do so.

Swallowing, I lick my lips to moisten them in the dry heat. His eyes catch on the motion, trailing down my face to my lips. The intensity of his stare has sweat beading at my eyebrows before he smirks, showing his white teeth.

“Welcome home, Gra, my love. Tell me what brings you back so suddenly after your departure.”

A warm, calloused hand reaches out, placing mine into his, I look up with a soft smile. “There is much to tell you, my lord, time is of the essence.”

Leading me out the door we make our way to his chambers, still holding my hand tightly his thumb rubs circles into the top of my skin. A thrill races down my spine in the presence of such a powerful being making me feel like I’m walking on a live wire.

Looking back over his shoulder his voice is a low rumble, “I told you not to call me that when you’re with me, Gra. Please call me Venus.”

We make it into the chambers, the door closing behind us but before I could speak, he spins around and crowds me against the deep red metal door. His head dips down, breath fanning across my neck distracting me.

I can’t lose myself in him. I need to get back to the world above but his lips ghost across my collarbone shooting heat straight to my core. Fuck me.

Little one, I will fight my way back to you. That I vow.
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Staring at the eggs on my plate, shifting my fork though the yolk that has spilled out, I listen to Ravina and Jude bicker about scrambled versus fried eggs. Rolling my eyes before addressing Tobias at the head of the table, I try to map out our day with plans. One of those involve making him drop the protections for Jude to contact his brother, because right now isn’t the best time for him to leave us.

“Where are we on figuring out how to wake E?”

Setting his fork down with a clink. “For all intents and purposes she is fully healed. It’s up to her now on whether she pulls herself back to you from wherever her soul went.” Looking into my eyes he must see the fight in them because he quickly adds, “There is no way for you to go into her mind to find her. You need to be trained first and foremost.”

Slamming my hands down onto the table I push my chair away, unable to stomach eating any longer. Heading back to the room to get ready, I toss over my shoulder, “Be ready in fifteen minutes. You will teach me everything I need to know. Jude, Ravina, we leave in two days.”

E, if you can hear me, please send me a sign. I can’t do this without you.

Nothing. Not even a nudge meets me, sending me into a numbness. No. Ethereal wouldn’t want me to give up. Once I train, I am going after her and then we are leaving this fucking tower to get Patrick, even if I have to kill everyone in the fucking town. I am done being pushed around and having the people closest to me stolen away. Today that all ends, starting with Tobias teaching me everything he knows.

Once I’m back in the room I rush to look through the clothes that were provided to me, finding an outfit fit to work out in because I want to be ready for anything thrown my way. The door opens as I lace up a pair of all white converse’s. Looking up, I spot Ravina standing just inside the doorway.

“What?”

Rolling her eyes at me she walks further into the apartment space. “You look like a rocker chick.” She laughs loudly, letting her ever present guard down.

“You’re such a bitch sometimes.” The laugh that burst free let’s her know that I’m being sarcastic. “Really though, you don’t think this is appropriate to train in?”

“I didn’t say that. All I said was you look punk or rocker chick with those black skinny jeans paired with converse. That’s like rocker classic.”

We move to exit the room when she says, “You need to focus on your dark magic. You were raised in a light mage family so that would come naturally to you. The dark powers are going to be harder to control.”

I nod my head at her as we make our way to the elevator to take it to the top floor. Tobias said the best place to train is going to be on the roof where we have more open space, and the elements will help me focus. Hope he has a plan on keeping everyone from being thrown from the roof because I don’t relish the thought of hurting my Coven.

The doors ding open to the elevator once we reach the top floor, revealing Jude waiting for us just outside the walkway. I notice that Tobias is not with him, but before I can ask where he is Tobias makes his way to us from a small opening near the left wall that resembles a brick archway.

He waits for us to catch up before he waves his hand making an opening appear before us that opens to a massive, wooded area covered in plants, trees, and flowers. Holy shit. Ravina repeats my thought out loud, walking into the space that appears to be the forest floor but in reality, we know we walked in from the top floor of a building.

“Bell dear, come into the center of the room where I have placed a protection spell to keep you from harming anyone else.”

The reminder that E was hurt by my hand stings like a bitch. Pushing away those feelings I keep my feet moving not showing him how his words affected me. The edge of the circle is encased with large amethyst stones that have a slight purple glow in the center. There are several herbs, some of which I know the names of and others are unknown to me.

With this lesson I plan on learning anything about casting, my magic and the impure. He has provided seating around the outside of the circle for Jude and Ravina, so they could be here to support me and possibly learn something for themselves.

“We will begin with the tale of our people. There is said to be an ancient story of how the impure became the hunted and the remaining mages being spilled into light or dark. You see, dear, we were not always a divided people.”

Taking both of my hands, he brings me over to sit in the center with him, taking a place across from me. Keeping my hands in contact with his at all times he looks at Jude and Ravina, he tells them, “It’s best for you two to pay attention because this story tells of how the impure mages could build an entire Coven themselves. I have seen the start of it here. With you three, it’s impossible not to see the bond you all already share. Soon, your Coven will be complete and the power you will hold will be unmatched.”

His eyes flit back to me as he continues with his story, “Five hundred years ago there were witches that lived in Salem practicing magic and casting spells. When the people found out about them, they set out to destroy those who caused them fear. They were afraid of the power they could control. An elder of the Coven escaped with her granddaughter, Amelia White, running to Ireland to hide from the hunters who wanted to kill every witch from Salem.

“Amelia grew into a witch of great power before she fell in love with a man, or so she thought. In reality, she had run into a demon who had escaped from Draiocht Oiche before the dark lord could sentence him to death for the betrayal of his people. Amelia became pregnant with a baby who was witch and demon and thus was the first mage born into a world where witches have become extinct. Mages are witches with demon blood running through their veins. Of course, it has diluted throughout the years but it’s there nonetheless.”

“We have demon blood in us?” My head is spinning with that information.

“Yes, and over the decades the bloodline has lessened in power because our blood is no longer half and half. There was one family a few hundred years ago that wanted to be the most powerful Coven in the world, so they did something no one thought to do. They traveled down to Draiocht Oiche in search of a demon to give their only daughter to, so they could produce a powerful heir. Unfortunately for them, the dark lord was enraged that the mages were not happy with the powers he allowed them to keep from his demon’s blood, so before he beheaded the family he sent one of his strongest beasts to our world for testing.”

“Testing?” Jude asks. “What kind of testing?”

“He wanted to test the morals of each Coven and mage alike to see where their heart lay. So, from that point on you were placed either in dark mage or light mage Covens.

“Over the years the testing was not needed due to the bloodlines becoming muddled enough for the Claiming to verify you were born into the correct Coven. Now, when the dark lord comes up from his chambers, he sees for himself that separating the mages based off their inner desires was a choice that was better for all.”

“What about the impure?”

“The impure were created after the separation of our people when two mages met in Phantom Grove to trade supplies but ended up meeting with each other once a month. After the woman became pregnant the father stopped showing up to their meetings, which angered the woman. It’s told that after the baby was born, she went into Munder to hunt him down, but she never returned.

“It was in those years that we learned our powers were to never mix. No mage could handle the sheer magic that our two people could produce together. Impure mages could form bonds with other mages that caused the rising of our Councils. Their powers were unmatched, even to high mages like myself. You could kill me with one hand if you truly learned to control your magic.”

My eyes are so wide that the air around me starts to dry them out. Blinking a few times, my hands start to sweat.

“Once people saw what they could do, some, who were still too greedy, tried to capture light mage women and breed them to have impure children. They would steal those children and kill the mother.”

“Oh, my lords,” my whisper croaks out of me. Tears build behind my eyes at the thought of my people going through that at the hands of dark mages. Now I understand the history of our hatred.

Pausing to let me collect myself, Tobias pulls his power to the surface until his eyes glow a steady ebony color. “The impure grew to hate my people because of what they had done to their mothers. They hunted dark mages and we were no match for them. Their sheer force decimated hundreds of our people.

“Light mages didn’t agree with their methods, but they also refused to forgive the many for the decision of the few, so they stood on the sidelines to watch our people die. After the first few hundred innocent lives were lost, both Councils came together to decide on a course of action. They decided to call onto the dark lord for help, for he was the only one with enough power to bring them down.

“Once the fight was won and all of the impure mages were killed at the hands of their lord, he decided to make yet another trial for us in order for mages to keep their powers. Any mage under the age of eighteen would not have access to their magic until he blessed them. Claiming’s were once ceremonies to test your minds but now they are to release the binds on your magic.

“He felt as though we were not a people of strong decision-making skills and, for once, the Council agreed with him. They knew that to go against him would be a deadly fate.”

“If he knows about me, why is he allowing me to live?” I ask tentatively.

“If the dark lord truly knows what you are then he is only allowing you to live because he has a plan for you. I’m afraid that you will figure out what that plan is in due time. Until then we will need to train you now that you know your history. Build up your magic training with me, but also build your Coven because they will only make you stronger.”

“My Coven is here in Munder, isn’t it? That’s what makes me feel so at home here. First, I train, then we hunt down Patrick. E, will come back to me I can feel it. Our bond grows stronger every day.” Breathing deeply, I nod. “Okay. Let’s begin.”


Chapter 25
Patrick
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Waking up on a cold stone slab is rough, waking up on a cold stone slab next to the bastard who tortured you is fucking hell. I know that if I’m having a bad time then he is worse off than me because I didn’t lose one of my brothers two days ago, he did.

Twisting my back several different ways to loosen the muscles that have bunched up during our time in the concrete room. Escaping one cell only to find myself in another is starting to mess with me. My pride was hit days ago. My thoughts float to Bell while I do my morning work-out to keep my body ready for anything thrown my way.

Sawyer is, at least, decent enough company for work-outs and sparring while waiting for the three stooges to show up with our breakfast. We have to be somewhere within the Whores of Hades, or as they call it W.O.H, but by the stench of mildew I assume we are in a basement of some sort.

The tell-tale sound of boots thump from down the hallway alerting us that someone is coming our way. The damn stardust down here keeps me at bay and under their control. For the time being. Glancing at Sawyer, who is waking Asher, I move over to the far wall to see if I can spot who it is around the corner. With the other two alert at my back, I address the unseen guest before the round the corner.

“Have you decided to release us?”

“You come into our club looking for trouble. How do I know you aren’t looking to start trouble with us? Three, oops sorry two Cloaked and a light mage walk into a bar? Hmm sounds like a fucked-up punch line joke. Don’t you think, Apollo?” a sugary voice that belongs to the blonde who killed Soren says. Her sarcasm isn’t lost on us either.

Coming into view the first thing I notice is her knee-high boots, ones that I have seen Bell wear once or twice. She isn’t as thin as my girl with her thick curves and large thighs, but she holds her head high with a grim smile on her face. Blondie hates when we stare at her scar, the one that starts at her hairline and goes down her face across her eye to her chin.

On each side of her are the two dicks that held Soren by his arms while she slit his throat. Not giving a shit if they are a three-way fuck feast or just plain insane, I rush the bars of the cell to spit at her feet.

“Fuck you, you insane bitch. Do you just go around killing anyone who walks into this place?” Sawyer grits out just over my shoulder.

She giggles as if this is a game to her. Turning to address the tall white-haired male at her side, “Look at them, foaming at the mouth to get to us. Shall we let them out to see what they can do? We are always short upstairs.”

Not knowing what the hell she is referring to my eyes lock with blue eyes waiting to see if he will elaborate. Tilting his head he takes us in one at a time, almost like he is sizing us up before they do what she says and open the door. I hope like hell they listen, because I’ve been waiting to get my hands on them.

“Why did you come to our club?” the one on her other side asks as dark black hair and brown eyes assess us. Not as tall as the other but he still towers over blondie. Light brown skin pulls tight around his knuckles when his hands ball up.

“We came to have a few drinks and watch the girls dance. That is the point of this place, right? I mean if you didn’t want our business, you could have said so.” My voice comes out clear, waiting on what’s to come. This doesn’t sit right with me.

Rubbing her chin, blondie looks me up and down before she responds, “Tell me the truth and I’ll let you out.”

Looking at both men behind me I can tell they don’t trust anything she says but I’m not one of them. They would betray me the first moment they get the chance, so making my move first is vital to get me back to Bell sooner rather than later.

“I’m here looking for Apollo. Hoping that my girl, Bell, came here to see him because I was separated from her in Phantom Grove.”

Silence. Then all hell breaks loose. The cell door swings open, but before I can bolt out of it the white-haired male grabs me by the throat pulling me forward.

Using my elbow, I slam it down into his arm while my other hand thrusts up busting his nose. My fist raises to make one last connection but before it could come down a blade is at my throat. Blondie. Of fucking course it’s her with this bullshit.

“Touch one of us again and I’ll gut your ass like a pig. Back the fuck up against the wall and don’t move.”

