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CHAPTER 1


Finley

I’m numb, and I can feel myself sliding further into some sort of protective oblivion. Carrick and Zaid talk quietly across the room, but about what, I’m not sure. I’m too fragmented to use my hearing ability. Frankly, I’m not sure I want to know what they’re saying. Glancing down at the two fingers of bourbon Zaid pressed into my hand, I take a sip and note that I don’t even feel a burn as it slides down my throat.

I think I might be broken.

Because no more than half an hour ago, at my twenty-eighth birthday party, I watched my twin sister, Fallon, die right before my eyes.

If that sounds dramatic, it’s not. One moment, she was my occasionally frustrating, annoying, and overbearing sister whom I loved more than anything in the world, and the next moment, she was gone. In her place was a Dark Fae drenched in evil.

My sister was dead.

Of course, maybe not.

Perhaps Carrick and Zaid know what the hell is going on, and there’s some form of magic that can turn her back. The thought makes a tiny kernel of hope flare within my chest, but as I focus on their expressions—so grim and worried—it fizzles into nothing.

A lone tear falls from my eye, sliding down my cheek. I don’t bother to wipe it away. It’s too much effort.

I haven’t reached the point of breaking down into full-out sobbing—probably because I’m still too numb. Perhaps I’m in denial. I have a feeling when it finally comes, it’s not going to be pretty. If it happens while sitting here in Carrick’s condo, they have plenty of tissues ready, I’m sure.

After Fallon morphed before our eyes, Carrick ushered me out of the home my sister shares with her fiancé, Blain, and into a waiting car down the street. The entire ride, I curled into myself, bending at the waist with arms folded tightly around my stomach. I just rocked back and forth as we made a beeline for Carrick’s place.

Carrick was quiet and didn’t attempt to touch me. When we arrived at The Prestige, he put an arm around my waist as I stepped free of the car and kept it there the entire ride up to his penthouse. He didn’t do this out of affection, but rather because I’d almost fallen a few times on the way out of Fallon’s condo. I guess one’s legs turn to jelly when they watch their sister turn into a Dark Fae, but that’s only supposition on my part. Never had it happen to me before.

On the elevator ride up, Carrick even pulled me into his side so I’d lean against him and I couldn’t even be appreciative. I just wanted to sink to the floor in the froth of shimmery gold material that was my evening gown and be left alone.

Zaid was waiting for us as the elevators opened, and Carrick handed me off to him. It was the first time Zaid—a daemon who was neither obviously light nor dark—had ever actually touched me, but again, it was merely to hold me up. As he moved me toward a nearby couch, I glanced back to see Carrick doing something at the elevator doors. He was holding his arms up, palms out, and his lips were moving, but I couldn’t understand his mumblings.

Zaid deposited me rather gently on the couch where I merely slumped back into the cushions. I noticed that one of my strappy, sandaled heels was gone, and I have no clue where I lost it. To be honest, I didn’t even realize I was limping along without it. Moments later, Zaid thrust the bourbon in my hand with a harsh, “Drink this,” and went to join Carrick near the elevator doors.

There’s nothing to do but go over every horrid detail of the night. I recall that moment when I got hit with a bolt of dark malevolence, causing my intestines to feel like they were being jerked out. My twin, Fallon, doubled over as I had, clearly in the same pain. I knew it had to be related.

Watching her face flicker, disappear, and turn into a horrifying yet beautiful creature I inherently knew was filled to the brim with evil—my world splintered into a million pieces. I don’t see how it will ever be right again.

My gaze drops to the glass, and I raise it to my mouth. No delicate sip I can’t even feel. I toss it back, swallow hard around the large amount of liquor, and feel it settle into my belly with a sizzling burn. It’s the first thing I’ve really felt in a while, and it causes me to hiss.

Carrick and Zaid whip their heads my way and I hold the empty glass up, rocking it back and forth. “Think I can get some more?”

“In a minute,” Carrick replies in his erudite voice that’s neither European nor American, and it doesn’t hold a hint of worry within. He moves my way, Zaid following.

Taking a chair opposite me, he perches on the end and rests his elbows on his knees. I stay slumped in the same position I’ve been in since arriving. Zaid stands a few feet back from Carrick, his arms crossed. Instead of his normally grumpy face, his expression is filled with concern.

His daemon face, that is, with protruding brow, sunken cheeks, and black eyes. I don’t even see his human countenance anymore.

“How long did you know Fallon was a Dark Fae?” Carrick inquires in a clipped tone, the accusation heavy in the air.

My mouth parts in surprise. “What?”

“How long have you known your sister was a Dark Fae?” he repeats.

“The minute I saw her face morph,” I snarl. “Are you accusing me of hiding it?”

“She’s your sister, Finley,” he replies softly. “It wouldn’t be unreasonable to think you would try to protect her.”

My gut is burning. Not from the bourbon, but with white-hot fury over his inference. I push up from my slump, straightening my spine. My fists clench hard into the diaphanous material of my skirt. “That’s ridiculous. You saw my reaction to her. It was physically painful to be near her when she changed. And since you can see fae as well, you know damn well she changed right there. When she… when she… died right in front of my eyes.”

If I weren’t hurting so badly, I might be ashamed, but I bend over with my arms over my stomach and the tears come forth in earnest. Free-flowing, hot, and salty. They drip onto the material of my skirt, creating more translucency. I take in a breath, which is a mistake because then I start sobbing. Wracking, painful sobs of misery and grief that don’t stop until I start to hyperventilate.

I can’t get the image out of my mind… the creature Fallon turned into. For someone as dark and evil as she’d become, she was so white all the way around. Pale skin, platinum hair, and almost colorless eyes. She looked like some kind of sinister ice queen and was terrifying to behold.

A weight settles on the couch beside me, then large hands come to my shoulders to pull me up straight. Carrick murmurs, “Take some deep breaths, Finley. Come on… inhale deep.”

Without question, I do what he asks, drawing as much air into my lungs as I can and holding it until it burns. It takes my mind off my loss for a moment, and I’m able to let it out in a quavering rush. I do it again, and again, and one more time, until Zaid is squatting in front of me with another glass of bourbon.

Not a lick of empathy on his face, eyes still cold and detached, yet that singular thoughtful action of bringing me liquor touches something in me. A tiny hiccup comes out and I give him a watery smile. “Thank you, but no.”

Zaid rises, then sets the bourbon on a table to the side of the couch. My breathing evens out, and I wipe my cheeks with the back of my hand. A linen handkerchief is produced out of nothingness, yet it’s Carrick holding it out for me to take. I do, dabbing at my eyes and then realizing my nose is completely stuffed up, so I blow hard into it. I ball the snot rag up in my hands and grip it tight, my gaze going hazy as I stare at the pretty silver-and-gray rug beneath my feet—one with a sandal and one without.

“It’s clear something happened right then to cause Fallon to change,” Zaid points out. By the firm nature of his tone, I suspect that’s what he and Carrick were talking about by the elevators.

Angling his body toward me on the couch, Carrick asks, “What time were you born?”

My eyes snap to him, and I’m confused by the question. Why does it matter?

But then it hits me… some catalyst caused the change and it happened on her birthday. “Fallon was born at 8:28 PM.”

“I wasn’t looking at the clock,” he murmurs thoughtfully, gaze going to Zaid. “But that’s about the time it happened.”

“But what does that mean?” I ask.

Lips pressed flat, Carrick just gives a helpless shake of his head. “I don’t know. But she wasn’t always a Dark Fae, then suddenly she was near the time of her birth on her twenty-eighth birthday. That has to be significant.”

Bitterness wells up within me. “So you believe she wasn’t a Dark Fae before? And that I wasn’t hiding it?”

“I was fairly certain,” he admits blandly, rising from the couch. “I sensed nothing about her in the times I’ve been around her, and I don’t know of any fae or daemon that can hide their nature from me. But as you’ve proven to be a human who sees fae, I still have to consider all possibilities.”

“Gee, thanks. That was the worst apology ever,” I grouse.

Carrick ignores that and starts pacing while Zaid just stands by placidly with his hands folded before him. I bend over to remove the remaining sandal from my foot. For a brief moment, I wonder where the other one is and since things can’t be any crazier, I also wonder if maybe my Prince Charming will find it and bring it to me. Whisk me away from all of this on his white horse so we can live happily ever after.

I snort, realizing my thoughts are bordering on insane.

And then a horrific thought strikes me, filling me with hysteria. I practically screech as I pop off the couch. “Am I fae? Have I changed?”

Carrick stops mid-stride, turning to face me with a scowl. Zaid’s expression doesn’t change.

I pick up my skirt, round the coffee table, and put myself right before Carrick as I demand, “Look at me. Am I a fae? A daemon?”

“No, Miss Porter,” he replies drolly. “You are as you ever were.”

“It’s Finley,” I snap angrily, because it irritates me that he is back to formality with my name. “And how can you be sure? You’ve been taking me to different people trying to figure out if there’s something other than human in me, which means you can’t know everything.”

“That is true,” he replies smoothly. “But as you are standing here in front of me now, I can tell you that, as of this moment, you are not fae or daemon. Now, whether that remains true five minutes from now, I have no clue.”

He could not have said anything less reassuring to me, but, then again, Carrick has never tried to spare my feelings or sugarcoat things.

“We need to talk,” Carrick says, and this time his tone is something I’ve never heard before. It sounds regretful, and I know he has some bad news to impart.

“So talk,” I reply, crossing my arms over my chest.

His gaze runs down my body and then back up again. “Go change into some of your workout clothes. I know that dress can’t be comfortable.”

“I’m fine.” I lift my chin, showing him that he can’t order me around.

His lips don’t move, but something bursts inside of my head… an invasion of words that seem to bounce around on the inside of my skull like an echo. Go change your clothes.

Without giving my body permission to do so, it starts walking past Carrick toward the hall that will lead toward the gym. I try to push against the force, and easily stop in my tracks.

“What was that?” I ask as I whirl to face Carrick, my voice a mere whisper because I’m so stunned by what just happened.

“Compulsion,” he replies without any further explanation.

It’s the first time Carrick has ever exhibited any type of supernatural ability other than being able to see fae and daemons. It chills me to my bones as it means I know nothing about this man.

I can feel that my body is my own and the need he instilled to walk to the gym is gone. But I also know, that if I don’t do as he says, he’s going to make me do it.

So I go. Right to the gym where I pull clothes out of the cabinets without much thought. I don’t even bother going to the bathroom to change, but disrobe right there, kicking my beautiful dress that I’ll burn later because it’s now forever associated with the death of my sister aside.

I put on a sports bra and a long-sleeved t-shirt first. Picking up a pair of dark gray workout leggings, I first put my left leg in while balancing on my right. I pop my foot through the end, then pull the stretchy material up a bit before planting it on the floor and lifting my right leg.

Just as it rises, my gaze catches on the outside of my right calf. At first, it doesn’t penetrate what I’m seeing, perhaps because my psyche just can’t handle one more horror tonight.

But I stare at it hard before blinking several times to see if it will go away, hoping perhaps it’s a figment of my overused and battered imagination.

Glowing white, even against the paleness of my skin, it remains, and panic fills me. “Carrick,” I scream, flopping to the gym floor on my butt. I turn my right knee inward, drawing my ankle closer to me so I can get a better look.

Right there, about three inches down from my knee, is a white outline of a feather. With a shaky finger, I reach out to touch it, but I’m distracted by Carrick bursting into the gym, Zaid right on his heels.

Carrick’s eyes are alight with something ferocious as he scans for some threat before spotting me on the floor. Relief washing over his expression, he takes long strides my way as he asks, “What’s wrong?”

I point the finger that’s hovering just above my skin, stabbing downward toward the outside of my calf. “Look.”

He squats beside me, and Zaid comes to do the same right beside him. They both peer hard at the feather on my leg.

“What the fuck is that?” I wheeze, feeling like all the air in my lungs has been squashed.

Without any hesitation or fear, Carrick is the one who touches it. His finger starts at the quill, which is closer to my ankle. Gently, he glides it up my skin, following the long flow of the feather.

His head lifts, eyes coming to mine as he asks, “Did this just appear?”

“I don’t know.” The hysteria in my voice is not abating. “It wasn’t there when I got dressed for the party.”

I know damn well it wasn’t because I’d shaved my legs, which means I had an eagle-eye view. There was no white tattoo there.

I know I should feel ridiculous, sitting on the gym floor, one leg in my pants, the other out, and my panties on full display, but there are more urgent matters pressing upon me.