Doing as she says to keep my throat intact, I raise my hands to show them I’m not going to try anything else as my back hits the wall.

“He put his hands on me I was defending myself,” I blurt out.

“You mentioned his name. It’s not up to me how he responds to that.” She smirks at me.

Wait, I’m confused. This asshole is Apollo? Then where the fuck is Bell?

“If you’re Apollo, why isn’t my girl here with you?”

The three stooges drag me into an office-style room with white walls and red chairs. The table in the center of the room is glass, I sit at it and wait for someone to speak up. If Bell hasn’t made it here yet, then something or someone is keeping her from being able to get here. I finally found Apollo, only to find out she isn’t here is disappointing.

The fear that has been shoved down for days is starting to creep its way up. I’m her protector yet here I am as safe as I could be in this situation while she is out there fighting lord knows what all alone. She isn’t alone, my subconscious whispers to me.

Apollo, blondie, and the other male all gather around the table. “Now, what’s this business you have with Apollo?” Blondie asks.

“Do you speak for him?” I ask, snarkier than I planned.

Looking me in my face with a serious expression, she retorts, “This is my family, my teaghlach. So, if you come for one you come for all. Now, tell us what we need to know or your friends back in the cell with be stuck with us. And trust me, they don’t want to be sent upstairs.”

Skipping over the upstairs comment I jump into the whole story starting with the killings and ending with the last time I saw Bell. I pass over me being taken by Sawyer and Asher, in case I need them later. Better the enemy you know and all that. They listen and ask questions, both among themselves and to me.

“Apollo, Cade, what do you think we should do with him?” she asks. So, the other one is Cade.

Apollo seems to think about it before he says, “Let’s take him to Rage, Lilith.”

Cade, Apollo, and Lilith both shove their chairs back in unison.


Chapter 26
Isolabella
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The sun beats down on my back, sweat beading between my brows dripping down my face. My shirt is covered in wet spots, my chest heaving with exertion from hours of training in the sweltering heat. Bending down with my hands planted on my knees, my lungs struggle to take in a full gulp of air.

E, can you hear me? I nudge her mind once again, hoping that this time a response would come.

“You need to keep pushing. Focus all of your energy into training and leave your familiar to find her way back to you on her own. There are bigger things at stake here.” Tobias stands ten feet away from me looking down at me with judgment.

A mask of indifference slams down over my face. Coming to a stand, shaking my hands out to loosen up my tightened muscles. “One more time.”

His large hands twist, pulling magic from his solar plexus for him to form in his palms. With the sun out high in the sky, the shadows are not an option for dark mages making my chances higher. We have been training since yesterday and while it has improved my magic-welding abilities, my dark magic seems to have a mind of its own.

Allowing the pulsing buzz to bring my powers to the forefront, my fingers flex with the feeling of pure power. Tobias lifts his hands, shooting small black orbs at me forcing me to deflect his attack at the same time as sending out a gray orb of my own.

We move in a circle around each other, both looking for the upper hand when I see his foot move back an inch providing the perfect opening. Breathing in through my nose I yank the thread that connects my magic pulling everything into my next hit, but instead of deflecting my strike making a defensive move.

I take a hit to the shoulder to cover my next move, raising my hand as I spin left before turning blindingly fast back the other way shooting my gray orb toward Tobias. Everyone freezes watching it zoom toward his chest until it makes contact, sending him flying back into the protection wall we spelled up.

It happens so quickly that no one expected what came after the orb made contact. A large, black band of inky smoke wraps around his torso pulling tightly until he releases a roar so loud I jump out of my frozen state. Rushing over to him, my knees slam into the ground as I kneel next to him.

“What do I do?” My voice shakes. What the hell have I done?

Waiving my hand behind me without thinking I bring down the shield to let Ravina and Jude in for help. “What the hell is this?” I’m yelling. Needing to pull my shit together my eyes close for a brief second before I snap out of it.

“Ravina, go get me vervain. Jude run and grab me some ice.” Looking back over my shoulder I grit out, “Hurry!”

They take off for the door to the roof.

“Just breathe. I’m going to get it off of you as soon as they get back.” Moving my hands over the black ink whip that has started to expand across his stomach and chest, I use my powers to sense the strength of this new magic.

Static zips up my arm sending shock waves into the right side of my body. What the hell is this thing?

“I’m going to try something.” My palm presses into the black substance. The magic pulses beneath my hand causing my light magic to flare. Glowing eyes reflect back at me from the glare in Tobias’s glassy gaze.

“Careful, you don’t know what you’re doing.” His voice comes out garbled.

Closing my eyes my head tips back letting the sun wash the chill out of my bones. Inhaling the fresh breeze blowing around me I allow nature to enter my body and pores. Humming the tune of my powers buzzing, my body begins to sway side to side.

Twisting my hand around a portion of the inky rope, letting myself envision it being pulled back into me. Zips of static shock me but I don’t release the ink, keeping my focus on pulling the substance back. It starts to dissipate the more my powers buzz. Bleeding the magic back into myself I can sense my skin glowing brighter.

“Holy shit,” Ravina says.

She must have come out the door to the side.

“Do you have the vervain?” I barely push the words out from behind clenched teeth. This is taking everything I have left from hours of training.

“Here.” She places the fern into my waiting hand, my eyes popping open to watch the final remnants of the dark magic fade away into my skin.

“Where is Jude with the ice? This is going to burn.”

Tobias starts to gain his awareness back, breathing heavily but his air supply is no longer blocked.

“Just do it,” he rasps.

Fuck it. Crumbling the herb in my palm I ready myself for what I need to do. Pulling out my dagger quickly, I run the blade over my hand to draw blood, using my other hand I mix some of my blood with the herbs. Mixing until the fern is completely wet with crimson liquid, I make him open his mouth.

“This is going to taste like shit, but this will restore your energy and repair anything that was crushed.”

Tobias opens his mouth and knowing that gagging is the main reaction to this concoction, I shove it into his mouth and slam my hand under his jaw to hold it closed. Waiting until he swallows, I release him as he opens his mouth with a roar.

Being on the receiving end of this I am well aware of the burning pain that travels down your throat but it is necessary at the same time. Quickening footsteps grab my attention as a hand thrusts between us with a cup of crushed ice.

Grabbing the cup Tobias takes the ice and holds it in his mouth to relieve the sting. “Thank you.” He seems to be breathing steadier, so we pull him into a sitting position.

“I think we are done for the day. I’m going to head down to check on E, then Jude and I need to head out to run errands.” Letting them think we are just going into town is better than my real plan for the day.

Standing over Tobias to offer my hand and pulling him up I turn to Jude. “Go change into something comfortable and meet me at the room in twenty minutes. Ray, you are welcome to come, or you can stay and practice your casting.” She has been talking about picking the high mage’s head on a few casting spells, so I throw her a bone with this one.

She nods her head as she makes her way to the door leaving me and my… Tobias… alone. Rolling my head to loosen up before addressing the man standing at my back, I inhale.

“Listen, you may be my father but you’re not my dad. With that being said, calling you Tobias is tiring, so let’s just settle on athair for now, okay?”

“My dear Bell.”

Looking into his light eyes watching the glisten of tears pool around the edge, he just nods his head before he wraps me in a hug. That small amount of human contact that I’ve been missing is all it takes for my legs to give out holding onto him like a lifeline. Can he be trusted? No. But for now he is the only family I have here.

We walk our way into the building together in silence. The brief show of emotion was enough for both of us today. Taking the elevator to my floor I step out and turn to watch him until the doors close, carrying him wherever he goes to be alone.

Entering the apartment my nose picks up the smell of lunch being cooked. Grumbling sounds from my stomach, but I remind it that there is no time for food when Jude will be here shortly. Seeing no reason to change clothes because my next outing involves sneaking through the shadows to follow a lead from my memory-hopping trip.

“Are you sure you want to stay here alone with him?” I wonder out loud to Ravina.

“It will serve me well to get to know the man I plan on having drop my charges so the Cloaked will stop coming after me,” she says, standing at the counter making a plate of food.

Her hair is piled high on her head and she is dressed in gym shorts and a red, crop top. The fluffy socks are long gone, her feet bare on the cold flooring.

“What are you eating?” My stomach makes another loud gurgle and she smirks at me.

“If you want some all you have to do is ask, Sunny.”

She waves her plate under my nose to tease me. On the second swoop I snag a fry and scarf it down.

Smacking my hand, she slides over a second plate from behind the microwave.

“Didn’t think you would allow yourself to eat before you headed out, so I went ahead and made extra.”

Starting in on the chicken and fries on my plate, my smile widens when she puts a Dr. Pepper in front of me. “Damn, Ray, you really do love me don’t you.”

Rolling her eyes, like always, she snaps back, “Nah, I just don’t feel like saving your ass when you’re too weak to fight for yourself.”

My mouth opens to argue but the food is too mouthwatering, so I just stand there finishing off my plate, and scarfing down the sweet goodness that is Dr. Pepper. Tossing out my empty can and placing my dish in the sink, I make my way over to the couch. My eyes take in E’s form.

She is still breathing steady and the thrum between our bond is growing stronger every day, but she still hasn’t woken up. There’s a knock at the door, but my feet don’t move. Ravina heads to let Jude in while I focus on checking over my familiar.

E, if you can hear me, I’m heading out to follow a lead. One that could lead me to my mother’s killers. Please come back to me because I fear that I will need you. Soon.

Pausing to wait but when nothing comes, I turn and head toward Jude, who is standing near the door watching me.

“Are you ready?” I ask.

We step out of the apartment and enter the elevator before he responds.

“Where are we headed? And why do you need to keep this from Tobias?”

“Because we are hunting killers and if I’m right he knows just who they are. I won’t let him or anyone else stand in my way. So, until he can be trusted to stand by my side he stays in the dark. Are you okay with that or do you need to stay behind?”

He thinks for a moment before he replies, “I’m going. But what I don’t understand is if he loved your mother so much why would he not want to see her killers meet their fate?” His voice is so soft, the confusion plain to see.

I think about how to say what comes next because even with Jude I need to be careful with what information I give away. “Let’s just say he has a tie to both my mother and the ones who took her life. If I’m right and fuck knows I don’t want to be, then not only does he have ties to them but so do I.”

Staring into his brown eyes I watch for a sign or anything to tell me I can’t trust him, but all I see looking back at me is raw affection. “Tobias knows who killed her. Whether it was unknowing to him or not, we both have blood ties to the two bitches, and I plan on getting to bottom of what all he knows. But first, we head into town to follow a lead for more information and if we happen to cross paths with the very mages we are hunting then bless the dark lord.”

He looks taken back at my approach for a split second before his face splits into a menacing smile. “I like the way you think, Bell. Let’s go hunting, shall we?”

“Let’s.”

The door opens out to a courtyard lined with beautiful plants, walking past admiring them all until we hit the sidewalk and the image in front of me changes on my next blink. In front of me is the sidewalk we took to the alleyway and behind me is an empty alley lined with trash cans instead of the greenery that caught my eye.


Chapter 27
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Walking down the cobble stone sidewalk in midday, the sun shining down on us both gives me the perfect opportunity to observe the town. Mages are walking through the streets visiting shops, markets, and trading posts lined along the roadway. The sheer beauty of Munder takes me by surprise. I guess my upbringing hindered me from really opening my eyes to my surroundings.

Jude shows me around different fruit stands, letting me try a few of their signature mixtures of fruits that they grow locally. The strawberry dragon dust melts in my mouth. It is absolutely delicious. He buys me a container of the ruby-colored mixture that they pack into a small mason jar for me to take with me.

Thanking the older lady at the stand we continue to walk by the stands, my eyes taking in everything as quickly as I can trying not to miss any details of this intriguing place. The buildings are old-style stone and brick, but instead of all matching like the ones in Cambridge these have their own look. The owners put hard work and pride into their design, making it a place that stands out.

Cambridge is tall, sleek buildings and shopping malls with nice diners where Munder is rustic and stone. It takes my breath away every time I meet a dark mage that doesn’t treat me any different than the other customers.

“It’s so different than I imagined,” I whisper to Jude, making sure none of the locals overhear me.

“Of course it is. We are raised to hate the other side even when deep down we are the same just with different packaging,” he replies quietly.

Resting my hand on his shoulder. “I’m glad I didn’t judge you too quickly.”

We stop at another local stand. This one is filled with beautiful hand-crafted knives, swords, and other weapons. My hand skates over a dagger that resembles the one holstered to my thigh. The handle has a gold snake winding up the length of the handle with a silver blade sporting three sharp hooks designed into the blade meant to grab into meat and rip.

“How much is this piece?” I ask the man standing across from us.

He has dark bags under his eyes, standing a little over six feet tall with sandy blond hair and dark blue eyes. He looks me up and down. For a moment I think he’s going to refuse my request, but he finally opens his mouth to answer.