Both men rise, giving each other concerned looks.

“It must have happened at the same time Fallon changed,” Zaid says.

“More than likely, at the same time Finley was born,” Carrick corrects.

“8:34 PM,” I murmur as I stare at the feather, knowing the exact time of my birth in relation to Fallon’s. “My mom died three minutes later.”

“Get dressed,” Carrick says gently in a timbre I rarely hear, and it causes my head to lift so I can see him. His return gaze is troubled, but for the first time ever, I see a touch of sympathy in his expression. “Come into the living room when you’re done. We have a lot to talk about.”

*     *     *

It takes me fifteen minutes to get dressed, which is a long damn time seeing as how I only had to thread one more leg into my pants. But I sit on the floor long after Carrick and Zaid leave, finally getting up the nerve to touch the feather.

I expect to feel a jolt, perhaps even a tingle, but I get nothing. The lines of the feather aren’t raised, my skin smooth in texture thanks to good moisturizing and a morning shave. The feather itself is wide and long, and definitely not the type that would be used as an inking quill. It narrows only slightly at the tip, curving into a blunted edge. The individual strands can be seen with clarity. I have no clue what type of bird it might belong to, but it’s not delicate looking at all. Rather, it makes me believe it would belong to a large species known for strength of flight, like perhaps an eagle.

The coloring is odd, all one shade of bright white so it shows up like a beacon against my pale skin. Sometimes if I stare at it too hard, it seems to glow, but I know it’s my eyes merely playing a trick on me.

I try to think back to when Fallon was changing, and if it was indeed at the time she was born, it stands to reason the feather showed up on my skin at the time I was born. Except I didn’t feel a thing.

One could argue I didn’t feel anything happening on my leg because I was too busy being doubled over in pain from Fallon’s change.

I suppose there’s a small chance the feather could coincide with my mom’s time of death, but it’s more probable these events match our birth times.

A wave of grief washes through me yet again, a stark reminder that coping with what Fallon has become is going to be a process. I don’t even know what she is to me. If she’s truly a Dark Fae, does she even remember me? If she does retain her memories of Fallon, does that mean she still holds love for me, or has that been obliterated by her evil?

And make no mistake… she’s evil. It’s a knowledge that’s settled not only in my heart, but also in my bones.

Worse yet, what if Fallon was fae all along and is so powerful she managed to keep it hidden? I mean, I have the ability to see fae when I shouldn’t. Maybe she has the ability to cloak herself from me. What if she’s been stringing me along and playing me all this time, and that could possibly explain why we never had a deeply developed twin bond?

That thought is almost too abhorrent to consider.

Eventually, I finish dressing, including a pair of socks and tennis shoes, and make my way back to the main living area, except I don’t find Carrick or Zaid there. I glance in the kitchen, find it empty, and decide to make my way to Carrick’s office.

Sure enough, I find both men there. I’m not sure what it says that when I look at them, in my mind, I call them “men”. Zaid is a daemon, but is he also a man? Technically, he’s not. When I look at him now, I don’t see his human face. But still, despite knowing he is not of the human race, I consider him a man above all else. Does that mean I’ve developed a fondness? Or perhaps I’ve gotten too comfortable around him, accepting him as being more like me than not?

As for Carrick, he appears in every sense to be a man, yet I know he’s something different. When he said we needed to talk, it inferred he knows more than he’s let on before. If that’s the case, I’m not accepting any more half-truths or partial stories. I’m going to insist on knowing everything.

Carrick sits officiously behind his desk, although he’s removed his tuxedo jacket and tie, as well as rolled his sleeves up to mid-forearms. On more than one occasion, I’ve thought he has great forearms, but they do nothing for me in this moment.

Zaid sits in one of the two guest chairs across the desk from Carrick and I see a tea service set for one on Carrick’s desk. As I take my seat beside Zaid, he rises and pours me a cup.

For a moment, I consider it could be poisoned, but, deep in my gut, I know I’m too important to be expendable at this point. It’s with gratitude I accept the drink, inhaling the soothing blend of chamomile and orange, before taking a sip.

Zaid resumes his seat, and my gaze moves to Carrick. I lean forward, set my cup on his desk, and settle back into my chair. “You wanted to talk. So talk.”


CHAPTER 2


Finley

Carrick doesn’t dawdle. Doesn’t provide unnecessary background. He just rips the bandage off and says, “There’s a prophecy of doom, and you’re an integral part in thwarting it.”

I blink once, my eyes remaining open and round with shock. “You mean… like a Buffy the Vampire Slayer prophecy?”

I don’t ask that with any amount of levity, only that all seven seasons of Buffy are my only reference to prophecies.

“Who in the hell is Buffy the Vampire Slayer?” Zaid mutters. “There are no such things as vampires.”

Carrick just stares at me with such a serious expression on his beautiful face that I think what he is going to tell me is way worse than anything Buffy ever encountered.

We both ignore Zaid’s question, and I demand of Carrick. “Explain what you mean.”

Carrick leans forward, clasps his hands on his desk. “There is a prophecy that could put the entire world in peril.”

“Well, what’s the prophecy?” I ask in exasperation. “What’s the peril? When will it happen?”

“I don’t know,” he replies dully, and it’s done with such disregard of the fact that he is hitting me with some next-level information I want to claw his calm, yet glowing, eyes out.

“You don’t know?” I hiss, leaning forward in my chair. “And yet, you know there is a prophecy and I have to wonder how long you’ve known this. And why am I just hearing about it now?”

“I’ve known for about a month,” he replies, not an ounce of shame whatsoever.

My head starts spinning as anger turns to fury burning in my veins. That he would keep this from me for an entire month.

He’s been playing me, using me for some purpose I’ve yet to figure out, and drawn me deeper into a dangerous world when I might have had the opportunity to get out of it a long time ago if I’d known about this.

Reeling from what happened to my sister and the overload of information, I find myself at the end of my rope. I rise quickly from my chair. “Well, thank you very much for that information. But I’m going to have to decline participation. I’m leaving, and I want you to stay the hell away from me.”

Before I can even turn around, Carrick’s voice bursts inside my head again without him even opening his mouth. It’s stronger this time, actually making my bones rattle. Sit down.

My ass is hitting the chair before I can even comprehend what he just told me to do. I try to stand up, but I’m held immobile. I can feel my emotions getting ready to spiral out of control, but Carrick holds up a hand and I feel a calming peace wash through me.

Oh, the powers this man is just now showing me are strong, and I have to wonder what other tricks he has up his sleeve.

“Please just listen to me, Finley,” he says in a somewhat supplicating tone. “Let me tell you everything, because now not only your life depends on it, so do billions of others.”

Those words alone are enough to keep me seated. Carrick must sense this because I can feel the force that was keeping me pinned to the chair dissipate.

“Fine,” I mutter. “But I want to know everything. No holding back.”

Carrick inclines his head in an agreement to my demand.

“How do you even know there’s a prophecy?” It’s the most important question I can think of at this moment.

“To understand that,” Carrick begins in a professor-like manner, “you need to know about The Council.”

“The Council?” Sounds officious, like maybe a secret governmental faction. Maybe they’re based out of Area 51.

“The Council is made up of five gods. There’s Veda, the god of Humanity. Circe, the god of—”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa,” I drawl while holding a hand up. “Gods? What does that even mean? Isn’t there just one God?”

“Did the ancient Romans worship just one god?” he inquires softly. “The Greeks? The Egyptians? The Native Americans?”

I’m a bit flummoxed by his point. I guess I’d just assumed all that was a myth we learned in history and classic literature class, but, truly, those cultures had faith in who they worshipped much the same way I suppose Christians do.

Meekly, I say, “I get your point. Continue.”

Carrick doesn’t seem put out by my interruption, which is a far cry from when I sat in his office a month ago and he lectured me on fae, daemons, and angels. I wonder if he’s just more tolerant or perhaps he’s going easy on me tonight in light of what happened to Fallon.

“There’s Circe, the god of Fate. Onyx, the god of Conflict. Cato, the god of Nature, and Rune, the god of Life and, consequently, death.”

“And these are rooted in some sort of mythology?” I query.

“They are as real as you and I are,” he intones.

“And you know this how?” I ask suspiciously. Because I’ve not yet been able to glean how Carrick knows so much of this supernatural stuff.

“I know this because I have met them many times,” he replies and I just gape. “In particular, I saw them on the night I discovered you could see beneath glamours.”

“Holy shit,” I wheeze, because I didn’t think things could get weirder than angelic rebellions and such.

“The Council has been around since the beginning of time—almost fourteen billion years ago—and they control the way in which the universe works. Or at least that was what they were originally created to do.”

“And who created them?” I ask.

“I don’t know,” he replies flatly. “They always have just been.”

That generates a million questions, but I instinctively know the answers to many won’t be important.

“And just where does one go to meet this council?” I ask curiously.

“In another realm, of course,” Carrick replies.

“Created by a stone?” Because I’ve been fascinated by the concept of there being alternate realities or dimensions or realms or whatever they’re called layered right upon us. A meteor that crashed to Earth—and was hacked away by plunderers—provided the magic to create these realms.

“Not created by a stone,” he replies, and I’m shocked. I thought the stones that were chipped away from the meteor was the basis of all things otherworldly. “The gods themselves have infinite powers, far greater than the meteor that came to earth. They live where they want to live, the gateway to them only accessible if they want to be found. And remember, they’ve been around since the dawn of time. Long before the meteor crashed to earth.”

I take my teacup in hand, swallowing another sip as I absorb this information.

Carrick shifts, leaning back in his chair. He steeples his fingers in front of his face, his expression somber. “They advised me that you are an integral part to thwarting the prophecy and have commanded I help you.”

Once again, I go dizzy and my teacup shakes so much a little sloshes onto my lap. I put it back on his desk, unworried by the ring it will leave. “You’re sure I’m a part of stopping the prophecy?”

Carrick glances briefly at Zaid, who has remained quiet this entire time. “According to the gods you are.”

My throat feels parched, my head starting to ache. “And what exactly is this prophecy?

“They didn’t tell me,” he says, something he’s told me before. I think he understands I might need that reiterated a time or two.

I’m offended, though. “Well, why not? They want it thwarted, why can’t they tell us how to do it?”

Carrick’s hands lower to the armrests of his chair. “Because they’re the ones who created it.”

“They created it? Knowing it would be damaging and dangerous, and now they want us to fix it? Is this a game to them?”

The laugh that comes out of Carrick is mirthless and bitter. “That’s exactly what it is. A game to them. This prophecy was probably created eons ago by The Council, set loose to occur at a certain time, and they forgot about it. Most likely keeping entertained by other prophecies that were letting loose somewhere else in the universe. They do it to amuse themselves, for the most part.”

“For the most part?” I press.

“Some of the gods use these as teaching or growth tools. Sometimes to just an individual, sometimes to humanity itself.”

“That’s preposterous,” I sputter.

“On that, I’d agree,” he replies flatly. “But here we are, and you’re destined to be a part of stopping it.”

“Why didn’t you tell me this a month ago when you learned about it?” I ask, and I hate that my voice sounds small and hurt. Because I should have no expectation that Carrick cares one whit about me.

Something flickers in Carrick’s eyes, but I dare not even consider it to be guilt. I’ve learned the man is sorry for none of his actions. “I wasn’t sure you could handle it a month ago. You’d just found out about daemons and fae. I also didn’t know what the prophecy was or when it would be. I was hoping to divine more information to help break the news to you more gently. Take your pick—those reasons are all true.”

“So, when we went to see Echo and Stan, you weren’t trying to learn about my abilities, you were trying to learn about this prophecy?” I ask, the accusation in my tone crystal clear because he was using me.

“No,” he replies emphatically. “I was trying to learn about both because your abilities are tied to this prophecy. They go hand in hand. I’m convinced.”

“What does The Council say about my abilities? Surely, they know, since I’m assuming they had a hand in creating them? And surely they had a hand in changing Fallon to a Dark Fae?”

“The Council won’t help. We’re on our own.”

This doesn’t surprise me. Especially not if they’re beings who get entertainment value over what they’ve done to me and my life.

My hands seem steadier, so I take the teacup and lift it to my mouth to drain it. It’s merely lukewarm now. Before I can set it down, Zaid leans forward to take the pot to refill it for me, but I shake my head. Instead, he reaches out and takes the empty cup, holding it in his hand.

I nod down at it. “Going to read my tea leaves?”