“Little lady, this dagger here is a one-of-a-kind handmade weapon passed down to me from my Coven. I hate to see it go, but I’ll take one hundred Irish pounds.”

“Holy fuck, for the dagger?” Looking at Jude I turn to walk away. “Thanks, but I can’t buy that right now.”

Reaching out to stop me, the man says, “I’ll throw in this hand-stitched holster.”

Looking over the items I see that the holster is covered in different symbols from ancient times. Rubbing my fingers down the swirls and lines covering the holder I look at Jude because I wasn’t lying, I really don’t have the money. Tobias gave Jude what we would need to buy supplies, but this is calling to me.

Jude shakes his head with a grin, pulling the pounds out of his front pocket.

“You can take the heat for it since you have something to protect yourself.”

Rolling my eyes, I retort, “I swear you have been around Ravina so long you picked up on her snarky remarks.”

He laughs. “You’re one to talk! You roll your eyes more than she does now.”

After paying the merchant he hands over the set, but not before he pulls me in and says, “Take good care of her. She will not steer you wrong. Open your mind and she will keep you safe.”

Shaking off his words, pulling away we thank him and keep moving. We take a few turns walking around town letting Jude show me his favorite shops and the different types of people that occupy the area. After a while we tire from being on our feet, so we take a rest on a bench near a little park with kids playing and running in the grass.

Jude steps away to go speak with a little old woman to my far right with a huge smile on his face. Hugging her, I assume he knows the lady and wants to catch up with her, so I turn away and people watch.

A group of little kids run around each other playing a game of tag. A few of them bending the binding of their powers just a smidge to get an advantage making me snicker to myself. Keeping my eyes roaming over the area I remind myself why we are out here in the first place. I came out to find two Cloaked that live here locally.

My hope is that I’ll see them out at some point but that’s so far-fetched it doesn’t seem likely to happen. Turning back to the kids playing I see a little girl that looks around ten years old is now the tagger and running around trying to catch a brown-haired little boy. Her smile shows every tooth in her mouth, putting a smile on my face.

They all seem so happy and carefree; I never remember being this wild at their age running around and playing with no care in the world. Ever since I could remember my parents had me in training, preparing me to take my place on the Council.

“You like kids?” Jude says from behind me, making me jump from his sudden appearance.

“Damn it, Jude!” My hand flies to my chest, my heart beating faster than normal.

Jude laughs loudly, taking a seat beside me catching me up on the woman and who she was. He tells me that before Apollo took him in, she was like a mother to him, helping raise and care for him while he was on the streets. The way he talks about her shows just how important she is to him and how much he truly loves her.

“You ready to head out?” he asks.

“Yeah, I haven’t had any luck spotting anyone familiar and Ravina is back there with Tobias alone, so let’s start to head back.” He offers me a hand pulling me up and turning me in the direction we came.

“Wait. Do you mind if we take another way if there is one? I want to walk a little longer but still head toward the apartment. Gives us more area to look in.”

Sighing, his eyes light up with humor. “Yeah, Bell, let’s go.” Taking my hand, he leads me down a side street that looks a little seedier than the one we were on earlier.

Passing by several bars and clubs that are getting ready to open when the sun goes down, we continue down the path. Looking at the different bars and strip clubs has my eyes widening at the sights before me. Men and women line down the block waiting to get into clubs that don’t open for at least another few hours.

We come to a turn when I spot a tattoo parlor up ahead with a large raven on the sign lit up in red and black with fire lining the spread wings. It reminds me so much of E that my steps falter. The image on the sign has something pulling me in the direction of the shop.

“Bell, what do you think you’re doing?” Jude says, trying to grab my arm but missing by a few inches.

Shaking him off, my feet carry me toward the entrance but before I could make it a few feet two female dark mages walk out and time seems to stand still. Dressed in matching red tanks with black leather pants and biker boots, sporting several tattoos and a few piercings from the glint of the diamonds in their ears.

Everything feels like it’s in slow motion when they make their way out the door, my eyes scanning them for a sign that these girls are the ones I’m looking for. They look to be mid- to late twenties and twins with waist-long raven-black hair and fair skin.

I can see them talking to each other and right before I continue forward their tattoos catch my eyes. Twin one has tattoos lining her right arm in different animal shapes, but just the outline of the animal and twin two has letters all down her left arm, but that’s not what makes me pause.

Twin one has a cat that resembles Shadow so much that my stomach starts to churn. Jude must sense me shaking because he steps up beside me wrapping a hand around my waist. Steadying myself, I notice that twin two has the letter G on her arm perfectly lined up to the other’s cat outline tattoo.

Something about this scene makes me feel sick, Jude starts moving to pull me forward, but my arm shoots out to stop him spinning us around. I shove him into a small alcove between two buildings.

“Don’t fucking move,” I whisper-yell. My head peeking around the wall to watch the twins walk past us without noticing anything. “We are following them, keep up or stay back but don’t slow me down.”

“Wait. What?” He rushes behind me trying to keep up with my pace, but I don’t stop to respond.

“They’re who we were looking for and I’m not about to lose them now. Keep quiet and stay on their tails.”

Pressing myself up against the wall we watch them turn, going by the park we were at earlier. Rounding the corner, we see them step into a side street where a car is parked. This is it, I’m finally about to have my hands on my mother’s killers.


Chapter 28
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My hands shake against the rough brick behind me, pressing myself against the wall trying to come up with a plan. Jude stands next to me waiting for my next move and in that moment I’m thankful he isn’t asking a million and two questions. Mind racing, I move purely on instinct shoving away from the two buildings caging me in and walk out of the alleyway. Plan or not, they can’t get away, not when I have them so close to me.

Motioning for Jude to follow behind me I make a mental note to keep an eye on the teen who has become important to me. Mage or not, he is a kid at the end of the day, and I doubt his brother would take kindly to me getting him seriously hurt. Spotting the twins approaching what looks to be their car, a small beat-up red Nissan, I rush behind the driver, my forearm slamming against her neck shoving her body forward into the car door.

Pressing her head into the metal, I look over the top of the beater to spot the other twin rounding the front headed straight for me. Before she makes it past the first headlight, Jude has her slammed against the hood, lying on her back.

“Who are you?” my twin demands, pressed against the glass.

“Someone who needs to have a little chat with you.”

Twisting her arm behind her back with my free hand I force my knee to spread her legs, making it easier to search for any weapons. The last thing we need is to be caught off guard. Trying to remember all of my training, Fynn’s voice echoes in my head.

Never step back too far. If you give them the space, they will use any means necessary.

“Jude, search her for weapons, but be careful. You never know what they are capable of.”

Not taking my eyes of the mage in front of me I instruct him on how to do this safely.

Before I have a chance to finish my search, she twists her arm in a punishing move that had to hurt like a bitch. With the angle she uses she can force herself backward while turning to the left harshly, making my grip loosen a smidge.

That inch is all she needed to find an opening to get free. Now, it’s do or die. They won’t walk away after we attacked them on their home turf and fuck knows I’m not letting them get away.

Grunting, we grapple back and forth trading punches and jabs until our breathing becomes labored. Fist-hitting skin pulls my attention to Jude to make sure he is handling his own, but my mistake isn’t leaving him to fend for himself, it’s taking my eyes off my opponent. Seeing that Jude can hold his own, my head turns back in time to see light glint off the side of a small pocketknife in the mage’s hand.

Using my weight I drop down and sweep my feet out to take her to the ground, but she is well trained and it shows in her efforts to get on top of me, serving punishing blows to my ribs and sides. On the next downward hit my left-hand spins around her arm, preventing contact at the same time I buck my hips to throw her off balance. My knee jabs her in the back forcing her forward until my arms curl around her shoulders pulling her down and over my head.

Spinning around onto my knees, which takes a fuck ton of effort, my fist grips her throat while raining bruising blows to her face and stomach. Hitting the soft spots has its benefits. My fist raises to send another blow, this one aimed for her temple, when her hand clenches around the pocketknife that must have been kicked around by our struggle. Twisting away from her she digs the knife into my ribs instead of my chest, but the pain slices through me anyhow.

“Jude. Go!” I yell.

Even with me doing everything I can to heal myself the blood still flows out of the slice. The knife was small in length, so it didn’t go deep but it has stardust stopping me from healing and that’s an issue. She pushes away from me and comes to a stand.

“Now, I’ll ask again bitch. Who the fuck are you?”

Not giving her shit I look over to Jude, noticing that rat bitch number two has him by the throat with a similar blade at this throat. White hot panic flows through me at losing Jude.

“Let him be. He’s just a kid and has nothing to do with this. This is my business.” My words come out strained from the pain and panic mixing together.

They lock eyes, seeming to speak without the words. “What makes you think you can come here to our side of town and cause trouble and then demand that we let you go scot-free.” Her eyes start to glow with power, the darkest shade of black.

In the time it takes me to blink their cloaks are on and covering their faces, blocking off any signs of humanity left in them. Bending down, she twists the knife in my side before snatching it out and wiping the blood on her cloak. Black smoke seeps out of the cut. My vision doubles, growing weaker.

“What did you do to her?” Jude struggles against the hold his twin has on him, digging the blade into his skin.

“Don’t… don’t let the blade cut you.” My chest rises in rapid movements, my lungs struggling to take in the oxygen I desperately need.

Before my eyes droop lower, I feel magic surge into me with a strong nudge against my mind that fills me with pure fucking relief. Not only for myself and Jude but for E, because she’s coming back to me.

Muscle stitches itself back together, slowly allowing me to breathe deeper. My awareness coming back to me full force. Both girls are holding Jude down taking turns pounding into him and his legs begin to shake with the force of their blows. Sheer rage and panic for him has my magic blooming to life faster than ever before, recharging me in a way I have never felt.

The buzz is long gone replaced by a loud cracking and zapping, the dark mage powers flowing around me into the shadows. Thrusting my hands out palms facing them I unleash everything I have with a loud cry.

Inky netting shoots out and around them, resembling what consumed Tobias draining his energy. The twins thrash around, grunting and trying to fight, but the more they move the more it coils around their torsos. Jude drops to the ground, leaning against the front bumper of the car.

“Jude, are you okay?” Rushing over, my knees smack into the hard road coming eye level with a bloody-faced boy who followed me into this mess. Guilt eats at me, but before it takes root my light magic burns away all thoughts, sending healing into him.

“It’s going to be okay; I’m going to get you back home,” I whisper, more to myself than him. Concentrating on the issue at hand I close my eyes envisioning every cut, bruise, broken bone, and split lip watching my powers flow through his body to heal each and every one.

“Bell.” Gravely words meet my ears. “I have your back.”

Laughing, I throw my arms around him. “Yes, you do, Jude. Yes, you do.”

Tears flow down my cheeks before I stand abruptly and turn to the two asshats on the ground. To tell the truth, I am sick and fucking tired of being stabbed, attacked, hunted, and having my life turned upside down. This shit has got to stop!

“What do you say we get these two back to the high mage for a little interrogation?” I have no plans for Tobias to get to them but it’s better to lie than tell Jude my plans for these two.

Lending a hand to pull him to his feet I pat down both mages for the keys to their car. Not finding them I head to the driver side to see if they ever made it into the ignition. No luck there. Bending down, I let my gaze trace the ground around the car until I spot a small set of keys near the back tire.

They must have been tossed in all the jostling before. Asking Jude for help we manage to wrestle them both into the back seat in an awkward position for them both seeing as they can’t quite sit up fully. Twin one, with the cat tattoo is lying across the seat and twin two, with the letter G tattoo is lying across her.

“I’ll drive, you give me directions back to the building. We need to get off the road and head back. It’s surprising that no one walked up on us before now.”

Jude glances at me from the corner of his eye, facing the back seat to keep an eye on the two bound bitches in the back.

“Munder may be a lot of things, but we don’t get into other mage’s business. Even if someone did see what was going down, they wouldn’t have approached unless it was one of their own. I can tell you from experience that these two right here are Misfits, without a Coven.”

“Misfits are mage’s that are Coven-less, right?” I ask. I feel like I was taught about this at one point, but I can’t put my finger on it.

Starting up the car and taking directions from Jude, I wait for him to explain.

“Yes, they are mage’s who went out on their own, or were kicked out of their Coven, excommunicated, or just didn’t fit in well with their born-in Coven.”

“So, Ravina is a Misfit?” I ask.

“Some would say you are too, Bell. There is nothing wrong with being without a Coven. What good is being in a family that doesn’t want you?” he blurts out, his voice deeper than I have heard it before.

It’s then that it hits me that Jude is a Misfit as well, assuming Apollo doesn’t have a Coven either. Not wanting him to think I was speaking down on him or Ravina, I reassure him, “Hey.” I reach over to grab his hand. “We can be Misfits together because as of a couple weeks ago I don’t have a Coven anymore either.”