There’s a shadow of a smirk from him. “Going to put it in the dishwasher.”

My gaze moves back to Carrick. “So let me see if I have this straight. There are five gods who create prophecies on whims and to keep themselves entertained. One has been put into play, and I’m a part of stopping it. We don’t know what it does, how bad it is, or even when it might occur, but we do know that my sister turned into a Dark Fae tonight, so we’re reasonably assured she’s part of it, too. We have no direction, no help, and I’m getting the distinct feeling that my life is going to be in extreme danger. Is that about the gist of it?”

Carrick’s lips press into a flat line. He merely nods.

“And truthfully, what’s in it for you?” I ask, because I know damn well he’s not helping out of the goodness of his heart.

The scowl on Carrick’s face deepens. His words are clipped and short, but I know they’re truthful. “There’s a reward for me if I help you thwart the prophecy.”

“Hmm,” I murmur in response, mulling that for only a second. Of course there’s something in it for him.

A calm settles over me, and I have no clue where it comes from. I just know, deep in my heart, there’s one thing for me to do.

I smile at Carrick—one that is a little bit of gratitude and a whole lot of fake manners—and stand from my chair. I give a brief glance to Zaid, same smile in place, and then back to Carrick. “Well, I appreciate you filling me in on this. I’m grateful you’ve taught me about the fae and daemons and such, as well as their history. But I’m going to politely decline to be a part of this and go back to my normal life.”

“You can’t decline,” Zaid sputters, looking entirely affronted at my claim.

“Oh, but I can,” I assure him. One last look at Carrick, and I incline my head. “Goodbye. Please don’t contact me again.”

I pivot, heading out of his office. The numbness I’d been feeling after watching Fallon disappear out of my life starts overtaking me again. Which is good… it means my emotions are muted and I need a break from them.

“She can’t leave,” Zaid says, and I know this is directed at Carrick.

Thankfully, he doesn’t respond and makes no move to stop me either by supplication or by his compulsion.

But I do have a curiosity, I wonder if he will indulge me now that we are parting ways. I stop, turn only slightly but mostly look over my shoulder. “You’ve told me you’re not a fae or daemon. What are you?”

Carrick stands from his chair. “I am but a servant of the gods.”

Not an answer at all, which means if he were going to tell me the truth of his nature, he would have done so. I shrug as if his response means nothing to me at all and walk out of his office door.

No one tries to stop me.

*     *     *

It’s late when I arrive home, but the house is blazing in lights. When I walk in the front door, it’s as expected. Rainey, Myles, and Adira are waiting up for me.

They had last seen me several hours ago, sick to my stomach and heart just moments after watching Fallon turn into a Dark Fae. They had no clue the source of my illness, only that my rich, successful, business partner Carrick Byrne was leading me out of Fallon’s condo. He led me out wearing a fancy gown and now I’m dressed in workout clothes.

On the one hand, I know they’re waiting up for me because they’re worried. On the other hand—especially where Rainey is concerned—she thinks there’s something going on with me and Carrick.

I disabuse her of that notion the minute I shut the door and lock it. Turning to face my friends—Rainey and Adira on the couch, Myles on the loveseat—I tell them. “I’ve had a bad night and I don’t feel good. I don’t want to talk about it and I’m going to bed.”

That normally wouldn’t thwart any of them but before they can protest, I add on with my eyes going just to Rainey. “And there is nothing going on between Carrick and me. There never has been so get that notion out of your head.”

She opens her mouth and I hold my hand up. “I’m serious. I don’t want to talk about anything tonight. I’ll see you in the morning.”

It’s my tone that keeps them all silent, except for Adira who utters a soft, “Good night, Finley. Sleep well.”

“Good night,” I reply and head up the stairs.

In my room and with my door closed, I stand still, not quite knowing what to do. I’m exhausted yet I don’t think I can sleep. I’m terrified of what dreams may appear tonight.

Ignoring the dresser that holds my pajamas, I move to the side of my bed and sit on the edge. Hunching over, I press my elbows into my thighs and cradle my head in both hands. My eyes are dry for the moment, but I don’t think, by any means, my tears of grief are finished.

For now, I’m just… broken.

I cannot fathom Carrick’s story of a prophecy, although I don’t doubt it. I may not trust the man, and I’m furious he hid this from me for so long, but I do believe he’s being truthful. I believe it because he’s getting something out of it by helping me.

A reward from the gods, he’d called it.

Freaking gods.

There are five freaking gods who create prophecies—no, games—and they put innocent people on the chopping block when they let them loose on the world. It makes me wonder how many horrific events have occurred throughout the history of our world that were merely prophecies unfolding because these gods were bored.

And not just this world. I distinctly remember Carrick saying they controlled the universe. That implied there were other planets like earth, and I’m not even letting my mind travel to the possibility of alien life.

But even learning all of this horrible news, nothing can compare to the moment I watched Fallon morph into a Dark Fae. A supremely evil being. One who is here to cause destruction, because let’s face it… her change, the feather showing up on my leg, and the discovery of a prophecy are too coincidental.

How am I even going to be able to handle this with Fallon?

I wasn’t kidding tonight when I told Carrick I was not participating. They can get someone else to do the job the gods want me to do. Hell, maybe Carrick can pull it off on his own, but I didn’t sign up for this. I didn’t ask for my abilities, and I sure as hell didn’t sign up for any hero cape.

I never, in a million years, wanted to lose my sister.

I have so many questions about Fallon swirling in my head, and I can’t quite sort them out. I can never let the creature that now wears her face know that I know what she is. But I honestly don’t know if I can even be around her in a safe manner.

There’s the whole problem with me doubling over in pain because of the malevolent vibes she puts off. There’s a possibility she knows I can see beneath her glamour. Hell, she could know I’m part of a prophecy.

Christ… she could know exactly what the prophecy is and be a hundred steps ahead of me.

Correction… ahead of Carrick. I’m not a part of this anymore.

My head actually hurts from thinking about all the various possibilities, many of which could lead to my death at the hands of my former sister.

I lift my head from the cradle of my hands and without thought, I pull my sketching journal out of my bedside table drawer. I open it, flipping the pages to find the last drawings I had done a few weeks ago.

I look at the Concordia daemon I had drawn with her delicate wings. Zaid with his dove gray aura that I was able to blend to a perfect shade to match his real one. And finally… Carrick. That moment he first laid eyes on me and the unmistakable loathing that was there in his expression.

My hand presses flat against the drawing and I slide it downward, smudging his likeness so I can’t see the hate as clearly. Then my fingers press hard, get purchase on the paper, and I draw them inward, crumpling the paper. I squish it hard and rip it from the journal, balling it up tightly.

As I rise from the bed, my journal falls to the floor and I move across the room to my desk. I drop the drawing in the wastebasket, hoping the symbolic act will help erase Carrick’s memory. Help scrub away his heavy presence that has left an indelible mark over the past month.

Yet, I have the strangest sensation he’s closer to me than ever.

For a moment, I think it’s just emotions surfacing and perhaps part of me rebelling against wanting to cut him from my life. But then, with utter clarity, I suddenly realize he is close by.

I can feel him.

Whipping toward my door, I expect to see him standing there, but it’s firmly closed. I pivot back to my window where the blinds are shut, narrowing my eyes.

Surely not.

Casting my room in darkness by flipping off the overhead light, I creep over to the window. Gently, I put my fingers between the thin plastic slats and pull them up barely an inch so I can peek out.

At the end of my driveway stands a lone figure too heavily shadowed to see his face with any detail. But I can tell based on the height, build, and gnawing intuition in my gut that it’s Carrick.

He stands with his legs spread slightly, and he holds his hands up with palms facing my house. It’s the exact same stance he had tonight facing the elevators. Although I can’t see his face at all, I know he’s murmuring words that would sound like gibberish to me.

And suddenly it hits me what he was doing at the elevators. Back in his condo, I was still too deep in the throes of grief and anguish to really give it much thought, but the foreign words I now remember not understanding and the way he held his hands up, I realize he was casting some sort of protective spell on the elevators. I can only assume he was afraid the evil Fallon could potentially come after me.

Now here he is, standing before my home, and I know he’s doing the same thing. Casting some sort of protective measure over this house so his precious little prophecy breaker won’t get hurt and be of no use to him down the road.

I should have known this would happen. It was too easy tonight when he just let me walk out of his condo, especially since he had the power to make me stay if he wanted.

Carrick clearly has powerful magic.

A servant of the gods is what he called himself. They must have gifted him, making their lackey special enough to carry out their biddings.

And they’ve promised him further reward for helping me.

My hackles rise as I understand Carrick thinks I’m his to control. I’m sure he thinks he can force me to help with this prophecy.

The figure at the end of my driveway drops his hands, then turns slightly my way. His head tips back a bit, which would mean he was looking at the second floor of my home. My window is the only one visible to the street.

Carrick stares at me for what seems like forever. I don’t make a move to drop the one-inch space of blinds, feeling that would be like letting him win. Instead, I keep my eyes pinned on him until he casually turns and starts walking down the street, eventually melting into the darkness.

I release the blind. Not bothering with pajamas, I flop onto my bed and kick off my tennis shoes. Curling onto my side, I draw my knees up and hug my pillow tight.

I’m scared.

I’m sick at heart.

I’m alone.

But despite all of that, the one thing I will not do is be forced to participate in any of this. It’s time for me to disappear for a bit in the hope this will all blow over.


CHAPTER 3


Finley

It’s surprising to me how quickly my plan went into effect. I barely slept last night, but the good side to that was I did a lot of thinking.

And now, less than twenty-four hours after I left Carrick’s condo, I’m officially in hiding.

It started first with a candid but “with boundaries” talk with my roommates early this morning. I told them that something bad had happened, I couldn’t tell them what it was, and Carrick Byrne was someone I felt the need to cut from my life. Incredibly careful with my wording, I told them while he was not a danger to me in any way, I felt the need to maybe get away from the house in case he wanted to seek me out.

Of course, they were all alarmed. There were a million questions I couldn’t answer, causing frustration for all.

Rainey was still thinking there was something romantic between Carrick and me, and that this was a broken-heart issue. I assured her it was not, and she said even if it were, she was still all in helping me to lay low.

Myles was worried something abusive had happened, and I assured him that was not the case. He was not convinced. I had to re-assure and continue to do so until the level of skepticism in his expression dwindled to acceptance. I hinted that my issues with him were of a more philosophical nature, but they were important enough I had to cut all ties.

Adira was worried about One Bean, as was I. Carrick is still my business partner, and he has taken an active interest in the coffee shop he helped me to purchase. I’m not stupid enough to think I can just ignore him if he wants interaction from me on a business level, because he has the power to destroy One Bean if he wants. So I have to play this very carefully.

I don’t plan on evading him if he reaches out for business reasons. I’m just going to do it from a distance and if he doesn’t like it, that’s tough. There is a part of me that is hoping—no banking—on this blowing over somehow. That Carrick will leave me alone. That he will appeal to his crazy gods to find another person to thwart the impending doom. That the prophecy will come to pass without me. That Fallon will be changed back into the sister I love.

That was probably naïve thinking, but the alternative is just not acceptable to me right now. Given what I saw last night and what I’ve learned, my psyche simply won’t allow me to consider any other options. Perhaps I’m just not strong enough to face this, and I am hiding.

There’s even a part of me that’s longing for the days I was thought to be mentally ill, because at least that was something I could have some control over through medications and counseling.

But this horror story I’m involved in right now… there is no control at all.

Thus, I decided to disappear for a little bit, at least until I can figure out how to handle Carrick’s involvement in my business.

The houseboat that will be my temporary hideout home is a treasure in Seattle. It’s called the Fantasia, and it’s located on Lake Union, just under the Aurora Bridge. At almost five-thousand square feet in size—four bedrooms and three baths—it’s the largest floating home in Seattle and known as the Jewel of Lake Union.

Not that I’ll be out and about much, but it sits at the base of one of my favorite places in Seattle—Freemont. It’s a suburb of cool indie shops, eclectic bars, and a very distinct bohemian vibe. It’s home to the famous Fremont Troll, which lurks under the Aurora Bridge and, ironically, a supernatural creature I’d always been drawn to. I wonder if perhaps that was because of my innate ability to see such things in real life?

It’s a crystal-clear day—I take that to be a meaningful sign—and as I sit on the top deck of the three-story houseboat sipping a cup of coffee, I can see Mount Rainier in all its glory. I’m lounging on a chaise with custom made cushions in navy and white while enjoying the late afternoon sun on my face.