Taking the last turn he motions for me to slow down so I don’t pass the alley where the hidden building is. Mumbling is heard behind us, but I ignore them and turn back to Jude, bringing the car to a stop.

“Remember what I said the other night, we are Teaghlach, a family of Misfits.”

His bright smile beams back at my own and in that split moment we forget about the two in the back that are having their energy drained from them slowly. Chuckling, I open the door and look around to make sure the street isn’t as busy as before.

Walking to the other side, I meet Jude at the back passenger side door. “Let’s get them into the room where we did the memory hopping casting before we cause a scene. Don’t let Tobias know until I say so, okay?”

His expression morphs into concern before it’s masked with a look of determination. While he is pulling down the protection shield, I drag twin two out of the car and off her sister.

E, can you hear me?

Now that we are back here, I try to reach out to Ethereal. I know what I felt back there was her, now I just need to figure out what to do to bring her back.

Jude grabs the other twin, forcing them both to stumble forward the best they can until the alley disappears into a door leading inside the skyscraper.

My feet cross over the threshold, dropping the shield and it’s then that I feel it. I feel the most beautiful thing in the world, and it has my knees giving out, dropping to the floor my tears and sobs break free.


Chapter 29
Ethereal
[image: ]


Rough calloused hands slide down my bare back, waking me from a peaceful slumber. My mumbling about more sleep has Venus letting out a husky laugh. The sounds skate down my spine spreading chills in its wake. The sleep-induced haze starts to clear, pushing the more important things to the forefront of my mind. The most important being, Bell. She needs me and here I am lying around exhausted from things that don’t include protecting my Wiccan.

“Gra, don’t fret. You’re being sent back today. Just spend these last few minutes in the present with me.”

Leaning over my back his lips caress their way across my spine to my ear, his teeth nibbling at the lobe.

“I have to get up, we can’t do this now.” Heat flames at my back and I just know my demon alpha is pissed at the rejection. He hates when he doesn’t get his way, but this is urgent and no amount of charm or fear is going to keep me in this bed.

Rolling over, I sit at the edge of the large wooden bed covered in black satin sheets that slide against my bare thighs. Padding over to my pile of clothes, I toss them on and turn back to the brooding bastard still in bed.

“Come on, my lord, we have to send me back. I…” My voice breaks off on a scream that rattles the walls. Falling to my knees, my hands shoot to my side in pain.

“What is it, my love?” Venus appears next to me in a swirl of black smoke instantly. On high alert, he sweeps the room for a threat before coming back to me, scooping me up and placing me on the bed.

Setting me down gently he runs his hand down my face taking the damp sweat with him. His lips thin out, assessing me as if he can see through me. My skin around my side burns, but the pain starts to wane when he rests his palm over my ribs sending his powerful magic into me, probing me from the inside to find the magic affecting me.

“It’s your mage. She seems to be hurt.” His eyes meet mine with a tenderness he usually hides with raw, fear-inducing dominance.

“I have to go now! She needs me, please, V, send me back.” My voice shakes, forehead slick with sweat and tears pooling in my eyes.

A twisting nauseous feeling churns in my gut making me roll over the side of the bed getting sick all over the floor. The floor of the dark lord. The most powerful being there is, and here I am throwing up on his red rug.

Pulling my hair behind me to hold out of my way, he uses his hand to swoosh away the disgusting vomit.

“Fine, I don’t like this, but you need to keep her safe. I want you to take her something for me. She is to only use this when there is no other choice.”

Nodding, he helps me to my feet. The pain and sickness fading the longer his skin touches mine and it’s then that I realize he is pulling everything from me into himself.

“Don’t. I can handle it.” Pushing his hands off me, I break contact. If Bell is dealing with this then so am I. I should be there with her right now; she wouldn’t be hurt if I was.

Grunting out his aggression he keeps me moving forward, but he can’t hide his feelings from me, we are one and the same him and I. Pulling me to a stop outside the red door down the corridor the hallway blurs when I’m spun around so fast my head spins.

Rough fingers close over my throat sending chills down my arms and heat to my core. What can I say? This alpha-hole bossy bastard lights my skin on fire.

“Go take care of your girl, but you stay in your other form up there, no exceptions. This form? This body? It’s for my hands and eyes only…” His words trail off, breath skimming the soft skin between my head and shoulders.

He shoves something into my hands and kisses me fiercely, taking everything I have to offer. His tongue clashes with mine in a fight for dominance that I gladly submit to.

“Vee.” Sighing on his name, pulls a long deep groan from him before he slowly pulls away.

Placing both hands on the sides of my face, he whispers, “Aisling.” Everything starts to blur into warped images, causing my head to spin.

Closing my eyes to keep my stomach from flipping, my lungs pull in a large breath before my eyes open again, meeting the dark obsidian eyes of Ravina.


Chapter 30
Isolabella
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Sobs rack my body. It’s then, while my body is shaking and tears pour down my face that wind beats at my back sending my hair flying around me. The sound of flapping wings sends my heart into overdrive. Stumbling to my feet, turning around, I come face-to-beak with E.

Ohmygod, E! Thank the fuck.

Drying my cheeks with the heels of my hands, a laugh bursts out of me at the whole situation. Here I am having a meltdown looking a hot mess, Cloaked twins are writhing in pain on the floor at my feet, Jude pacing on the other side of the room, and my very alive familiar now perched on my shoulder nuzzling against my head.

“Where’s Ray?” Looking around the room I don’t see her anywhere.

She is with Tobias. When I woke up, she was there with me, but she rushed out of the apartment to go tell Tobias the news.

We need to get them to the office room before Ravina brings Tobias searching for me. E can’t speak with her so she wouldn’t know where I was or that E was heading to me.

Looking down at the girls on the floor I see that the inky magic holding them is fading into their skin, which could mean it’s wearing off and we can’t let that happen before we get them settled into bindings.

“Help me get them to the office, Jude and then I need you to go talk to Tobias, buy me time to get some information out of these two. E, come with me I want to catch you up on where we are, and I need to know what happened.”

Bending down, I grab twin two by the wrist and start to drag her toward the elevator, Jude follows with twin one.

Forcing us all into the small space twin two tries to get words out, but my netting squeezes her too tightly to get anything out. The door dings open, allowing us to rush out, pulling them along with us. My energy is fading fast, my steps faltering a couple of steps before E leans into me sharing some of her magic.

We come up on the door, so I drop the twin’s wrist letting her head smack into the marble flooring, not caring about the loud thud and groan that follows. That’s the least of her worries because once I get them settled the fun will really begin. Blood pumps through my veins roaring in my ears with anticipation, showing the first signs that dark mage magic runs through me. In order to do what’s needed of me I need to let go and allow that side of me to come forth.

It only takes me and Jude a few minutes to get them settled into two chairs across from each other so they can watch what I have planned for them both, tied and bound at the feet with their hands behind their backs.

“Jude, run and grab me some stardust, so they won’t be able to heal or use their powers. I wouldn’t want them to think they actually have a chance to get out of this alive.”

His eyes widen at the malice laced in my words before he makes a move to rush out of the room to find me what I need. Through my connection with Ethereal I can feel her questions and worry, but I don’t let it stop me from striding forward to pull the inky net back into me absorbing the remaining energy back into my powerbase.

Little one, who are these mages, and what happened to you? I could feel your pain and distress. It’s what brought me back to you.

E, these fucking Cloaked assholes are the same ones who killed my mother. Before I was able to use my dark magic to contain them twin two over here… I kick the chair with the bitch who stabbed me sitting on it. …stabbed me in my side and then decided to twist the knife a little deeper. She will pay for that, but not before I get the answers they owe me.

Before we could continue our private conversation Jude busts through the door with Ravina on his tail, who slams the door shut behind her.

“Well, well, look who went out and had a little fun without me.” Her sly grin makes me smile before she takes a look at the two others in the room.

“Do you recognize these two?” I ask, hoping that she might know them or at least know of them.

I need names but I’m not hopeful that I will be able to get that information from them. Not without a little persuasion.

Jude comes to stand next to me handing over the stardust that’s kept in a jar to protect us from being affected by its powers. Taking it from him, I watch as Ravina paces around them in thought.

“Nope. Not a clue who they are or where they are from. I’ve never seen them around before.” Her pointer finger and thumb pinch the chin of twin one, turning her head from side to side. “They are definitely dark mage but from what Coven?” she asks herself quietly.

Using the jar, I sprinkle the stardust around their chairs and then pour the remaining stardust into my hand. Standing in front of one twin, I bend down to her level blowing half of the dust into her face, eyes, and mouth then repeat this with the other twin. Now, the stardust is in their system with no way to heal themselves.

Jude paces behind me, his nerves are palpable and amp-ing up my anxiety. Turning to grip his arm, pulling him to a stop in front of me, I force him to meet my eyes. What I see looking back at me is nothing short of fear.

Speaking softly trying to soothe him, “Jude, you don’t have to be in here. I need you to keep Tobias busy and away from this room. Tell him anything you need to distract him.”

“I want to help you,” he says, trying to sound strong.

Putting my hands on his shoulders, looking into his eyes, my expression softens. “You making sure no one comes in here is all the help I need. I promise you, you going out there with me to hunt them down means the world to me, but you don’t need to be in here for this.”

“Sunny, a word?” Ravina says, motioning for me to step out of the room.

Walking out, Jude follows behind me closing the door.

“What?” I ask impatiently.

“What is your plan here? I’m down for anything fun but I need to know what we’re doing.”

Sighing, I go over everything. “These two killed my mother, even if it wasn’t their arrow that pierced her skin, they attacked us making them guilty. I am going to get as much information out of them as I can, even if they don’t want to give me anything, they will by the end of the night.”

"What are you using?” she asks me.

I think for a moment, trying to figure out where I would need to start.

Showing my strength is easy on the outside but to be honest this makes my stomach weak. “I have to make them hurt. No matter how dark it gets, no one is to interfere.”

Jude exhales before he offers, “Tobias has a library full of old casting books. I can run up there to get a few and see what they have in them.”

Looking him up and down to make sure he is up for it, he sees me watching him and stands taller.

“Fine. Hurry back here and bring supplies with you. Herbs, water, mixing bowls, anything you can find. Bring me a bucket of water, rags, and a few bottles of water. Hurry!”

He scurries off, moving quicker than I thought possible.

Ravina is watching my every move and it puts me on edge.

“What?”

“Nothing. Just didn’t see this coming from a light mage, maybe Sunny isn’t the right name for you.”

Jokes. She has jokes at a time like this. Such a Ravina thing to do but I find that it comforts me, and I have a feeling that’s what she was aiming for.

“Okay, Ray, if you’re with me then let’s get this party started.”

Turning, I swing the door open letting it bang against the wall loudly, not caring anymore if someone finds us in here.

Pushing the table into the center of the room we get an area set up in case this makes a mess. Finding a few items here and there to make a makeshift tarp on the floor, I use the blankets from my memory hopping casting a few nights ago. The twins are getting weaker, so I push just enough of my healing magic into them to keep them lucid enough to answer some questions.

After about thirty minutes the door creaks open slowly, revealing Jude with his hands full. Ravina stands from her chair off to the left. She helps him set everything down on the table.

Surprised he was able to find everything I asked for so fast, we get to work separating items into the correct groups. Water, cups, and rags in one pile while the casting items are in another. A large brass bowl with a deep black mixing stone sits in the center to use for mashing herbs and other things.

“Did you find any books that would be useful?”

Looking to Jude, he hands me a small leather-bound book with a clasp in the front with a symbol I don’t recognize. Flipping through the pages scanning for the perfect spell my eye catches a word that has me pausing. Erosive–That’s just what I need. We get to work getting the ingredients ready.

The whole time I mix and pour everything together I tell the story of my Claiming to the twins. Watching their faces, looking for a sign or hint of something that lets me know they are the ones who killed my mother.

Being silent up until this point, I guess they were trying to be brave or be loyal to whoever the fuck they work with. The twins start to pull at their bindings when they finally come to see that I’m not playing around. Laughing at their efforts, a weight starts to fall off me giving me the sense of being light and free.

“Can you imagine being seventeen again? How you felt getting ready for your ceremony. Looking for the perfect dress, getting together the guest list, preparing yourself to meet the dark lord, and to have all of that stolen from you.”

Smoke billows out of the mixing bowl when I pour in a vial of the Arcane.

“Unfortunately, light mages are being killed in Cambridge, so we had to cut the guest list down to none outside of those who are required to be there. Even still, I was proud to present myself as a light mage to serve and protect as the dark lord intended. That is until six Cloaked walked into that clearing shooting arrows into the attendees.”

My eyes peek above the bowl watching for their reaction. “One of those arrows, that was meant for me, hit my mother in the chest, stealing her from me.”

They look between each other but still the silence continues. I knew they wouldn’t willingly give information, but I have just the thing to force their hand.