“Mind if I join you?” Myles says from the sliding glass door that leads out onto this upper deck.

Tipping my head back and to the side, I give him a smile. “Of course not.”

I mean, how could I mind his company? It’s because of Myles that I have this luxury houseboat to hide out on until I can figure out how to cut myself completely free of this prophecy. The Fantasia belongs to Myles’ aunt and uncle, who are both top-level executives at Google. While they mainly work from the Mountain View, California headquarters, they also spend a few months a year working in the Seattle office, which is in Freemont. I think it speaks for itself they are so incredibly well paid they have a five-million-dollar houseboat in Seattle to stay just a few months a year.

Myles settles into a lounge chair beside me. He has a beer in hand and while I might be tempted to just sit out here and get drunk, I need to keep my head clear.

“Thank you so much for letting me stay here,” I say for what might be the tenth time.

“Enough,” he growls in response, indicating I need to stop with the gratitude.

This morning after I had my vague-as-hell talk with my friends, to my surprise, they accepted my need to hide for a while. They rallied together to brainstorm ideas, but it was Myles who immediately suggested the Fantasia. He has complete access to it as his aunt and uncle don’t mind him staying here at all. In fact, they sort of wish he’d stay here full time to keep an eye on it, but as it is, he checks on it weekly for them.

I’ve been here a few times with Myles when he’s been doing his weekly walk through to make sure everything is okay, and I had asked him why in the world would he rent a room from me when he could have all this luxury.

His answer was simple. “But I’d be alone, and I’d rather live in a hovel with you and Rainey than here.”

Of course, that was “pre-Adira” coming to live with us, but I’m sure she’d be included in that sentiment now.

“You can stay here for quite a while,” Myles says before taking a sip of beer. Both our gazes are pinned on Mount Rainier in the distance. “I talked to Aunt Mary and she said they’re not coming until early November.”

“I really appreciate that,” I say, a little worried we’re doing this on the sly. Poor Aunt Mary and Uncle Tony don’t know I’m a vagrant guest staying here.

But in a way, I’m sure it’s technically okay since Myles is staying here with me, too, as well as Rainey and Adira. Myles has unfettered access and an open invitation to stay here anytime he wants, so we’re all just quietly assuming his aunt and uncle don’t mind if he has guests.

“I’m really glad all of you decided to come with me,” I say to Myles. When I was thinking about running somewhere to hide out, I had originally thought it would be on my own. But the more I thought about it, the more I wondered if my friends could be in danger by staying behind. I’m thinking Carrick put a protection spell on my house last night, but I don’t know if it was just to protect me or all inhabitants. I don’t know from what he was warding either. Was it to keep Fallon away or all fae?

Moreover, maybe he wasn’t putting a protection spell on my house at all. Maybe he was doing something sinister instead, although I can’t think what that would be. He needs me to further his purposes, so it wouldn’t make sense for him to hurt me.

Regardless, I wasn’t sure how to ask my friends to come with me. The only thing I could think of was to play a lonely-sympathy card with them, but before I could even do so, Myles announced on everyone’s behalf that they were not letting me stay on the Fantasia alone.

It took us all about two hours this morning to pack our belongings and move from my house to the houseboat under the Aurora Bridge.

It’s a Saturday, and Myles is off. Rainey was scheduled to work, but she called in sick because she was worried and didn’t want to leave me on my first day of hiding out. Adira is at work right now doing the middle shift at One Bean. I gave her the key to my office, and she’s going to bring me my laptop as well as some paper files I need to be able to work from here.

As for One Bean, I sent a message to my managers that I had the flu and was working from home. I guess it’s a testament to the good people I have in place I have no concerns that things will be just fine without me for a while. At a minimum, I’m hoping I can figure things out within a week and start making a reappearance at my job. What I want to make sure is that Carrick is going to let me go with all this prophecy nonsense, but we’re going to have to play that day by day.

The sliding glass door whooshes and Myles and I both turn our heads that way, knowing it’s Rainey. She steps out with a chilled martini in her hand, with three large olives. She takes a sip before closing the door, leveling a grin at Myles. “Your aunt and uncle have a very well-stocked bar.”

Myles holds his beer up in salute. “That they do.”

Rainey sashays our way. Myles pretends not to notice, and Rainey doesn’t notice him pretending to not notice. Even in a pair of stretch leggings and a long tunic sweater, she still cuts a very sexy figure, and more than ever, Myles is hopelessly in love with her. I sure wish someone else would come his way and turn his eye, because he’s just setting himself up for failure and heartbreak because Rainey doesn’t feel that same way.

Choosing a chair at a nearby table set, Rainey sets her martini glass on the wooden top and plops down. It has the same custom-sewn navy and white cushions that are over the top sumptuous for an outdoor set of furniture.

“Want to invite Fallon over to eat with us tonight?” Rainey asks and I try hard to keep a horrified look off my face at such a suggestion. “I mean… if she’s feeling better from last night, that is. Bet she’d totally get a kick out of this place, and you two didn’t really get to celebrate your birthdays together.”

When Fallon changed into a Dark Fae before my eyes, she was whisked off to her bedroom by her fiancé, Blain. I made an exit quickly thereafter, but Rainey, Myles, and Adira stayed for about another half hour. They said Fallon never made a reappearance and after they had another round of food, they left as well.

Of course, I can’t ever tell them what Fallon has become.

Or rather, what she isn’t, because she’s not my sister. A wave of grief washes through me, causing my lower lip to tremble a bit.

Luckily, before I can even think of a reasonable excuse not to extend the invitation, Rainey reverses her idea. “On second thought, she’d want to bring Blain and I sure as hell don’t want to have to suffer his presence. No offense, Finley.”

“None taken,” I reply airily, thankful that was averted.

Clearly, Carrick isn’t my only problem. I have to figure out what to do about Fallon, who isn’t really Fallon. That’s going to require finesse and I’m not feeling that right now. Since Fallon and I don’t normally talk every day, I’ve got some time I can get away with being silent on my end while I figure things out.

“Speaking of dinner,” Myles drawls as he swings his legs to the side and pushes up from the chaise. “I think I will actually go start working on it. I’ll let you two ladies relax out here for a while.”

I cock an eyebrow at him skeptically. I’m the cook in this little friend-family, but Myles does have a few meals that he does really well at. “What are we having?”

Adira and Myles went to the grocery store after we’d all officially moved in earlier today, and I have no clue what they bought. But I’m hopeful the ingredients might be tomatoes, basil, and kalamata olives.

“Only my best for you, sweet Finley,” he says with a mock bow. Which means his completely delicious, yet simple meal of pasta with some lightly sauteed tomatoes, garlic, and kalamata olives, finished with a drizzle of olive oil and shredded basil. He also does a mean salad.

I pump my arm inward. “Yassss!”

Myles shoots a devilishly charming smile at me, then Rainey, and disappears inside the houseboat to make his way to the kitchen on the first floor.

Rainey lets out a sigh when the door closes, such as I’ve never heard before. I swing to look her way, and she’s staring at the door with an almost-wistful expression.

Frowning, I ask, “What’s with the dramatic sigh?”

In the four years I’ve known and loved this woman, I’ve maybe seen her blush three times, but now I’m seeing a fourth. Her eyes snap to mine, and she shrugs. “I just think it’s sweet Myles jumped in to save the day with finding you this place, and now he’s cooking dinner so you and I can relax, and well…”

Her words drift off, floating away on the Lake Union breeze.

I stare at her perplexed, but with a niggling feeling I’m recognizing something here Rainey may have let slip. And because she’s my dearest friend along with Myles, I have no shame in asking her point-blank, “Do you… do you like Myles?”

Her blush deepens as her chin jerks inward. She waves dismissively. “Of course not.”

My bullshit-o-meter goes off like a four-alarm fire bell clanging. “You do like him,” I accuse playfully.

Rainey ducks her head, seeming to prepare for another denial, then just as quickly brings her eyes to mine.

In an almost piteous moan, she says, “Yes. Okay. Yes, I like him. Are you happy? And it’s so stupid because Myles looks at me like I’m his sister, which makes it all the worse.”

No stopping my mouth from dropping. Not only from Rainey’s admission, which I didn’t see coming at all, because let’s face it—she likes rich sugar-daddy-type men—but also because how could she not see Myles was in love with her? He has perpetual puppy dog eyes in her presence.

“Um… Rainey,” I say gently, making sure her attention is riveted on me. “I don’t know how to break this to you, but Myles likes you too.”

“As a friend,” she mutters with another wave of her head. But then her eyebrows rise hopefully. “Or do you mean he likes me as more than a friend?”

“More than a friend,” I state emphatically. “But he’s never acted on it because he always thought you were beyond his reach.”

“He told you this?” she asks in awe.

“One drunken night out, yes. And made me swear to never repeat it, but seeing as how you like him, I have to let that secret fly. Besides, out of the two of you, you’re the only one brash enough to make a move.”

“Why would he ever think I was beyond his reach?” she ponders, her nose scrunching. Then her expression turns to alarm. “Oh God… he thinks I’m a vain, shallow, vapid bitch, doesn’t he? Because I’m always going on about finding a rich husband and stuff.”

She leans forward dramatically—although without any real effort—and bangs her head on the table to accentuate her stupidity, causing her martini glass to rattle.

“He doesn’t think that about you at all,” I assure her. “He likes everything about you.”

Rainey twists until her cheek now rests on the table. “You’re not just saying that to make me feel better about being a vain, shallow, vapid bitch, are you?”

“You are none of those things, and you know it,” I admonish. “And Myles adores you as a friend, and I’m sure on a deeper level.”

Bolting upright, Rainey grips the edge of the table, eyes wide with alarm. “So what do I do now? How do I play this? Do I just come right out and say I like you? Do I play coy and just flirt? Or maybe get him drunk, and—”

“Rainey,” I say sharply to stop her nervous tirade. Her mouth snaps shut. “I’m sure you can figure it out. Both of you like each other, and, yes, you have an advantage because you know he likes you in return. I’m sure nature will take its course, but if you want to push it along, I’m sure a little flirting will help.”

She beams such a joyous smile that her beauty is turned into a stunning display. With Mount Rainier in the distance behind her, its splendor seems to pale in comparison to her.

Jerking my head toward the sliding doors, I suggest, “Why don’t you go help him with dinner?”

Her eyes move that way, back to me, then down to her martini. She picks it up, takes it down in four hefty swallows, and smacks her lips as she sets down the empty glass. Standing up, she smooths down her sweater over her hips and asks, “Do I look okay?”

I roll my eyes. “You’re a hag. Now go get your man.”

Rainey gives a little yip of excitement. She does a happy dance that lasts for about five seconds, and then she’s charging off.

Leaning back in the chaise with a satisfied smile, I think this is the best thing to have happened in an awfully long time. I think they could be a true love match, and I’m going to be rooting for them the entire way.

But it doesn’t take long for feelings of melancholy to flush the joy away. Rainey just shared a huge secret with me and although she was scared to do so at first, she ultimately trusted in me. It makes me sad I can’t do the same with her.

Or Myles for that matter.

That I can’t share with my two best friends in the world everything that is going on in my life. The things I can see, the danger we’re all in, and the fact my sister essentially died last night. The loneliness presses upon me like a heavy weight. For the briefest of moments, I wish Carrick were here to talk to.

But that’s not an option. Despite how isolated I feel, I know that my path with him is far more than I can or want to handle. I gaze down into my coffee cup, only about a sip left now, regretting drinking caffeine this late.

I ponder what would happen if I just sat Rainey and Myles down to tell them in a calm, rational way all that has happened. Surely, the fact Carrick is part of this—a successful and rich businessman—would lend credibility to my story. Of course, Carrick isn’t part of my life, so he couldn’t back me up. I’m not sure he would anyway.

Bottom line, this is all just too fantastical for two rational people to believe, even as open-minded as Rainey and Myles are. And their knowledge that I have a mental health history will make them think those issues are resurfacing. It would be understandable human nature to think that way.

Besides, do I really want to bring them into my nightmare? How much of a disservice would I be doing to them by sharing the burden if they believed me?

There’s no good answer, so I need to quit thinking about it.

Deciding that a beer would taste good and a few might help me sleep tonight, I start to swing my legs off the chaise to head inside. Instead, I let out a short scream of surprise as I realize there’s a woman standing not three feet from my chair.