“Jude, stand outside the door to keep an eye out for Tobias. Do a casting to cover the noise please.”

“Sure, thing, Bell.” Nodding at me, he does as I ask.

Standing from my seat at the table I walk around it until I am just a few feet away from them. One on each side of me. Two cups, two twins, two killers. Two seems to be number for today.

“You see, ladies, that night after watching the light leave my mother’s eyes, being forced to step into a role I wasn’t ready for, blood dripping down my white dress, my body soaked in blood, I walked out of the clearing that night with the dagger that I used to behead one of the Cloaked to carry with me, and I swore that I would bring my mother justice by killing the very mages who took her from me.”

Making sure to have their full attention, I lift the cups using my powers. I force them to hold eye contact. My smile turns wicked showing my teeth, almost like I was snarling at them. I throw the liquid in their faces. Screams. Pain. Fuck, the smell is almost enough to make me sick.

“Holy fuck, Sunny, what casting did you use?” Ravina gags, covering her nose and mouth.

Not looking away from the scene in front of me, my words come out giddy, “It’s a mages acid potion.”

Skin bubbles, the screams die down into moans and groans letting me know they are fading fast. Not wanting to heal them without letting them suffer enough, I push a small amount of my magic into their chest, just enough to keep their hearts beating to pump blood through them. Right before twin one passes out twin two pukes all over herself and the floor.

“Shall we move on to the next item on my list?” A coldness enters me, but I don’t have it in me to care. Not when I finally have my hands on the very people who took the most important person from my life.


Chapter 31
Isolabella
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Vomit and blood coat the floor. The windows long since opened to let out the rancid smell in the room. Ravina sits against the wall by the door letting me run the show, not offering to stop me. I see the look in her eyes every time I heal the twins just to drive them near death again. Jude left an hour ago to take a break, unable to watch my methods even though my questions have turned into nothing more than punishment.

I can feel the darkness swirling inside me trying to latch on, but it’s the cold numbness spilling down my spine that has me aware this is changing me, and not for the better.

Twin one tries to speak but the cuts in the corners of her mouth stretching the length of her cheek bones has her garbling on her words. Hundreds of tiny cuts spread down their faces, arms, and legs slowly allowing them to bleed out.

“Please,” she utters through chattering teeth.

Walking over to her, my dark power lashes out without effort letting me in on the fact that I might be losing control. Pulling it back in I push my light powers into them both, healing them enough to give them a semblance of peace. It doesn’t matter that I haven’t gotten any information out of them, vengeance is all I can taste right now.

I turn to Ravina. “Can you go get me water and some soup? I’d say they could use some energy before we move onto round three… or is it four now?” I see the twins flinch from the corner of my eye.

“Fine,” she says. Her mood has me pausing not knowing what caused the change.

“Is there something wrong with the way I’m doing things?” I step toward her, my anger increasing.

Rolling her eyes the way she always does, she looks me up and down before saying, “Nah, I just thought we were here to get information and deal with murderers. It seems like you’re more interested in torture than anything else. I told you I was with you, and I fucking am but this? This isn’t something I signed up for.”

Turning my back on her I take in the damage I inflicted. “You can leave. Send Jude back in here or don’t. I can do this alone, but fuck you if you think I’m just going to let them back on the street.”

Before I can walk away, she grabs my shoulder. “This isn’t who you are. Don’t let your new powers cloud that.”

With those words she walks out of the room closing the door behind her, leaving me in silence. Fuck her. I don’t need anyone.

She isn’t wrong, little one. I can feel your struggle. The dark mage magic is too strong for you, and this is feeding it. E sends a nudge, reminding me that she is here with me.

E, don’t turn your back on me too. They killed my mother!

Breathing heavily, I sit-slam down into the chair I moved next to the twins, taking in their worn expressions. My hands comb through my thick hair, fingers catching on a few tangles caked in blood, letting me know I need a nice long hot shower.

They say this isn’t me but who am I now? Everything in my life has been stolen from me because of these two. I may not be Isolabella Prudence, the light mage future Five member. No, I’m Bell and I’m done letting shitty things happen to me without fighting back.

“Who hired you?” I ask the twins, waiting for one of them to answer.

Neither of them offers any information, which serves to piss me off. “I’m trying to give you a little distance from the pain, but if one of you doesn’t talk soon then I can try a few new tactics.” Their stoic look is the only response I get. “Okay, fuck it.”

Standing, I push the chair away grabbing my dagger from its sheath, but I end up pausing to put it back. Let’s try the new dagger, shall we? Reaching to grab the dagger I bought in town earlier I pull it out, watching the snake on the handle glisten in the light from the ceiling. The room is lit only by a single LED light above our heads. The windows are open, but night has fallen over the city and the only noise heard through the protection castings is the distant sound of the city bustling with nightlife.

Leaning down getting eye level with twin two my fingers grip her chin. “Let’s try this again. Who fucking hired you?” I demand, grinding my teeth together.

“F… fuck you.” Her words have spit flying in my face, pissing me off even more.

“Wrong answer.” Bringing the blade down I cut her from shoulder to shoulder across her collarbone, deep enough to have muscle showing.

Twin one struggles against her bindings as her sister’s eyes roll into the back of her head.

“Now, who hired you?” Blood pours out of the cut, her skin turning ash white.

“Fuck you!” Twin one yells from beside me, trying to force my attention away from her sister. At least she isn’t weak, the brave bitch.

Turning to look at her with a wicked smile, I ask sarcastically, “Do you think that will save her?” My dagger drags across her stomach ripping her shirt, revealing a deep gash across her abdomen.

Screams overtake the room bouncing off the walls, making my head fall back with a loud laugh.

“Stop!” Shaking her whole body, twin one tries to get to her sister, but the more she struggles the tighter the ropes become, red burns spread around her wrist.

Twin two’s head rolls to the side, the blood loss finally having an effect on her, so I shoot a little jolt into her letting the skin knit itself back together healing what was damaged. Moving over to twin one, keeping my face blank with no sign that this affects me.

“Are you ready to talk? Because next time I’m going to let her die. I wonder what it feels like to lose a sister that shared the womb with you. Can you feel her pain?” Slipping my blade down her cheek, cutting her face just deep enough to draw blood. My gaze tracks the single drop of blood down her face watching it disappear behind the collar of her shirt.

“Do you know how it feels to lose someone close to you? Their blood on your hands trying to keep the bleeding down. Have you ever watched the light leave your mother’s eyes?”

Shoving the dagger into her shoulder blade and twisting, her piercing scream feeds something deep within me. Just before I can yank out the blade to drive it back in the door bursts open revealing Ravina with the water and soup I asked for, but it’s Jude’s face standing just behind her that has me standing up straighter.

They walk into the room looking around at the mess surrounding the twins’ feet. The blankets long since soaked through with puke and blood. Jude keeps his eyes on me, never letting me out of his sight as he makes his way around the room to take a seat near the window.

My skin has a light glow reflecting the way I know my eyes must look as well. I can feel my powers getting stronger, growing to fill up my power well.

Jude addresses me with caution,” Bell, do you want to take a break? We can go grab some food while Ravina keeps watch.” His hands have a slight tremble to them and that has some of the anger leaking out of me.

“Jude,” I whisper, my voice breaking.

I can see the moment he sees it’s me, the Bell he has gotten to know over the last few days. He stands to make his way over to me ignoring the twins and the mess around them coming to a stop in front of me.

“Let’s go get some food. Leave them with Ravina for a little while. She will make sure they don’t go anywhere. Come on, please.” His brown eyes glisten with fear, worry, and hesitation. His arm extends, lending me a hand, waiting for me to grab on and leave this fucking stench behind, but something stops me.

“I… I can’t. Not yet.” Knowing that they still have the information I need keeps me from being able to rest while they are still breathing. “I need to know who paid them to attack us. Jude, they can’t win.” Dropping my gaze to my feet I leave his hand there to hang.

Balling it into a fist he pulls it back before walking to the door, pulling it open and slamming it shut behind him. The loud bang echoes in the small room, making me wince.

“Never thought I would see him upset with his favorite person,” Ravina declares snidely.

“Always such a smartass.” Moving over to grab the water bottle she set on the table I allow the twins to drink their fill, but pulling it away before the cool liquid makes them sick, we have enough throw-up in this place.

Pulling the chair up to twin one, I give her some warm broth to keep her energy up enough to keep her awake.

Taking my turn to feed them each before I offer a little more water I watch as they keep looking back at the door. “If you think you can escape, I’d love to see you try. Give me a reason to cut you like the pigs you are, fucking please.”

Snarling at them I shove the food across the table, standing to pace the room. Ravina has given me my space since coming back in, but I guess that’s over now because she stands in my way, stopping me in my tracks.

“You need to figure out what you want to do with them because Tobias is going to be back soon. Jude can only convince him to go to town once. So, what the hell is your plan?” Her words come out harsh.

Breathing in deeply I let my eyes close, trying to gather my bearings. Have I gone too far? What would my mother say? I owe my mom’s memories respect and she deserves justice, but is this how she would want it done? Holding back tears I try to remember who she raised me to be. That little girl seems so far out of reach, drifting further away moment by moment.

Turning away from Ravina, I open my eyes and look around the room to stop at E perched on the windowsill.

E, please guide me. I feel so lost.

Little one, you can’t let your anger swallow you whole. Be who you are inside, but still show strength in your choices. You can get information out of them without senseless acts of vengeance, that I can promise you.

“My name is Isolabella Prudence, you were sent to kill a Council member’s family, an innocent family, and you stole from me. I want to know who sent you and this time if you don’t tell me, you both die. No more cuts, no more acid, no more pain. Death will be the final blow that I promise to you both.”

Walking to the far wall near the door I lean against it giving them time to think it over, waiting, watching to see who cracks first. No matter what happens today they both die before the night is over.

I never planned for them to walk out of here, but they don’t need to know that before they give me what I want. My energy flickers signaling that I should have left with Jude to get food, it’s been hours since I last ate.

Before anyone speaks another word, the door bursts open letting in a fuming Tobias with black clouds of smoke swirling around his form.

“What. The. Fuck. Is. This?” he bellows.


Chapter 32
Isolabella
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Standing outside of the office facing off with a fuming Tobias, my hands shake at my sides. Ravina is inside the room keeping an eye on the twins, making sure they eat and drink to keep them alive enough to get some answers.

“What the hell were you thinking?” Tobias yells.

“I was thinking that someone had to do something! No one is doing anything about the murder of my mother. What about Maeve? She was part of the Council, and they aren’t lifting a finger to do shit!” My voice carries down the hall bouncing off the walls.

“Those two.” Pointing my finger at the door. “Were in the clearing that night. I know they had something to do with her death, I also know someone had to hire them. I was raised in a family of one of the Five, we hear things.”

Sighing, Tobias looks down at me. “Bell, you can’t go around kidnapping and torturing everyone you assume is related to that night. We have laws in Munder. This isn’t how we do things.” Stretching his hand out, I jerk away from him before he can try to comfort me.

“I saw something the night we did the memory hopping and it led me to them. I know we are related to them, and I won’t stop until I have all the answers.” I stare him down, showing him how serious I am about the subject.

His head pulls back in shock. “What do you mean we’re related to them?” he asks.

Rolling my eyes at his fake reaction, I stand taller addressing him as the high mage instead of my sperm donor. “Tobias, they are related to you, making them related to me. I intend to find out just how strong that blood relation is, but I can’t do that if you keep me from doing what’s needed to get that information. Have you even looked at them? They resemble you!”

Turning away from him my hand grabs the door handle, but before I can open the door his words stop me in my tracks.

“Sisters. They are you’re half-sisters.” It comes out so softly that I almost think I imagine it.

“No, that’s where you’re wrong. I’m the only child of Sam and Gwen Prudence. Whoever they are, they stole my family from me, so I plan on stealing everything from them.”

Yanking open the door, I walk away from the man that allowed my mother to walk away all those years ago without a fight. No, any father of mine would have fought for me, begged to be in my life, or at the very least had come looking for me at some point in the last eighteen years. The man behind me is nothing more than a speed bump to where I need to be.

Walking over to Ravina, I take in the state of the two pitiful-looking girls in front of me. Their hair is matted with blood and sweat, their skin is pale and slick with sweat or tears, and their clothes are tattered and torn. Right now, without their cloaks they are looking like nothing more than twenty-year-old girls. I can’t let them get in my head, making me feel for them. No, I have to shut down that part of myself for what I need to do next.

“What did he tell you?” twin one asks me. It’s the strongest I’ve heard their voice come out and it almost takes me by surprise, but then again I did allow them to eat and have fresh water.

Turning to talk to Ravina, ignoring the question hanging in the air. “I’m going to try one more thing and if this doesn’t work it looks like we are going to be digging two holes before morning light. I’m done wasting my time with these two.”