I don’t know where she came from. I’m on the top deck, and there’s no way up here except through the sliding doors that lead out from a game room and I most certainly did not hear them open.

A friend of Myles? Rainey? That has to be it.

Pressing my hand to my heart, I give a nervous laugh. “Sorry… you scared me. I’m Finley.”

“Yes, I know all about you,” the woman replies, and her lilting voice sounds like musical bells.

I tilt my head in curiosity, noting she has possibly the coolest hair I’ve ever seen. Black at the roots extending several inches and bleeding into a charcoal gray, then a light gray until the ends are white. It’s long, parted in the middle, and tucked behind her ears.

She’s dressed like a regular Seattleite, pretty much like me right now in jeans and a flannel, and she looks to be about my age.

“I’m sorry,” I say frowning. “But are you a friend of Myles or Rainey?”

The woman shakes her head. “I’m Veda.”

The minute she says her name, I go cold all over, and the coffee cup falls from my hand, shattering on the deck and causing the last bit to splash my legs.

I may have been in information overload when Carrick was educating me on the prophecy, but I distinctly remember him saying that name.

A member of The Council.

God of Humanity.

I wasn’t sure if it was a woman, the term god denoting a male being, but Veda did sound like a feminine name. But the really shocking part is how normal she looks—despite the cool hair. I guess I thought she’d dress a little more Roman or Greek-like, but I know that’s just the mythology of the gods I’ve learned throughout life.

“I see you know who I am,” she says in amusement and moves past me to sit in the chair Rainey had vacated. She leans forward, sniffs the empty martini glass, and wrinkles her nose.

When her gaze comes back to me, she motions to one of the other chairs at the table. “Please… come and sit with me. We have much to talk about.”

I look toward the sliding doors, wondering if I should try to make a break for it. I consider jumping overboard. Either of these options seem preferable to me, yet I find myself moving to do as she bids. I wonder if she’s compelling me the way Carrick did before, but her request was so nice, I think not.

She points to the chair adjacent to her and I sit hesitantly, perhaps not sure if I should still bolt.

“Relax, Finley,” she croons, and something about her voice causes a rush of calmness to flow through me. “I’m not here to hurt you. Only to talk.”

Slightly reassured, I settle in and place my clasped hands on the table. My body is so stiff with tension that I can feel a headache brewing at the base of my skull.

Veda stares at me, taking me in. Finally, she says, “You’re as pretty as ever.”

Which means she’s been spying on me. That raises my hackles, but she laughs and shakes her head. “I swear I haven’t.”

My eyes flare, and I inhale sharply. “You can read my mind?”

“I can,” she replies simply. “But if you ask me not to, I won’t.”

“Please don’t,” I blurt out.

She inclines her head. “As you wish.”

Her gaze moves out over the water, across to Mount Rainier, which is starting to fade with dusk, and then back to me. “I’m sorry you’re feeling so lonely and isolated.”

“You said you wouldn’t read my mind,” I accuse.

“I won’t from here on out,” she says with a reassuring smile. “But I peeked in before I revealed myself to you.”

Damn… that’s exactly what I’d been thinking before she appeared.

And there’s no doubt in my mind that’s what she did… just appeared out of thin air. But I imagine there’s not anything a god can’t do.

Or so I assume.

“Why exactly are you here?” I ask, ignoring the sympathy she just extended me. “Because if Carrick asked you—”

“He didn’t. I’m here of my own accord.”

“Why?” I demand. “He said the gods aren’t going to help in the prophecy.”

“And I won’t,” she says demurely. “I’m here to help you personally.”

I’m immediately suspicious. While this god seems nice and all, I put her in the same category as Carrick.

Untrustworthy.

If what Carrick says is true, she had a hand in creating this prophecy, and put me on a path of doom.

“I’m going to give you some advice,” Veda says, leaning an elbow on the armrest of her chair, which puts her slightly closer. I note she smells of jasmine and wood smoke, which is actually very pleasant. I brace, because I’m sure her advice is to talk me back into my place to help thwart the prophecy, but I have my denial on the tip of my tongue, ready to unleash.

Instead, I about fall out of my chair when she says, “You should tell Myles and Rainey what is going on. You need support and friendship right now as you are going through the hardest thing you’ve ever endured.”

I gape.

“Harder than even when your dad died,” she continues softly. “Last night, you lost a sister, and now you’ve been told the fate of the world could rest partially on your shoulders. It’s a lot to ask any young woman to carry alone.”

“You want me to tell Myles and Rainey?” I practically hiss, keeping my voice low just in case the sound carries. “They’ll think I’m crazy.”

“Yes,” she intones with empathy. “Given your mental history, that’s a probability.”

Well, of course she knows about my mental history, I think drolly. She’s a god after all.

“Then you know,” I reply sarcastically. “That’s just not a good option.”

Veda gives me an understanding smile and holds her hand up slightly, turning her palm up toward the sky. Before my eyes, a small bottle materializes, and I can’t help but gasp.

It’s nondescript, plain glass about three inches high and thin. It’s capped with what looks like an eyedropper. Inside is a bright pink liquid.

Veda places it on the table before me. “These are special eye drops. They will temporarily allow humans to see daemons and fae. It doesn’t last long, maybe an hour, but if you want your friends to see the truth, you can use that. Just a drop in each eye will do.”

My gaze moves from the bottle to her. I was sure my expression reflects not only the incredulity I feel, but also the distrust. “How do I know you’re not giving me something that will blind them permanently? Or kill them?”

“You don’t,” she admits softly. “But it’s there if you want it. A tool that can help them see what you can see, so they will know you’re not crazy. From what I gather about them, they are both strong of character and can be great allies to you in these tough times.”

I ignore the bottle a moment, as well as her suggestion to bring Rainey and Myles into my drama. “Why aren’t you trying to talk me into helping with the prophecy?”

Veda shrugs. “That’s Carrick’s job.”

Of course it is. He gets rewarded if I help stop it. There’s no avoiding the bitterness welling within me, followed by another wave of grief over what I’ve lost. Not only my sister, but also my normality.

Tears start to prick at my eyes, but I don’t even bother to try to blink them back as I stare at the bottle on the table. In a small voice, I admit, “I don’t want to be a part of this. I’m scared.”

I’m stunned when Veda’s hand reaches out to take mine and she squeezes it. Immediately, my grief evaporates. While I don’t feel euphoric, I feel more in charge of my emotions.

Veda just eased my pain by whatever magic gods hold, but I guess that makes sense if she’s the god of Humanity.

“I’m not going to tell you that you have to participate,” Veda says. “You have a choice. You can walk away, move as far from Seattle as you can, and hope beyond hope that something else will happen to divert the prophecy. But you need to know, chances are the prophecy will be fulfilled and you and your loved ones are going to be in great peril along with the rest of the world.”

“I feel there’s an or,” I murmur.

“Or,” she drawls with a smirk. “You can fight and try to change the course of the future. You can put your destiny in your own hands, and you’ll have some measure of control.”

I hate she’s making sense, but ultimately, she’s said nothing that convinces me. Like she just said, perhaps something else will happen to stop the prophecy, and, let’s face it, it might not be as doom and gloom as we think.

Veda’s smile lessens into one of understanding mixed with slight disappointment. “I can see I’m not making an impression, but the drops are there to use if you want to broaden your support system. Actually, it might also help protect them because, surely, you know you’re still in danger. Word will get around there’s a human with special powers to see beneath the veils. Their proximity to you could make them targets.”

My stomach pitches. This was not something I had given much credence to, preferring to believe their ignorance would keep them safe. But guilt by association is a terrible thing.

Veda stands from the chair, a clear indication she’s said all there is to say. Because she’s a god, I feel compelled to exhibit my best manners, so I stand as well. I’m not sure if I should curtsy, bow, or shake her hand.

Apparently, none of the above as Veda steps in close to me, puts her hands on my shoulders, and gives me a fairy light kiss on each cheek. When she pulls back, her eyes, which are a beautiful silver-gray, laser onto mine. “One last piece of advice, and I don’t say this lightly. But you can trust Carrick. I promise he’ll protect you and always look out for your best interests.”

“But he’s in it for the reward you’ll give him,” I say, my tone overly surly.

“Is he now?” she replies with a laugh as she steps back. “You may be right, but you may be wrong. What I can tell you is that Carrick is someone who is a hundred times deserving of a reward, so I personally am not peeved about that being a carrot.”

I frown, not sure if that makes me feel better or worse about him.

Veda steps back, inclines her head, and smiles fondly. “Good luck, Finley. I wish you well.”

I’m not sure if it’s for flourish or it’s just the way gods are, but she explodes into a bazillion fine sparkles almost smaller than dust in a ray of sunshine that quickly dissipates, leaving me alone out on the upper deck.

For someone who just had a conversation with the god of Humanity who is older than time, I feel amazingly calm. Maybe it’s more of her magic she used on me. If so, I’ll allow myself to be grateful for that.

I reach out, hesitating only slightly, before I grab the bottle of drops. I don’t think I can tell my friends what’s going on, but I pocket it all the same.


CHAPTER 4


Carrick

They sat at an outdoor table on the patio of Carrick’s condo. It was overcast but, so far, no rain had fallen since the sun had risen. It was foggy across Puget Sound, and the Olympic Mountains were completely obscured, but it didn’t make the view before them any less beautiful.

But none were paying attention. Breakfast had been served and finished over an hour ago, yet their conversation continued with a hot carafe of coffee sitting before them to replenish their mugs.

Carrick had called this meeting so that a plan could be put into effect. It had been three days since Finley’s twenty-eighth birthday where Carrick and Finley both witnessed her sister transform before their very eyes into a Dark Fae.

And Carrick had no doubt in his mind that Fallon was indeed dark. He’d seen the way Finley had reacted to the vibes her sister—well, former sister—was putting off, and it was almost harsh enough to drive her to her knees. Finley had said she’d never felt such evil in her life. While none had definitive proof the nature of her feelings matched up to whether a fae was light or dark. They’d seen enough correlation over the last few weeks to believe it was a reasonable assumption.

Joining Carrick to his left was Zaid, his longtime trusted and loyal friend. Zaid was a daemon, the offspring of a union between a Light and Dark Fae. His mother was light, a gentle and timid soul, but his father was as dark as pitch and as malevolent as they come. Daemons tend to take after one parent or the other, but Zaid had often straddled the line.

To Carrick’s right was another friend, this one entirely human. Titus was an annihilator, a well-trained brand of warrior who hunted the fae and daemons that were acting on their evil impulses. He lived primarily in an alternate dimension called Semper Terra, but traveled the world helping to protect an unsuspecting society against the danger of dark daemons and fae. He had come to Seattle almost a month ago to train Finley how to appropriately defend herself or launch an aggressive physical attack, if need be.

This was important because once word got out that Finely—a mere human—had abilities to see beneath the glamours that concealed the very existence of fae and daemon alike, she would become a target. The Light Fae would want to use her to help hunt Dark Fae, because same as annihilators, they couldn’t abide the evil creatures that had slipped through small tears in the veil that separated earth from the Underworld. They didn’t do this out of any loyalty to humans, but rather to protect their own realm of Faere. The Dark Fae would merely like to kill her because she could identify them. They were the main threat she faced.

Now, it might just be her biggest threat is her sister Fallon.

For now, things were stacking up to be problematic. The Council of five gods announced there was a prophecy of doom coming that would put earth at great peril. It was vague as all prophecies are, but Carrick became embroiled when the god Rune offered him a chance to gain Ascension if he helped thwart the prophecy.

But Ascension wasn’t something Carrick was focused on at this point. His concerns were how to get Finley on board with accepting her fate, that she is an integral part in stopping the coming darkness. He’d worry about his reward later.

Carrick wasn’t bothered by her reaction when she left. Her denial was fueled by fear and mistrust. He let her walk out of his condo, knowing she probably needed some time to process everything.

“Have you spoken to Finley?” Titus asked, his deep voice rumbling with concern. Titus and Finely had gotten tight over the last several weeks while he’d been training her to hone her already-impressive fighting skills from her years of MMA training.

Carrick shook his head, drumming his fingers on the table. “I stopped by One Bean yesterday and asked for her. The day manager said she was sick with the flu and working from home.”

Titus nodded, understanding full well that Finley’s only way to cope at this point was to apparently hide and hope things would just go away. Titus was a hundred and twenty-nine years old—the benefit of living in Semper Terra where people didn’t age because of the magic there—and had seen many trainees come through the academy where annihilators were trained. It was often one thing to train and learn about the dark forces out there, but it was a far different thing when actually confronted with extinguishing it. Based on his training so far, Titus knew Finley was brave and had what it took deep down inside to step up to her destiny, but there was no shame in needing a bit of time and space to truly accept it.