She looks at me with a questioning gaze. “You were never planning on letting them leave, were you?” She seems so shocked at the revelation that it makes me snicker.

“You really think they deserve to live? After everything they and their kind have done?” I ask more to myself than to Ravina.

The door opens to reveal Tobias standing in the doorway, his ash blond hair shining against his light eyes. The way his arms cross over his chest pulls the black Henley shirt tight around his large arms, coming off as intimidating. Luckily, he doesn’t scare me anymore.

The twins sit straighter in their chairs when they see who enters the room, showing signs that they know exactly who he is, their father.

Unlike me, they don’t look surprised in the least and that irritates me because now I wonder if he was around them as children.

“Looks like this is going to be a big family reunion.” Am I being a smartass? Fuck yeah. Do I care? Nope.

“Isolabella, you are going to release them right now,” he demands.

His tone catches me off guard, but not enough to make me back down. It only serves to make me madder. I’m not about to let him tell me what to do, I thought my mom actually meant something to him.

“You’re really about to side with these two fucking bitches? Over your own flesh and blood? I thought you wanted to get to know your daughter.” I toss out the fact that he is my father to see how the twins react.

If I thought they knew who I was before I was wrong. Gasps come from them both with wide eyes and mouths hanging open. It looks like I let the cat out of the bag.

“Hey, big sisters, nice to finally meet you. Now that we got that out of the way, who hired you?” I take up my stance between them, waiting to see if they have learned to speak when spoken to.

Twin two takes on the role of spokesperson when she asks, “Who are you?”

“The question isn’t who I am, it’s who sent you to turn my world upside down?”

“We didn’t know,” twin one says, tears welling in her eyes. “We didn’t know you were one of us!”

Grunting out my frustration, I reply, “I will never be one of you.” Gripping her hair, I pull her head back staring into her eyes. “How does it feel to kill the mother of your baby sister?” Slamming my fist into the side of her face, blood sprays out the side of her mouth.

“That’s enough!” Tobias roars, rushing over to shove me out of the way. My power pushes up full force. E takes flight to land on my shoulder, wings spread wide prepared to defend me.

Hands spread open on either side of me, I let my dark magic flow out around me using his own tricks against him, black smoke collecting around my feet. “Step back now,” I order.

“You think you can overpower me, little girl? I’m a high mage and you barely know how to manage yourself!” His booming voice is deep with unbridled anger.

Letting my powers coat my skin, E flaps her wings sending the smoke up around us. “You would do well to not underestimate me.” I barely recognize my own voice.

Using a force, I haven’t tapped into before my hands move forward to shove the chairs to the side without touching them. I take one full step forward, coming closer to the twins trying to block Tobias from reaching them. Ravina moves closer to the door, making her way to my back, covering me, letting me know that she’s with me no matter what.

“You know what they did, yet you still protect them?” My voice sounds almost demonic even to my ears. The glow of my eyes brightens even though I can’t see myself. I can feel the pure power flowing off me in waves. “They will pay either with their life or yours. An eye for an eye.”

Twin two speaks up before I can make another move. “I’ll tell you!” she yells, trying to pull my eyes away from the now black eyes of Tobias.

We both turn to her at the same time, releasing the smoke E settles down, but she doesn’t leave my shoulder in case I need her support.

Thank you, friend. I know what side you stand on. She puts her wings down, rubbing her head across my neck.

“Speak.” It’s the invitation I open for her to begin telling me everything. “Start at the beginning, I want to know why you, a child of Tobias, is a Cloaked and what the fuck you’re doing hunting light mages.”

Breathing deeply, she does the silent communication with her sister before she begins, “Before I tell you about us being a Cloaked you need to know what brought us to become the things we hate most.”

Taking a seat, I motion for her to continue, but she waits for Tobias to sit before she speaks again. Sitting up taller, even in pain she shows strength and I wonder if it runs in the family, but I can’t think like that because my mother taught me to be strong not the man sitting across from me.

She starts to speak, spilling everything, “Our mother is not high up in the Coven, so we struggle for money. Jobs are hard to come by when you’re not a stronger mage, something Dad knows. When we were just young teens he disappeared to become what he is now, a high mage. It could never be both, you have to pick your family or your powers. If you want to grow them to be stronger you must walk away from everything you hold dear.”

I go to speak but close my mouth, letting her continue before I ask any questions. Knowing this might be the only time I can get what I need from them.

Twin one watches me while we listen to her sister tell us the story of how they were starving and their mother is sick, so they did the only thing they could, signed themselves up to be trained hunters for cash.

“We learned quickly and because we are twins working together made us unstoppable. We were the top of our group, moving ahead at a fast pace. Eventually, we started to get called into Cambridge to take out smaller light mage families, who were lower on the totem pole. I swear we had no idea who you were when we received the hunting information. They don’t give us backgrounds or insight on who we need to take out, we just do as we’re told so we can get paid.”

My heart starts to pound in my ears. E, sensing that I’m getting worked up rubs into me again sending me comfort through our bond. Ravina steps forward, coming to stand behind me with her hands resting on my chair.

Nodding my head, she continues, “We did what we were paid to do that night and once we were done, we sent video proof to our hired contractor so they could send us our money.

“It is enough to keep our mother’s medicine coming in, but we still struggle to stay afloat. We had no clue that you were blood to us, or we would have turned them away.”

Gritting my teeth, I let out a low growl, before stating, “So, just because we are blood you would have changed your mind, but any other light mage is free game? All to make a buck?”

Shaking her head, she rushes out, “You don’t know what it’s like here when you are nothing more than street trash! You will never know that feeling because of the family you come from. We truly had no choice, once you’re in the only way out is death.”

“Looks like you’ll be able to get out after all,” I reply snidely.

“Bell, let them explain,” Tobias says.

Ravina squeezes my shoulder, holding me in place.

“You take their side over mine one more time and I’ll kill you both.” My words are pure venom and promise. I would take myself out to drag them down to the dark lord myself.

Twin one speaks then, her voice raspy from the hours of hell I put them through, “What if we told you that you know the ones that hired us? Would you bargain our lives for information on them?”

I give myself a moment to think of what my mom would do in my place. Could I really kill my own blood? Even not knowing them they are still my sisters, but it’s movement at my back that has me rethinking that.

Ravina has only known me a short time and has shown me more loyalty than the two who are bound by blood to me. Blood isn’t thicker than water.

“Who hired you? This is the last time I’m going to ask, so it would be wise to answer.”

Hesitating for a moment, twin one opens then closes her mouth before twin two finally speaks, “You want to know who sent us? Who paid us to kill you, your father, Sam, your mother, and two of the Five? You may think you want to know but what I tell you is going to rock you to your core.”

“Fucking say it!” I demand.

“The vile pieces of shit that hired us were none other than two of your light mage Council members Marcus and Cillian. They have something big planned and they are using the Cloaked to put it all into motion.” She says it so matter-of-factly that it rings true, sending goosebumps across my flesh.

One of our own did this.

“It gets better, they didn’t just hire us they hired groups of Cloaked. The killings of light mages are not done by dark mages, at least not behind the scenes.”

The room settles into a silence as everyone takes in this information. My mind reels at the knowledge that the Council is behind everything. My mother’s death, Victoria and her family’s death, the other light mage families, everything was at the hands of Marcus and Cillian. Holy Fuck.


Chapter 33
Patrick
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The sound of flesh hitting flesh pulls my attention to the ring down below where the fighters are going round for round trying to stay on top. Upstairs with Apollo, Lilith, and Cade the stairs carried us into a massive rooftop fighting ring surrounded by bar top tables and a mini bar near the far edge of the roof.

Magic is the only way I could explain the logic of how everything fits on the roof of the club. The edge of the ring drops lower than the tables giving the onlookers the feel that they are looking down onto the fight instead of being on the same level as them.

Fairy lights are strung in every direction, but the main source of light is the scattered torches throughout the area lit with tall blue flames. Apollo and Cade sit next to each other speaking in low voices while Lilith stands behind them watching the fight below with an expression on her face that I can’t place. We have been watching these two trade blows for two rounds now, but the smaller, leaner of the two seems to be losing stamina.

“Why aren’t they using their powers to heal and fight?” I ask to no one in particular.

“What fun would that be?” Lilith scoffs, like she can’t believe I would ask something like that.

She jolts forward toward the ring drawing my attention back to the two men below. A large, tattooed man falls to his knees shaking the entire stage ring with the weight of his fall. Lilith goes to move forward until Apollo stops her by stretching his arm out in front of her, blocking the way. She grunts before turning around and walking away.

“I’m going to get a damn drink,” she yells over her shoulder.

People slide out of her way, avoiding the raging bull dressed in leather pants and biker boots with tattoos up and down her arms.

Shaking off the weird reaction I turn to Cade and Apollo. “What are we doing up here and what is this place?” I ask.

Looking around before meeting my gaze, Apollo leans over to me. “This is W.O.H and this is a way for lower mages to make money in a way that also helps us blow off steam. A pretty boy like you would get eaten alive.” He smirks at me, mirth shining in his eyes.

If it wasn’t for the playfulness in his tone that would rub me the wrong way, but I can see that he is just trying to fuck with me. Cade, however, grabs the back of Apollo’s shirt yanking him away from me nodding his head back toward the ring where the fight is.

I turn my attention back that way once again to see that tattooed guy is back up with his large hands raining blow after blow down on the face of the leaner fighter. Using his knee, he presses it into the chest of the other guy, and I wait to see if someone is going to call the match, but no one makes a move to call it quits.

Tattooed fighter raises his fist about to take one final blow to the side of his opponents face when Lilith jumps over the ropes, running into the ring with a blade in her hand and driving it into the chest of the fighter on the mat. Tattooed guy grabs her around the waist, hauling her off the leaner guy, who is now pouring blood onto the white mat.

Cussing, Apollo and Cade jump up, rushing down to the stage getting down there and over the ropes before I have time to stand and process what I’m watching. Lilith is reaching for her blade, fighting tooth and nail to get free from the mammoth that’s holding her still against his chest. He leans in speaking only to her while the onlookers cheer and yell for the gore to continue. Fucking sick bastards love this shit.

“Get her out of here!” he yells to Apollo, shoving her into the chest of Cade. Apollo leans down to see what can be done to save the poor dark mage lying motionless under tattooed guy.

“Damnit, killer, I had this,” he says to Lilith, but his eyes meet mine when I make my way over to the ropes waiting to see what happens next. “Who the fuck is this? This is a closed event tonight. You all know that this is club business.” He obviously runs shit around here.

Pulling Lilith away from the mess she created I follow behind Cade and Apollo while the other guy stays to clean up the problem she caused. Making our way back into the bar and down the stairs, they guide her back into the room we were in before. On the way down I noticed that most of the viewers had already headed downstairs to have a drink and watch the girl’s dance.

Walking back into the room I address Lilith who seems to be the most volatile in the group, “What the hell did I just watch? And when am I free to leave?” I try to keep my voice even but this whole thing has me on edge. I walked out of one fucked up situation and into another. I’m beginning to think I might never get back to Bell and that has my stomach sinking.

“That, my light mage newbie, was a show of dominance on Lilith’s part. One thing you don’t fuck with is her man. I knew once she saw Nuke take Rage down the first time, she had him on her shit list.” He laughs. “My best bitch here doesn’t let anyone touch her man even if he signs up for it, but it makes for good foreplay later.”

Winking at me, he walks over to Lilith smacking her ass, letting her get a smack to the back of his head before he stops to stand next to Cade.

Glaring at me Cade inches closer to Apollo before he addresses me, “You want to leave? Fine, but first you need to take a message to Isolabella.”

Bell’s name piques my interest, so I straighten to my full height anticipating a threat to spill out of his mouth. I may not be able to take all three, but I will sure as fuck try if needed. “And what would that be?”

“You can put the dick measuring shit away for a minute.” She put her hands up in a placating gesture. “We are not a danger to you and your girl so there is no need to huff and puff. Trust me, this house won’t be blown down by you, Hun.”

The two males laugh but I see the wicked look in her eyes waiting for me to challenge her and damn if it doesn’t make my blood run a little cold. The door slams against the wall as a large, tattooed chest shoves past me to get to Lilith, pushing her up against the wall in a punishing move, but she meets him head on.

Turning away from their PDA I see Apollo glaring at me. “We don’t trust people, especially mages that come from your side of town so heed what we have to say. When you find your girl come find us back here, we have business with her that needs attention. Things in Munder are changing and I feel it has everything to do with your special little light mage.”

His words don’t match his tone, so I stand there looking at him before Cade cuts in, “Apollo doesn’t like letting new people into our house, but he has a promise to uphold to an old friend. Don’t let his snarky attitude fool you, these two…” He motions to Apollo and Lilith. “They are dangerous and ruthless, so I would advise to not cross them. Find her and then find yourself back here.”

With those words he turns away from me to head further into the room, where a kitchen is nestled in the back. Apollo takes a seat at the table pulling out his phone busying himself with lord knows what and Lilith is throat deep into a kiss with tattooed guy, who I’m assuming is Rage.

Not giving them a chance to stop me my feet carry me to the door before a voice stops me.

“The two Cloaked you came here with will be staying here for now so don’t think about making a stop in the cells to free your buddies. Keep moving to the front entrance and it will lead you to the door. Take one free drink before you leave, on the house,” Rage’s deep raspy voice comes from behind me.

Nodding my head without turning around I walk out the door headed to find my girl. Finally free of the fuckers who tortured me for days, only to be taken by more assholes, I can finally breathe again. Now I just need to figure out where my girl is and drag her ass back here because knowing what I do now I don’t want those four to come looking for us.

Walking down the hall the noise picks up as a band plays just ahead, the lights getting dimmer the further I head into the club. The hallway opens into a nightclub with several small stages throughout the rooms with different girls dancing to the band that’s set up on the back wall. A long bar is across from the band on the other side of the room and is packed with mages of all kinds, drinking. Smoke fills the room causing a smoky effect, making me cough. The smell is so potent my eyes water.

Stopping at the bar I grab a jack and coke tossing it back way too fast, but damn did I need the distraction. How the hell am I supposed to find one mage in a city the size of Munder? Where am I supposed to start? That’s when it hits me, our bond. What if I channel the bond we built to try and map out where she is? It saved my life once, so I know it’s strong enough to pull on and hopefully it will lead me to her.

I make my way out of the bar and out into the night air, giving myself a chance to get my shit together. Now that I am away from everything my muscles scream at me sore from the days before. An exhaustion bone-deep pulls at me, settling over me like a dark cloud. My steps carry me to a little hotel down the road that is more of a hut than a hotel, but compared to the concrete I have been sleeping on it’s a nice change.

With no money on me there is no way I could get a room, but I can try to find a place in the back to sneak into just for the night. At this point breaking and entering isn’t on my list of shit to worry about. Making my way behind the small building I creep my way to a room that looks vacant and use my magic to unlock the door and spell it for protection. I’m hoping the owner doesn’t sense my powers before morning. Just needed a place to rest until the sun rises. I walk over to the bed getting ready to crash, but decide to try to feel for Bell.

My legs give out at the edge of the bed. Landing on my ass, my head falls into my hands as my eyes drift closed. With my energy so low I don’t know if this is going to work, but I bring my powers forward, focusing on thoughts of Bell. A strong pulse beats in my chest centering around my heart that lights up like the moon in a silver color. Reaching for that bond I hold onto it while pulling slightly to see where it takes me.

The stark chill coming off the silver strands has me pausing because this doesn’t feel like my Bell at all. This feels cold and dark, but Bell has always been a warm bright light. Pulling once again, I try to feel for her. I search through the cold dense emotions pouring from the strand. Finding a small warm spot in the center of the silver light I zone in on that peaceful feeling, pulling hard until I swear, I can see Bell. She is looking out a window in a high-rise building, but the building seems too sleek for Munder.

Trying to see through her eyes I narrow my vision to see what’s outside, but it just looks like a city in the night. Something to the right catches my eye and it’s then that I see a small fruit stand down the road from where she is, and I remember this stand from the distraction I caused earlier this week. It’s the same stand that I was shoved into by Sawyer on our way to the club I just left.

Before I could get more, she turns away from the window and the scene in front of me shocks me to my core. Two women are tied to chairs in front of her with the dark mage the Cloaked were hunting sitting at a table not far away. The two tied up look like they have been through hell, and it sends me back to the cellar with Sawyer and Asher for a moment.

My stomach coils at the sight of blood, urine, and puke surrounding the floor at their feet. What the hell has she been up to? This isn’t Bell. She would never have a hand in this. Something isn’t right. I need to get to her now.

My energy wanes. Hands unsteady, my eyes shoot open, dizziness taking over my vision. Pushing myself off the bed I try to stand but before I could make it two feet from the bed, I sway to the side falling back onto the mattress. My eyes rolling back as darkness takes over into a deep sleep filled with death and destruction.


Chapter 34
Isolabella
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The Council. That’s all I keep repeating in my head, pacing back and forth in front of the window for hours. Nothing has changed in the room other than Tobias demanding that I release the twins, who actually have names. Twin one’s name is Brielle and twin two is Brooke. Double B’s, how original.

Tobias seems to be doting on them, making sure they heal properly and get warm food as well. It makes my skin crawl watching the man who was supposed to love my mother and share my blood caring for the ones who killed her. It’s not right so I turn away, unable to watch the softly spoken words and small smiles they all share.

Jude enters the room carrying a handful of things but the first one my eye spots is a large fluffy blanket that he brings over to me. Handing me the light grey blanket he then walks over to the table so he can empty his hands before coming over to stand beside me.

“I know this must be hard for you so I’m not going to ask how you’re doing but I do want you to know that I’m here for you no matter what. You can talk to me, Bell, without judgement.” He speaks softly, letting me take in his words not expecting a response from me.

Afraid to say anything fearing my voice breaking from being so shaken up I keep quiet, wrapping the blanket around me giving myself a small semblance of peace. The warmth cocoons me in an embrace from the stark coldness seeping deeper into my soul. Losing myself in the darkness, coating my skin in bitter resentment.

Ravina makes her way over to us bringing a steaming cup of something, passing it over to me. Both of my hands close over the cup, inhaling the strong aroma of coffee, enjoying the smell. “Thank you, Ray.”

“You going to ask the obvious question or are you going to keep standing here ignoring the two bitches getting cozy with daddy dearest.” She watches me from the corner of her eye.

“And what question might that be?”

“Don’t play dumb, it doesn’t suit you.” There’s that snarky attitude.

Huffing out a gust of air, I turn to look at the threesome at the table. Tobias senses my stare, looking up from his conversation to meet my eyes. Not willing to give anything away I keep my face serious, waiting for him to make the next move. The right move. Nodding his head for me to join them, I roll my neck as I break eye contact, not acknowledging that he made the right choice.

Little one, maybe you should do this in private with just you and them. We can leave you.

No. We both know that two of the three can’t be trusted, so I won’t take any chances.

Moving a chair over to join them, they stop talking. Watching and waiting for me to speak up. “What do you know about the Council and their plans? Why would they be killing their own kind and even more important, why would they want me or my family dead?”

Leaving my father… err, Sam alive means he isn’t a threat or at least not a target. That makes me wonder. “Is the whole Council involved or just Marcus?”

Neither twin responds until Tobias says, “Girls, you need to remember that you are family. Family sticks together no matter what challenges lie ahead.”

Scoffing. “Family? Just because we share blood doesn’t make us family, not in the least. Family is the bond you forge through loyalty and love. It has nothing to do with sharing DNA with someone. So, again I ask, what do you know?”

Brielle formally known as twin one speaks up first, “The Council want to frame dark mages for the murders of the light mage families to start a war. They believe that all dark mages should be under their power. In doing that they get what they want, total control over all mages. Why they target these families, we don’t know but I do know they have special plans for you because they don’t want you dead.”

“What are the tattoos?” My question causes them to look at each other with worried glances. My instincts tell me what they have to say is going to crush me.

It’s Brooke that answers me this time, “We carry each kill with us every day to remind us of the sacrifices we have to make for our mom. The letters are the first initial of the person whose life we took, and the animal is the mages familiar who lost their life for being tied to that person when they died. In a way it’s to honor the loss of their life and magic. You have to understand that we never wanted to be a part of this.”

My stomach gets weak, feeling vomit work its way up my throat knowing that Shadow is permanently on her skin and my mother’s name is on Brielle’s. This doesn’t feel real. My head falls in my hands, trying to breathe through the panic rising. I close my eyes to keep the room from spinning.

“Bell, are you okay?” Jude’s voice sounds closer now.

Holding up a hand I stop him from coming closer. The one thing I don’t want is to let them see me crack. That can wait for when we get back in our apartment.

“Keep going,” I demand.

Sighing, Brielle picks up where Brooke left off, “Marcus and Cillian are obsessed with power but Ronan, from what we’ve seen, isn’t involved. At least not in the hiring or payment aspect of it. Unless he is working behind the scenes, we don’t suspect him. The other two, Sam and Maeve were never around when we met to get our orders.”

Tobias shakes his head. “So, it’s a war they want?” he blurts out.

“They want a war, we’ll give them one. Ray, Jude we leave tomorrow morning. Go pack what you need,” I say, coming to a stand.

Nudging E mentally, she takes my signal to come over, landing on my shoulder. I reach over to grab my dagger off the table, wiping the blood off on my pants before placing it back in its holder.

Jude and Ravina head out the door to the apartment but before I follow them, I turn to the table “We are going to head into town tomorrow to handle some business. I’m heading back to the apartment. You are free to do with them what you want, but if I catch them out on the street hurting more people, I won’t hesitate to take them out,” I say to Tobias, making sure to get my point across.

“We need to head back to our mother, but I think it would be best if we didn’t let the Council know about this little incident. Might be better for us to lay low for a while,” Brooke says, before grabbing her sister’s hand. They stand up together.

Not waiting for Tobias, I turn to walk out the door until I feel his presence behind me.

“I want to see you before you head out tomorrow. Take some time to calm down, rest, and think everything over before you stop by to see me on your way out.” Walking past me, he guides the twins out of the room, leaving me in the empty silence with only my thoughts.

Taking the elevator to our temporary home over the last several days I’m met with the amazing smell of food when I open the door, causing my stomach to growl loudly. I can’t remember the last time I ate. My mouth watering the further I walk into the kitchen.

“What’s for dinner?” I ask Ravina, who is standing at the stove while Jude is getting bags out of a closet near the hall.

Those must be bags for our travel items knowing we won’t be coming back here.

“Jude, after you take me to Apollo, I want you to stay behind with your brother where you can be safe. Ray, if you truly want to stick with me, I won’t stop you, but I will give you an out. I plan on speaking with Tobias tomorrow on our way out to see if he can clear you of all charges.”

Giving her a moment to think over the offer, my feet carry me to the stove, lifting the lid to peek into the pot. A combination of pork and vegetables are being steamed and the aroma has me grabbing a plate from the cabinet, not able to wait any longer to eat.

After dinner we sit around the living room, a low hum from the tv in the background but no one is talking. We are all in our own little world processing the new information we learned and the plans we made tonight. Our bonds are growing. I can feel each new thread pulse in my chest, each pulling tightly.

“I’m going to shower and head to bed.”

Heading into the bathroom to wash this day away, I shower quickly, watching the water run red, proof that everything has changed inside me.

Toweling off to dress in comfy sweats and a tank I let my hair air dry, water dripping down my back. When I walk out of the bathroom the lights have been dimmed. Jude lies on the couch covered in a black blanket, eyes trained on the show from the other night.

Continuing over to the bed, Ravina’s form is motionless on the left side, her soft breathing letting me know she has already passed out. Getting into bed. I toss around getting comfortable before finally finding a restful position and slowly drifting to sleep.


Chapter 35
Isolabella
[image: ]


Meeting with Tobias this morning we go over everything from the past four or so days and what he is able to do from his domain without leaving it unprotected. There is something here that goes deeper than he has let me see, but that’s the least of my worries.

So far this morning Jude has been quiet and staying to himself, Ravina is preparing to go into town while she is still a wanted mage, and I am planning out our trip.

Not knowing what to expect once we walk out those doors, I make sure Tobias agrees to a deal before we leave.

“I need you to do everything you can to clear Ravina of whatever her charges are. She is my Coven, my family now, and I need her with me for what’s coming.” Making sure I stand tall, giving an air of authority.

“Dear, it’s not that simple. Her charges are serious ones, but I can hold off the Cloaked for a while by granting her a pardon for a trial. It will give you two weeks to do what’s needed before she is brought before the dark mage Council,” he replies.

“That’s all I can ask. We will be ready for the trial by then, just don’t allow us to be blindsided. What are your plans with the twins?” I ask, hoping he isn’t just going to forgive and forget.

His demeanor changes, letting on that what he has to say next won’t be something I am okay with. “I am releasing them back to their bosses.” He holds a hand up when I move forward a foot to argue. “They want to lie low and keep doing what they’re doing, but they are to report to me any and all news from the inside.”

“And you actually think you can trust them to do that? You’re fucking stupid!” I yell, turning away before I do something stupid like kill my own sperm donor. “Do you really think those murderous bitches care about the mages they kill? They killed children!” My voice bounces off the wall of his personal office that’s covered in old style paintings and white trimming around the ceiling. Fucking crown molding is so outdated.

Rolling my eyes, I turn back to him not stopping until we are nose to nose. “You really are blind when it comes to your blood?” I say.