The question was how much time, because no one had a clue as to when this dark calamity would be unleashed.

“She needs to get with it,” Zaid grumbled irritably. “She’s being selfish and immature.”

Based on his tone, one might think Zaid didn’t like Finley, but, in truth, he didn’t really like anyone. Carrick had become used to this churlish attitude.

“How much time are you going to give her?” Titus queried. “The longer we leave her alone, the harder it would be to pull her back in.”

“We can’t force her if she’s not willing,” Carrick replied.

“You’re just going to sit and wait for her to come to her senses?” Zaid demanded, then betrayed some of his feelings where Finley was concerned by adding on in a surly tone, “She’s in danger every minute she’s out there on her own.”

“I put a protection spell in place,” Carrick informed Zaid, who seemed to relax slightly at this news. “It will protect her and her roommates. But let’s put Finley aside for the moment.”

Carrick picked up his coffee and took a sip. If he was worried about Finley and her role in the prophecy, he didn’t show it. As ever, he appeared calm and unruffled despite the heavy air of disaster that seemed to be hanging over them. “We need to figure out Fallon. How and why she changed into a Dark Fae.”

“Clearly it’s related to the prophecy,” Titus said with confidence.

“I would agree with that,” Carrick replied. “It’s too coincidental knowing Finley will be a part of it with that feather showing up on her leg at the same time.”

“I’ve reached out to some people about the feather.” Zaid leaned forward, placed his arms on the table, and clasped his hands. “I haven’t been able to dig anything up yet.”

“Keep trying,” Carrick commanded. “Stan told us The Scryer in Faere might have some answers for us.”

Stan was a Light Fae who was content to live in the earthly realm rather than in Faere, the magical dimension his kind had created thousands of years ago so they could live without fear of the humans who greatly outnumbered them as their population numbers grew. He was also a seer who could see somewhat into the future, but apparently not with the clarity The Scryer in Faere could.

Stan had said there was a dark uprising coming, and that was about the most information they had on the prophecy so far. Given that Finley’s sister had turned into a Dark Fae, the coincidence could not be pushed aside. It was possible Fallon had something to do with that uprising. In all likelihood, she could be the catalyst for it.

“Zaid,” Carrick said, bringing his gaze to his friend. “I want you to call Fallon to set up a meeting for me this morning.”

Zaid pulled his cell phone out of his pocket, searching for the number to Fallon’s art gallery. As he did so, Carrick explained his intentions. “I need to know if Finley’s sister still exists inside of this new creature. Is she trapped in there? Or has this Dark Fae taken over completely, and if so, does she retain memories of the real Fallon?”

“If she does…” Titus said, interrupting Carrick’s line of thought. “That means she can hide in plain sight—assuming Fallon’s life—while all of this plays out.”

Carrick nodded. “Exactly. So let’s see just how much she remembers about me for the time being, and we’ll proceed from there.”

It was a safe play, and the information was needed. Fallon was a danger, but just how much of one was unknown. Carrick could hold his own with any Dark Fae, so he wasn’t concerned about meeting her. But his ultimate desire was to find out how this new Fallon felt about her sister. He needed to see just how much danger Finley could be in from this creature.

Zaid dialed the gallery, efficiently making his way past Fallon’s assistant by merely announcing he was calling on behalf of Carrick Byrne. Everyone in Seattle knew who Carrick was because he was the richest of the rich, practically dubbed Seattle royalty. Fallon had been courting him to buy art from her gallery before all of this went down, which was how they first met.

With a grimace, Carrick remembered it was where he first met Finley Porter, setting him on this trajectory with her. Admittedly, there was a time when he just wanted to kill her to get her out of his life, but now her health and well-being were directly tied to his ability to ascend. Now he had to protect her at all costs.

While Zaid was placed on hold, he put his phone on speaker and laid it on the table so everyone could hear. The wait wasn’t long, and Fallon’s voice came across loud and clear for the three men to hear.

Carrick easily recognized her by sound, but there was an added element to her tone that was off. It was a bit huskier, maybe a little deeper in inflection. There was a brusqueness to it whereas the real Fallon was warm and engaging. “This is Fallon Porter.”

Zaid leaned over the phone. “Miss Porter… I’m calling on behalf of Carrick Byrne. He was wondering if perhaps he could come by this morning and look at some art for his home office.”

“I would be honored,” she replied calmly, sounding neither overly excited nor put out by the request. “What time would be good?”

Carrick and Zaid shared a knowing glance. The real Fallon Porter would have been far more exuberant to have Carrick wanting to look at some of her art.

Zaid pushed a bit at her to see if she was playing a role or if any of the real Fallon’s memories were in there. “The sooner the better,” he replied, smirking at Carrick. “The last time he was there, he was very regretful he didn’t get the chance to look around.”

Fallon laughed before she purred. “I was disappointed he couldn’t stay for the show, too. He missed some fantastic pieces I would have personally loved to show him.”

There was an underlying sexual timbre in her words, but despite that, Carrick relaxed a little, hearing her confirm knowledge of their first meeting. Perhaps Finley’s sister was still inside and could be saved, although that wasn’t his primary objective. Still, if he could find a way to save her in the process of thwarting the prophecy, he would do that for Finley.

“How about in say, an hour?” Zaid offered.

“Perfect,” Fallon replied. “See you then.”

After disconnecting from the call, Carrick, Zaid, and Titus talked for another thirty minutes, discussing ways to learn more about what the prophecy could be. Zaid had the most connections since he had contacts on both the light and dark side of the fae and daemon societies. Titus was a hunter of Dark Fae and their daemon offspring, so he wasn’t as in touch. Regardless, he insisted on staying in the earthly realm for a while to help Carrick and Finley as best he could.

When it was time to head to the gallery, Zaid called down for Carrick’s car and within five minutes, he was across Belltown. When the driver opened his door, he darted through the light rain that had started to fall and opened the door to the art gallery, which was titled simply, Fallon’s.

Carrick was greeted by a man who he assumed was Fallon’s assistant as he introduced himself as Peter Carpenter. He presented as a sniveling ass kisser of a man on the shorter side of short, profusely welcoming Carrick into the gallery. He did so even bowing slightly as he talked.

Carrick saw through his charade, though, easily looking past the glamour Peter wore. He was a daemon with a very dark aura.

When he left to get Fallon, Carrick wandered the gallery, pondering some pieces he found quite to his liking. He passed a worker who was on a ladder adjusting a massive wall piece and was able to pierce his veil easily to see he was a dark daemon as well. This seemed to indicate that Fallon was pulling dark creatures in close to her. She wasted no time as her change had occurred only three days ago. Fallon was surrounding herself with minions of her ilk.

“Carrick.” At the sound of Fallon’s voice, Carrick pivoted to face her. Without a twitch to his bland expression, he took in the other changes to this new Fallon besides what he’d heard on the phone.

She strode toward him in an outfit that he found to be too overtly sexual for a business owner of a highly reputable art gallery. It consisted of a short black miniskirt with a sheer, white blouse tucked in at the waist with several of the top buttons undone. Under the blouse, she had on a black bra, which stood out starkly.

That wasn’t the only change to her outward human appearance. The Fallon that was Finley’s sister was posh and elegant. Her hair was sleekly designed, her makeup subtle and tasteful. She dressed in high-end couture that was business chic. She walked gracefully, and her expression was always warm.

This Fallon—this dark creature—was shockingly different. Her normally glossy-brown hair, worn just above her shoulders, was now streaked with chunks of blond and curled into tight coils that seemed to spring out in a halo effect around her. It was neither fashionable nor trendy. Her makeup was heavy and garish. As she came closer to Carrick, her stride was almost predatory, as was her gaze upon him.

If any of Finley’s sister was left inside, she was buried down very deep.

Willing her glamour to disappear, Carrick took in Fallon’s true appearance. He couldn’t tell her species, but that was like having the ability to know every species of insect on the planet.

Her appearance was the same as it was the other night after she changed. Maybe the angles on her face had become a little sharper, but she had the same pale skin and hair, eyes leeched of almost all color except the black pupil was larger than a human’s. If you took in the near perfectness of her facial features outside of the oddities, she could be considered weirdly beautiful. While not the most horrid creature in the world, he knew this Dark Fae had to have been terrifying to Finley.

“I’m so pleased you came to see me,” the Dark Fae purred as she walked right up to Carrick, placed a hand on his chest, and went to her tiptoes to kiss him on the cheek.

Carrick wasn’t moved one way or the other. He merely smiled as she drew back, then inclined his head. “Thank you for taking the time to show me around your gallery. I hope you’re feeling better.”

Fallon frowned briefly as if his words made no sense, before understanding dawned. “Ah… you mean my birthday party. Yes, I’m completely fine now. Thank you for asking.”

Her words were robotic as if the concept of small chitchat and basic manners were foreign to her. It probably was.

“Have you talked to Finley lately?” Carrick asked conversationally. “She wasn’t feeling well that night either.”

Carefully, he studied her expression, wanting to see how she reacted to the mention of her sister. Fallon’s upper lip curled ever so slightly, but she managed a neutral tone. “I haven’t, but she has good friends to keep an eye on her. I’m sure she’s fine.”

Carrick said nothing, merely stared at Fallon to push her to say more.

“We’re not that close, actually,” Fallon said with a dismissive laugh. “You know… sister rivalry and all that.”

The lie was obvious as Carrick knew there was no rivalry between the sisters, and while it was true they weren’t overly close, they did care for each other. The real Fallon would have been concerned Finley was sick.

What this confirmed to Carrick was Fallon believed her sister to be irrelevant to whatever purpose she had here on earth, and that relieved him.

“Enough talk of sisters,” Fallon said with a wave of her hand. She turned, moved into Carrick’s side, and looped her arm through his. “Come, let me show you around the gallery.”

Carrick played the part of interested buyer well, and he didn’t attempt to dissuade the way Dark Fae Fallon clung to him. He didn’t discourage her when she described the message within a piece of art using sexual innuendo.

Of course, he gave her nothing in return to suggest he was interested in anything more than a painting or sculpture. Rather, Carrick focused his attention on her mannerisms, her figures of speech, and how she spoke about others. It was clear to him that she was not doing a particularly good job in keeping the real Fallon as a good cover for her. He had to wonder what her fiancé Blain thought of these changes.

Only because he really did love it, Carrick actually decided on an abstract horizon painting done in indigo and gray that would look great behind his desk. It was his way of exiting out of this meeting by making a purchase and breaking her hold on him.

But before she was willing to unhook her arm from his, she turned in closer. Once again, she laid her hand on his chest.

Tipping her head back, she whispered, “If you don’t have to rush out, I can show you a private collection in my office. We could… get to know each other better.”

Carrick wasn’t a man who was easily repulsed, so he wasn’t fazed. He was, however, curious as to how she would handle rejection.

Taking her wrist in his hand, he gently pulled it off his chest. “Tempting offer, but I’m wondering what your fiancé would have to say about us getting to know each other better?”

Clearly, she was a creature that didn’t like being told “no” because her pupils went from black to flame red.

But she didn’t know Carrick could see her true self, so Fallon pursed her glamoured human lips and pouted. “I imagine what he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”

Carrick was done with Dark Fae Fallon. He gave her a tight smile, told her to set the painting aside, and he’d send someone by with a check to pick it up.

“Thank you for your time,” he said politely, giving a slight bow of his head.

He was graced with a half-smile from the glamoured visage, but the thin lips of her fae face were pressed flat and her red pupiled eyes were filled with malice for being shot down.

As he walked out of the art gallery, Carrick had concluded a few things.

Fallon was already surrounding herself with other dark daemons, indicating she was up to something as they tended to be solitary by nature. He felt reasonably sure Finley’s sister was gone, and he loathed having to break that news to her.

More importantly, he felt confident this Dark Fae was incredibly dangerous. While she didn’t seem overly interested in Finley, if word ever filtered to her that Finley had special abilities, he had no doubt Fallon would kill her.

It was imperative Finley come back into his fold so she could be adequately protected.


CHAPTER 5


Finley

Mondays at One Bean are always a little hectic, being the start of a new business week. Except I’m not at One Bean. I’m sitting on the Fantasia at the kitchen table where I can periodically look out the large windows at the Fremont Bridge.