“That may be but that seems to include you.” His eyes glow a deep obsidian. “You are the only mage that has ever had the balls to speak to me this way and you’re damn sure the only one to live to tell the tale,” he declares hotly. Anger rolls off him in waves of black smoke.

“No, I’m the only mage that doesn’t fear you and your ego can’t handle that. You set them free, and you will be making a grave mistake, one I won’t be fixing for you. Once I walk out that door, they are your responsibility and yours alone.” My feet cross over the threshold as I hear his next words.

“You didn’t expect me in your life and the way you found out wasn’t ideal but here we are a family, nonetheless. I’ll always be here in the shadows waiting for you to be ready to give us a chance. So go out there and do what’s needed but remember, my Bell, my love for you never waivers.”

Tears roll down my cheeks, but I keep my head high slamming the door behind me on the way out, rattling the walls with the impact. Entering the elevator, I ride it down to the entry point of the building. The doors open to reveal Jude and Ravina both standing there with backpacks on their backs.

Ravina is dressed in similar clothing as me with leggings, loose tee, and boots on. I have my daggers in their sheaths and she has her sword across her back in its rightful place. Jude is wearing joggers and a black band tee. His face is a blank mask, reminding me that I need to ask him what’s going on in his head.

E takes flight from her perch on Ravina’s shoulder to come over to mine. Rubbing her head on my cheek in greeting, she puts a small smile on my face.

“Okay, where are we headed?” My question is for Jude, but he seems to be zoned out at the moment. Ravina pushes her hip into him, gaining his attention.

“Yeah?” he stammers. “Sorry, what happened?”

“Where is Apollo? Where are we headed?” I say a little brisker than I meant it to come out.

Wide eyes meet mine and I can tell that he is taken back by my tone. “He might be at the bar getting ready for tonight. We can head there first.”

“What bar?” Me and Ravina ask at the same time.

“Whores of Hades. It’s a club really.”

Grabbing the bag they packed for me, I walk toward the door. “Well then, that’s our first stop. Let’s head out.”

Pushing the door open, the light from the early day sky has my eyes squinting trying to adjust. I take a moment to absorb the sunlight on my skin. Always taking my time when it comes to nature. The heat warms me from the outside in.

Walking through town looking at all the shops that we passed yesterday, going about their business getting their stores ready for the day. Coming up to the stand with the amazing fruit that I got yesterday, I make sure we stop to grab another container because what can I say, it’s the best fresh fruit I’ve ever had. After making our way a few blocks over, the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. My senses lighting up like a livewire.

My eyes scan the stone sidewalk and streets looking for any kind of threat, making me wonder if Tobias released the twins already. We keep moving forward, but I keep my attention pulling in all directions just in case. Coming up on a four-way stop, Jude signals us to take a right up ahead, my legs carrying me a few paces ahead of them. Passing a small opening of an alley, hands grab me so fast everything blurs around me.

Jude and Ravina’s shouts echo in the closed-in space.

A familiar smell of forest wood and musk assaults my senses reminding me of home. “Patrick?” I ask softly, not letting myself hope for too much.

“That’s right, baby, it’s me. Relax, I’m just assessing how much trouble it’s going to be getting you away from them.” His breath whispers against my neck, sending chills down my arms, my heartbeat picking up speed.

Pulling away from him knowing he isn’t going to stop me, I turn to face him with the others at my back, showing him that I trust the two mages behind me.

“Patrick it’s okay, they’re with me.”

Tilting his head in question, I motion for us to move deeper into the darkness. “Ravina, Jude, this is Patrick. Please excuse us for a minute. Ravina, can you keep watch?”

“Uhm, yeah?” she says almost like a question. But Jude isn’t having it.

“You really think you can trust him? He just walks up off the street after being missing with the Cloaked that took him and right before I take you to Apollo?” Jude’s voice is on edge.

“Jude, do you trust me?” Nodding his head, I continue in a calm tone, “I need you to breathe and wait here with Ravina, okay?”

Patrick comes to stand at my back. Even though I can’t see his face, I know he is challenging Jude to make a move. Knowing I need to pull him away before things take a turn, I shove Patrick down the alleyway deeper into the darkness until we are virtually unseen.

Encasing me in his embrace, he breathes me in while I trail my lips across his neck letting my soul absorb his presence. Tingles track down my spine with every touch of his rough fingers.

“Baby.” His voice is pure need. “I thought you were dead, but I could still feel you in my heart, so I tracked you here. Fuck, Bell, you have no idea how good it feels to have you back in my arms.”

“It’s a long story but there is so much to tell you. There are things happening that you need to know but right now I just need you.”

Crushing my lips to his we collide intensely, giving everything to one another. His tongue swipes the inside of my mouth, his taste so familiar a moan slips out of me.

“Fuck,” he grits out, nipping down my neck and back up again.

Lifting me with his palms on my ass, he backs me into the brick building using it and his thighs to hold me up. Grinding into me I push my center into him, feeling his hardness press into me sends shivers through my body.

Heat engulfs me. Feeling like I’m on fire, my skin buzzes with our powers mixing together. Hand on my throat he tips my head back softly, keeping it from slamming into the hard wall at my back. Squeezing with just enough pressure to have my core leaking, soaking my thong all the way through.

“Damn it, I need you, Patrick.”

Growling against my neck, his lips move up to capture mine again, biting my bottom lip until it bleeds. Licking the sting away, he pulls back when footsteps are heard coming this way.

Ravina’s smartass mouth is heard closer to us now. “I know it’s been a while and all that but now that you both are caught up, we need to keep moving. I can’t be out here too long until Tobias gets the word out to the Cloaked that I’m untouchable,” she says.

“About that, the two that attacked us in Phantom Grove are locked up right now so you’re safe for the time being,” Patrick informs us, setting me back on my feet but keeping his hands on me.

Looking behind me I spot Jude glaring at Patrick until he catches my eye. He turns away. “We need to get to the bar,” he tosses over his shoulder before he steps forward, heading closer to the sidewalk.

“Your headed to Apollo? I was there with him last night. Bell, whatever he has for you he wants to meet with you immediately,” Patrick says.

Reaching for his hand that’s been resting on my waist, I reply, “Then let’s head there and you can tell me what to expect from the dark mage.”

Sighing, my soul feels whole for the first time since my mother’s death.

With Ravina and Jude at my front and Patrick at my side it feels like everything is going to be okay. Patrick and I walk a little slower than the other two, making sure our skin is always touching in some way.

Running over everything about Sam and the Council including Tobias the high mage being my real father and the twins, Patrick listens to me share what’s been going on without interrupting.

He takes it all in not giving away his feelings on me being an impure, but he also doesn’t seem to be surprised by the term and that piques my interest.

“It’s right up on the left,” Jude says, crossing the street to take us to a large bar-style building with a red neon sign reading Whores of Hades that has a half-naked girl on the side of the building.

No one is at the door. The small window sign reading Closed in large black letters, but I see lights on in the back, most likely the employees getting ready for the night.

“How are we going to get in?” I ask Jude.

“I have a key.” He pulls out a keychain from his pocket, unlocking the door and letting us inside.

The bar area spans the entire right side of the wall near a small stage that holds a band practicing. The singer plays a song that I know called Engravings. The lights are dimmed. There are several small stages throughout the space for dancers to entertain guests. Black leather couches, chairs, and stools are placed all around several areas. The spotlights shine a deep red, casting a low glow through the room.

There is a small group of people sitting at the bar, drinking what looks to be like alcoholic drinks and laughing.

Ravina sucks in a breath. “Holy shit.” Her words are spoken lowly.

Right then, a tall, white-haired mage turns his head, his light crystal eyes locking in on Ravina. He stands from his stool.

“Look who the cat dragged in,” he says.

“Apollo,” she says.
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Chapter 36
Apollo


Engravings by Ethan Bortnick thrum out through the speakers surrounding the bar, warm bodies shoving into each other trying to get closer to the stage. Whores of Hades is packed to the brim in mages from both sides of the track so to speak, and my nerves are on high alert.

“We shouldn’t have let him leave without one of us,” I say to Lilith.

Lilith is dressed in her usual leather pants, black tee, and resting bitch face. The only thing that’s missing is her broody man-candy, Rage, who is across the bar watching a few girls dance on the stage. Typical nightly routine for them because if they love anything more than they love each other it’s angry, aggressive sex.

“Until you share what’s going on with us we had no reason to hold him here. Having a light mage that’s connected to the council sniffing out upstairs isn’t a fucking option.” Her words come out hostile but that’s just her so I brush it off.

“Take the stick out of your ass or better yet shove it in deeper. Maybe you’ll lighten up.”

Cade’s boisterous laugh has a familiar feeling settling into my bones. Turning to see where our bartender is I flag her down and order a few drinks because why the hell not. Sensing my mood, Lilith moves in closer to my right side until her arm brushes mine.

“You need to loosen up and throw back some shots with me and Cade. He has only been gone for a few hours what’s the worst that could happen?” she yells in my ear over the music.

Someone jostles me from the left side sloshing a few drops from my drink before they are shoved off of me by Cade, who has moved to stand on my left. The mage who bumped me hops up faster than Cade expected but before he has the chance to do anything my arm wraps around his neck yanking him back.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you. Look around. What do you see?” I give him a minute to think about his next move. “Yeah, that’s right. No one is batting an eye at this. Wanna know why? Because you’re in our house.” The fucker stiffens in my arm. Letting him go, I push him in his back sending him into the crowd for them to toss around and play with.

“Stop playing around you two. We have business to discuss.” Lilith turns around and heads for the back room, tossing a middle finger over her shoulder. She must have sensed me rolling my eyes.

“Come on. Let’s go see what snarky-ass wants to discuss,” Cade says.

His smartass comments always have a way of making a smile slip through. We make our way through the crowd, my eyes catching sight of Rage looking at us over his shoulder. A questioning gaze but I just shake my head and turn back toward the door. He can follow his little mouse if he wants but I won’t give him anything for free.

Everything in Munder has a price but my loyalty to Lilith is priceless. Rage came into the picture several months back while we were on a job here at Whores of Hades but now we seem to be stuck in limbo with Rage’s hooks digging in deep to our girl. The funny thing about being here isn’t the fact that we are undercover for a more powerful being, no it’s the fact that Lilith has her claws dug so deep into him that he can’t see who she really is or what her motives are. We may be dressed as black sheep but we are wolves through and through.

“Apollo, you coming?” Cade asks, shaking me out of my thoughts.

I must have paused for a moment so I shake off the feeling of vengeance, letting my legs carry me forward through the burgundy door Lilith is waiting behind.

“Is anyone else tired of the secret meetings?” she snaps from the back corner, shrouded in shadows only her blonde hair and bright eyes shining in the dark.

Lilith has been with me for a year or more but her eyes still startle me to this day. With one deep blue eye and the other a hazel green, it’s more rare than a mage with natural grey blue eyes like myself. Even being a dark mage, my eyes are grey naturally. They only glow their raven black color when my powers come forward. Cade takes a seat off to the side crossing his arms over his chest, ever the quiet one in the bunch. Lilith’s eyes glaze over signaling that she is reaching out to her familiar, Nyx, who is off on a mission in town.

“Has he found anything?” I ask.

Nyx is a black raven that has been with her for a little over two years now and their story is one of nightmares. Luckily my familiar, Fang, found me in a less brutal way. Smiling, I remember the night the black cat pounced on me like I was a mouse ready to be eaten for dinner.

“He has something on his radar but the distance is making it fuzzy. He will report back to me when he gets closer.” Her face is blank but I know what being this far from Nyx will do to her so I make a mental note to keep an eye on her temper.

"How much longer are you going to play with your fuck-toy out there? It seems like you are losing sight of who he really is and what he has done,” I say, my voice a little more harsh than I intended.

Movement to my left catches my eye, spotting Cade sitting up in his chair waiting for the two hotheaded ones to come to blows. We may both be dominate but we know our place with each other, he just has yet to learn that.

“Apollo, don’t start with me. You know I haven’t let him in he is just a means to an end with a little fun added in.” She winks at me with a coy smile.

“As long as your pussy is willing to walk away when needed you can stick whatever you want in it. Just keep the bitch in heat act to a minimum please.”

“Fuck off, dickhead.”

Laughing, Cade comes to a stand, “Is that it? Just a half ass message from Nyx and a pissing contest between you two and we’re done?” Rolling his eyes, he opens the door and heads back towards the bar.

“What’s up his ass?” Lilith asks.

“Fuck if I know.” I watch his back move across the floor until bodies cover his exit and his head is no longer in my line of sight.

“Let’s get ready for tonight. Nyx thinks he is going to bring the girl back here tomorrow. We need to be ready for anything that comes our way. We can’t risk our spot being blown.”

“Not when we’re this close,” I say in agreement.

Fang, meet me in the cellars. We have some questions to ask the Cloaked.
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