My day-shift manager, Lisa, was a gem this morning and did an inventory count for me, emailing me a spreadsheet I could work from to reorder stock. It’s not lost upon me that she’s stepping into the role that I had once upon a time when I was working for Rich, and I’m grateful to have someone dependable like her.

Who knows… maybe one day I’ll sell One Bean to her.

Maybe that day is soon, seeing as how it might be safer for me to move far, far away as Veda suggested was an option for me.

Except I know deep in my heart it’s not. I can’t walk away from a business I just bought, nor do I want to. This is my future, and I’m not giving it up.

It’s quiet and peaceful, seeing as how my roommates left for their own jobs a few hours ago. Adira is at One Bean, perpetuating my flu story to explain my absence. Rainey’s at the department store where she puts makeup on women, and Myles is doing his computer mojo in his downtown office. Rainey actually gave him a ride as he always takes the bus, and, let me say, that has been quite the turn of events with those two.

After Veda burst into a shower of golden sparkles—something I hope doesn’t fade from my memory as it really was quite fabulous—I went inside to the kitchen, having momentarily forgotten that Myles and Rainey’s secret admiration of each other was now out of the bag.

I found them in the kitchen, Myles behind the counter chopping tomatoes and Rainey sitting opposite him on a stool. Myles was talking animatedly, waving his knife sometimes for punctuation. Rainey was actually leaning way forward on the counter, hanging on every word in a way I’ve never seen her listen to Myles before.

It was weird and sweet at the same time. Myles had this geeky lopsided smile that popped just one dimple the whole time, and Rainey laughed a little too hard at the things he said. Then she started flirting by giving him compliments that turned his face red and threw him off his game, forcing him to stammer at times and almost cut his finger. It was beautiful to watch, and painful at the same time, so I felt the only thing to do was ply them both with alcohol.

That night we dined on Myles’ delicious pasta and slammed beers. Rainey and Myles drank to loosen inhibitions, and I drank to find oblivion for a little bit. I was so very tired of hurting for Fallon and wondering if there was still a way to save her.

The next morning, I stumbled from my room into the kitchen—hungover and desperately needing coffee. I found Rainey in her robe at the counter before the coffee pot, and Myles standing behind her wearing a pair of pajama pants and a t-shirt. His arms were around her waist, his head bent to kiss the side of her neck.

My heart fluttered with romantic joy. It was something good I very much needed.

“Good morning,” I’d said, and they both jumped apart like they’d been electrocuted. I waved them off and ordered, “Don’t be weird. I’m fully aware you like each other, and I’m just glad you both figured it out.”

And just like that, they settled.

Sort of. I mean, they’ve known each other for four years, and are the best of friends. Not much else to learn about each other, but they did need to navigate their new intimacy. I have every faith in the world they’ll figure it out.

It was funny, though, when Adira came into the kitchen not long after, gaping at Rainey, who had parked herself on Myles’ lap at the kitchen table. I merely poured her a cup of coffee, leaned in, and whispered, “Just go with it. I’ll fill you in later.”

That was yesterday, and we all hung out on the Fantasia. I had some work to do, of course, but, in between, we ate good food, laughed, drank a few beers, and, for some blessed moments, I had normality.

But they were only snatches of time where something would remind me that my life is far from normal. Like walking into my room and seeing the eye drops Veda gave me on the dresser, which is an opportunity for my friends to believe my story.

Or the sketchpad I’d brought with me from my house. Inside lays the drawing of Carrick I had torn out and thrown away. After I had packed Saturday and before I left my house, I had pulled it out of the garbage can. I couldn’t say exactly why I wanted it, but I spent some time smoothing out the edges as best I could without smearing more of the drawing than I already had. I’d marred some of his face when I’d crumpled it, giving a very hazy, distorted look to the expression of loathing I’d managed to capture. I wonder if it’s even a metaphor that perhaps I didn’t see what I thought I did. Or maybe, I can’t see him clearly now.

I shake my head to snap out of my memories. It’s been happening all morning where I’ll get absorbed in work for a little bit, then I’ll get distracted. I’ll think about Rainey and Myles’ new relationship, or I’ll wonder if Titus has gone back to Semper Terra, and the worst distraction of all… I’ll wonder about my sister. I haven’t heard a word from her, and I sure as hell haven’t reached out to her because I’m terrified of how that conversation might go. Luckily, it’s not out of the ordinary in our relationship that we go days without speaking or texting, so suspicions shouldn’t be aroused.

Right now, however, I’m too damn scared to even think about approaching whatever the abomination is that took over my sister’s body.

With a sigh, I push up from the chair to get another cup of coffee. My back is aching from sitting here for a few hours straight, and I take a moment to lift my arms up high and arch backward into a stretch.

Groaning in relief, I grab my cup for a refill and my gaze goes out the window as the Fremont Bridge is opening up. And there, standing on the wooden dock to which the Fantasia is tied, stands Carrick. He’s not performing any voodoo spell I can see, instead standing casually with hands tucked into his pockets. He’s wearing dress pants and a button-down shirt undone at the throat.

He looks non-threatening, but I don’t take that for granted at all.

I have choices. I could ignore him to go get my coffee. I’m reasonably sure when Adira left this morning I locked the door that leads out onto the dock.

Or I could go out there and reiterate to him again that I’m not interested in this prophecy or in having anything further to do with him.

The vast majority of me wants to ignore him, but the tiny part that still reminds me that he is my business partner pipes up. I cannot cut all ties with this man. It is absolutely my choice whether to participate in averting some apocalypse or whatever, but I still have a business to run that’s integrally tied with him.

Sighing, I set my cup down and move through the plush living area done in teak wood and leather cushioned couches. Carrick watches me but doesn’t make a move to step onto the boat.

I certainly have no intention of inviting him in, so I head out the door and walk his way. Just as I’m stepping off the boat and onto the dock, Carrick turns and walks over to a bench up against the low retaining wall that borders a parking lot on the other side. He sits, stretches his legs out, and lays an arm against the back. As I approach, he nods for me to take a seat beside him.

The bench is built to seat three or four, and I take the opposite end to him to keep distance between us. Because I’ve felt so out of control, I decide to grab it by opening the conversation. “If you’re here to change my mind, I won’t.”

Carrick’s gaze moves away from me and out over the water. “Of course I’m here to change your mind, but I have other things to talk about first.”

“Like what?” I ask suspiciously.

Not even bothering to turn back my way, he says somberly, “I saw Fallon today.”

It feels like a bomb goes off inside me, scattering my emotions in a million different directions. I twist my entire body his way and lean forward, not able to contain my curiosity and dread. “You did?”

He nods, then angles his body to face me. He hasn’t done it in a while, but he takes that ever so brief moment to focus in on my eyes, seemingly transfixed by the rims of gold, green, and blue fanning out from my pupils. They have long fascinated Carrick for some reason.

But then his gaze sharpens. “I went to the gallery to see her.”

“Is she still… is she…” I can’t even bring myself to say the words.

“Dark Fae?” he guesses, and I nod. Carrick grimaces. “Unfortunately, yes. But she carries all of Fallon’s memories. She knew who I was. I brought you up in casual conversation, and she obviously knew who you were.”

“So there’s a chance that’s still Fallon?” I ask, unable to control the hand that comes out to rest on his forearm, where I squeeze hard with hope.

Carrick’s eyes stay glued to mine, and he makes no snide comment about me touching him. But I realize that’s a breach of personal space with a man who scares me as much as he still intrigues me, so I slowly release my grip and let my hand fall away.

He doesn’t answer me right away, and I have the feeling he’s foraging around for the best response to avoid me melting down. Eventually, he gives a small shake of his head. “I’m sorry, Finley. But I think Fallon’s gone. I think this Dark Fae is just using her body and her memories.”

“But there’s a chance, right?” I press. Because I need some type of hope.

He shrugs. “There’s always a chance, but I don’t know how it would happen. I’ve never seen or heard of this before.”

“Guess you can’t run off and ask your god bosses, can you?” I mutter sarcastically.

Carrick actually looks at me like I’m an ignorant child. “It doesn’t work like that. The gods don’t deal with us. It’s a special experience if they give you access to them, and they’ve made it clear we’re on our own in regard to the prophecy.”

“Veda came to see me Saturday,” I say, trying not to sound too smug.

Carrick jerks, sitting up straight. “She did?”

God, that feels good to surprise him. To know something he doesn’t. To make him feel just a bit out of control.

“Yup,” I reply, crossing my arms over my chest. I’m no longer trying to keep my smug tone at bay. I nod up to the top of the houseboat. “Sat right up on the top deck with me, and we hung out for a bit.”

“You’re dramatizing things,” Carrick says confidently. “Veda doesn’t hang. But I do believe she came to see you. What did she want?”

“Not sure it’s any of your business,” I say, somewhat petulantly. He is, after all, the one responsible for dragging me into all this mess.

“Finley,” Carrick warns in a low rumble.

“Fine,” I grouse, throwing my hands out. “She appeared out of nowhere after I’d been lamenting to myself that I wish I could tell my friends the truth of what was going on. I hate lying to them. And boom… she was there, and she offered me some type of liquid drops they can put in their eyes, and they’d temporarily be able to see beneath glamours. They’d have the proof needed to believe me rather than think I was batshit crazy if I told them everything.”

Carrick nods. “The cernentia flower. It grows in the gods’ woods, and it has magic that will enable you to see what can’t be seen.”

“Like fae and daemons,” I conclude.

“Or make a blind man see,” Carrick counters. “It’s very powerful and would most definitely let your friends see underneath fae and daemon veils.”

“Do you think I should tell them?” I ask hesitantly, and I have no clue why his opinion would even matter.

Apparently, it doesn’t matter enough for him to answer me, because he turns the subject back around to Veda. “What did she say to you about the prophecy?”

“Who says she did?” I reply vaguely.

Carrick glares at me, and there’s no sense in hiding it from him. I’m sure he could compel me to tell him the truth. He is, after all, the gods’ servant, and he has powers to make people do things.

“She came to see me to tell me I had a choice in this prophecy. She said I could choose to ignore it if I want, and that’s what I’m going to do.”

Carrick doesn’t fall for it, merely narrows his eyes. “She said more than that.”

Sadly, she did. Her visit wasn’t reassuring at all. Although I’m loath to admit it, I tell him the truth. “She said I can ignore it, but chances are it will come to fruition, and my loved ones and I will be in jeopardy.”

“Or…” he drawls, knowing instinctively there’s more.

I sigh loudly. “Or… I can take my destiny in my own hands and have more control over the outcome.”

“She’s always been the wisest in my opinion,” Carrick murmurs with a fond smile as his gaze drifts out over the water.

“She seemed cool,” I admit.

Sharply, his head whips back my way. “Don’t ever get comfortable around the gods, not even Veda. I don’t know what her angle is, but you trust no one but me, you understand?”

“But I don’t trust you.” The words come out unbidden. I have to assume they came from my heart and are true.

“You should,” he warns. “Because death will be coming after you, sooner or later. Veda was right… your best bet is to join the fray and take control of your fate.”

I pull my legs up, plant my feet—gray chucks with red trim today—on the wooden bench, and wrap my arms around my shins. Resting my chin on my knees, I stare at the Fantasia. Unable to meet his eyes, I feel incredibly weak and lame when I say in a small voice, “I don’t want to die.”

Carrick doesn’t respond so I turn my head his way, draw my arms up on my knees, and lay my cheek on them. “Can you guarantee I won’t die?”

To my surprise, I experience what I believe to be the first genuinely strong emotion from Carrick. Pain flashes across his beautiful face, and he doesn’t even try to hide it.

“No,” he replies gently. “I can’t guarantee you won’t die, but you will be safer with me at your side as we try to figure this thing out.”

I consider his words, even mustering a smile. “I appreciate you being candid with me.”

Perhaps mistaking my soft words and almost surrendering tone, Carrick smiles back. I let him keep the victory for a moment before advising him, “I don’t want any part of this, Carrick. Veda said it was my choice. Right now, I have no proof this so-called prophecy will even occur.”

“It will,” he assures me.

“And I can’t trust that.”

Gaze turning hard, Carrick rises from the bench. As always seems to be our positions, I have to tip my head back to see him. I think he does that to remind me he’s stronger and more in control than I ever will be. It’s a metaphor I should always look up to him. “You’re unsafe, Finley. I’ve done my best to shield your home and this boat, but you’re going to become a target and you can’t stay holed up forever.”

“But maybe I’m not a target,” I counter, because I need to be right about this. “It’s just as plausible knowledge of me stays contained.”

“That’s true,” he agrees, but then his jaw locks tight. “But consider this… the abomination that killed off your sister is, as we speak, surrounding herself with dark daemons. She’s here for a purpose and I can tell you, she is beyond villainous. I promise you, if just one of those creatures tells her about your abilities, you’ll be dead within hours.”

Those words cause a shudder to ripple up my spine. “Are you trying to scare me?”

“Yes,” he admits. “But I’m not exaggerating either.”

I don’t respond, and he doesn’t say anything further. Eventually, he takes my silence as my refusal to acknowledge his warning and gives a heaving sigh of frustration.

What he doesn’t know is that I’m not refusing to understand the grave circumstances I’m in. But I’m also not willing to commit my life to him and the gods’ little game. It offends me on principle and maybe, just maybe, I’m willing to forfeit my life so as not to be a pawn on their chessboard.

“Will you do me at least one favor?” Carrick asks, and it’s surprising coming from a man who has done nothing but order me about. I merely raise one eyebrow to indicate I’m listening. “Continue your training with Titus. He’s worried about you, too.”

That causes a warm bubble to pop in my chest that not only is Titus worried about me, but also Carrick implied he was as well. This is surprising because I still believe deep down, Carrick very much dislikes me to some extent.

Still, I move with caution. “I’m not coming to your condo. I don’t want anything to do with you or this supernatural prophecy crap.”

I feel safe in saying this, knowing that my future with One Bean still rests in his hands. If Carrick was going to use that against me, he’d have done it by now.

“Fair enough,” he relents. “I’ll rent gym space for you somewhere far away from my condo if that appeases you.”

My mind quickly runs through the pros and cons, but honestly, it seems like a good deal. Like I said, I’m not discounting the danger I could be in. It’s one of the things that I probably believe coming from him, and it seems that it can only help to protect myself. Plus, I love training with Titus, and I could use it to help expel pent-up energy, fear, and frustration.

“Can I still train with the whip?” I ask as I uncurl myself and stand from the bench. “I’d been getting pretty good with it and would love to have it as protection.”

“As long as you don’t strangle yourself with it,” he replies dryly. “I’ll have Titus contact you to resume your training.”

“Deal,” I reply with a firm nod.

Conversation over and Carrick apparently not willing to continue the battle to get me to accept my destiny, he turns sharply on his heel and heads down the boardwalk.

For the briefest of moments, I actually feel a bit of a loss and I hate myself for it. Then a thought suddenly strikes me.

“Hey,” I call.

He halts, turning to face me from fifteen feet away.

“How did you find me?” I ask, suddenly realizing I’m supposed to be in hiding and, well, here he is.

Carrick flashes a positively pompous smile. “I never lost you, Finley.”

Huh.

I’m actually… impressed. Maybe a little creeped out.

“Don’t try hiding again,” he warns. “It won’t do you any good.”

Guess my time on the Fantasia is at an abrupt end, but truth be told, I miss my house and my bed.

“What about One Bean?” I ask since he seems to be in a semi-agreeable mood.

“What about it?” he counters, but it’s rhetorical. “Keep doing your job and when you’ve come to your senses about the prophecy, we’ll get to work on figuring it out.”

Keep dreaming, I think.

“Besides,” he adds, a taunting glimmer in his eyes. “I can only imagine you’d like to find out what happened to your sister and whether she’s still inside that body to be saved.”

Crap. That managed to get me straight in the feels, as my heart lurches at the thought of Fallon being stuffed down in some deep, dark, figurative box, trapped and all alone. It almost makes me relent.

The only reason I don’t is because I’ve got the means to do some figuring out myself. Titus will be training me, and he’ll be sympathetic. He can put me in touch with the right people who can possibly tell me what happened to Fallon. Worst-case scenario, I can try to track Echo down and see if she can help. At this point, I’m not above contributing money for her meth habit if it can get my sister back. I try not to cringe inwardly at how low I’m stooping to even be thinking that, but I will do what I have to do to save Fallon if she can be saved.

With that all safely secured as a game plan in my mind, I don’t rise to take Carrick’s bait. I merely say, “Have Titus call me, and I’ll get back to training.”

Carrick nods and once again pivots to walk away from me. I watch him for a few seconds before heading back into the houseboat. I still have plenty of work to do, although something tells me that I’m going to be even more distracted than I was before.


CHAPTER 6


Finley

“Nice move,” Titus praises as I block a low Thai kick meant to buckle the back of my knee and take me to the ground. I counter with a backfist aimed at the side of his head, but he’s so damn quick that just a tiny jerk of his body to the left and I connect with nothing but air.

He goes on the attack, coming at me with a flurry of punches and elbows, and my arms fly just as fast as he backs me across the gym. I manage to block every single one. When he finally throws a right cross, I block it from inside out, wrap my arm around his, and move into his space. I use my right arm to land four hard uppercuts to his gut, which, although he grunts, my knuckles feel like they are banging on a brick wall because his muscles are so tight.

Titus counters by moving his free arm around the back of my head, squeezing my neck within the crook of his elbow. It’s the start of a grappling move and I know once he takes me to the ground, it’s all over.

He bends my body so my head is level with his hip, and it twists my arm holding onto his so painfully I have to release. His other hand goes to the back of my leg, and I know he’s going to pick me up and slam me to the floor.

My mind races for any maneuver he’s taught me to escape this hold, but I come up with nothing. And then I remember something Duane had taught me when we first started training and we were talking purely practical tips to get away from an attacker.

There were the obvious ones like ‘knee a man in the nuts’ or ‘slam your fist across the bridge of his nose’.

But there was one other he taught me, and he said it was guaranteed to make someone release their hold.

With my right arm free and currently trying to pull his arm off me, I let him go and let it dive in between his legs. Not to the nuts because I don’t want to really hurt him, but rather to the sensitive skin on the inside of his thigh. I grab a chunk with just a forefinger and the side of my thumb, squeeze tight, and twist as hard as a can. Hairs rip loose, skin is abraded, and Titus screams like a little girl as he releases his hold on me.

“Goddamn it, Finley,” he growls as he bends over and presses a palm to the area I’d just pinched. “That hurt like a motherfucker.”

I’d never heard Titus use language like that, and I can’t help but smirk. I’m free, and I won that battle. “I could have gone for your jewels, so be happy I just gave you a little pinch.”

“Little pinch?” he growls, tenderly rubbing at the spot, but then offers me a nod of admiration. “Okay… I’ll give that to you. Well done.”

“Thank you,” I reply, dipping into a deep curtsy.

“Hand-to-hand is over,” he declares, actually limping slightly as he moves to his duffel bag. He roots around and as he does so, I do a quick glance around at the gym Carrick secured in just twenty-four hours. It’s fully equipped, and it was very clearly a working membership gym as it is stuffed with multiple pieces of the same type of equipment. I suspect Carrick just used his considerable wealth to get it. He probably walked in and made a cash offer the owner couldn’t refuse.

And now, it is all mine to train in.

Titus rises, having pulled the whip out of his duffel. Carrick said I could continue training with it, and I was more than ready. Before my birthday party, Titus and I worked a solid two weeks, six days a week, and at least two hours a day on my whip skills. It was something that practice absolutely made perfect. I not only had basic strikes down, but I was learning some flourishing moves like figure eights and helicopter whirls.

Titus presents it to me, the handle laying in his hand palm up. “I’ve got a surprise for you.”

As I take the whip, my gaze lifts to meet his. “What’s that?”

Titus jerks his head to follow him, and he leads me through the main area to a back room that’s about thirty-foot-by-thirty-foot with a wooden floor. It’s completely empty except for four tall items along one wall, which are obscured by black coverings.

Giving me a mischievous grin, he moves that way and pulls the cloth off the first one. My jaw drops as I see it’s a life-sized and human-shaped target that resembles a crash-test dummy. They’re mounted on wooden posts with a cross base for stability.

Titus sweeps a hand. “Your enemies.”

“I can make actual strikes,” I murmur in appreciation. So far, I’ve only been learning how to whirl and crack my whip, which, at most, would keep someone at bay. I’ve never struck anything—except my shoulder and my calf—but now I need to learn timing and distance to make this a weapon of attack.

“Carrick bought a bunch more of these as he fully anticipates you’ll demolish them, but we’ll start with these four.”

A rush of elation and a tiny hint of fondness for Carrick makes its way through me, but I quickly push it aside. Grinning eagerly, I nod at the dummy closest to him. “Let’s get started.”

Laughing, Titus easily moves the first mounted dummy to the middle of the room and then enters a closet I hadn’t noticed. From within it, he pulls out large sandbags to put on the base to hold the entire target upright. I doubt I could even drag one of those bags across the floor by myself, but Titus grabs one in each hand, and he easily carries them as if they were no heavier than jugs of milk.

After my target is set up, Titus takes some time to explain judging distance in relation to what my goal is. Making a close-enough strike to slice skin is one thing, but I’d need to be closer if I want to use the whip to coil around an arm or a leg.

I’m instructed. I’m ready. The whip feels right in my hand again.

Of course, it takes me a good forty minutes before I can even land a solid strike. I’m often too close or too far away, so I’m pouring sweat when I manage to finally take a chunk of plastic off the dummy’s left shoulder.

“Excellent,” Titus praises, and he orders me to start again.

Another hour later, I can barely hold my right arm up. Although I refuse to quit, I’m grateful when Titus calls it a day.

I immediately collapse on the floor to lay on my back, feet planted to get my breath back. The whip handle is still held securely in my hand. Titus rummages through his duffel again, and I turn to watch him. He pulls out a few things I don’t recognize, then brings them over to me.

When he sits on the floor opposite me, I go ahead and hoist myself up to see what he has.

“The whip is yours to keep.” This means Carrick is gifting it to me permanently. I’m shocked.

He hands over an item, and I take it to study. It’s made of brown leather, two simple strips about three inches wide. They interloop with one another and each has a thick button snap that can be released to open one of the loops. One loop is much larger than the other.

“What is it?” I query.

“A holster,” he replies. “You can thread the small loop around a waist belt at your hip, then the other around the coiled whip. You just need to make sure you coil it in a way so your handle is situated to easily grab.”

He picks up the whip I set on the floor, loops it for me, then demonstrates the correct way to secure it so the fall and handle are secured tightly with the leather and the handle is angled in a way for me to easily reach it.

“You can also wear it cross-body style if you want, but it takes far more time to release it. Remember, seconds can be the difference between life and death. I recommend the hip holster.”

I nod, eagerly anticipating having my weapon at the ready.

But then Titus bursts my bubble. “But you can’t walk around Seattle with a whip on your hip for constant protection. I’m afraid it will only do you good going into a known battle.”

And just like that, I realize I’ve chosen the wrong weapon. I should have just gone with an iron dagger.

Picking the whip up, I hold the iron handle and rub my thumb along the raised rose carvings. It feels so damn right, like it belongs to me.

That’s when inspiration strikes. “Wait a minute,” I say as I scramble up from the floor. I dash back into the main workout room, grab my backpack, and return to Titus.

I plop down opposite him, open the bag, and dump out the contents. I don’t even think about being embarrassed when a tampon rolls out.

Titus watches as I take the leather holster loops and unsnap the smaller one to release it. I thread it through a carabiner clip on the right side of the bag that sits about level with where the shoulder strap connects to the bottom. After I coil the whip, I slip it inside the top of my backpack and don’t secure the top. Instead, I let the flap lay loosely. I pull the handle out, let it hang down the side, and secure it with the leather holster held by the carabiner.

Proudly, I hold up my invention to Titus. “I’ll have to get a new backpack, of course. One that has a drawstring opening on top so I can pull the whip out quickly, but this gives me access to the handle and lets me conceal what it is.”

Titus’ eyebrows rise before he laughs heartily. “That’s brilliant.”

“Thanks,” I exclaim, feeling accomplished.

“Another reason you should become an annihilator,” he says in that deep voice that sounds like an earthquake in his chest when he talks.

I blink in surprise. “Because I can holster a whip to a backpack?”

“Because you’re sharp-witted and clever,” he replies. “Add your fighting skills, which are coming along very well, and you’d sail through the Academy and the gauntlet.”

I’m intrigued. “The gauntlet?”

Titus brings his knees up, plants his feet onto the wooden floor, and leans back on his palms. It causes all the muscles in his arms to ripple and lock tight. “The gauntlet is an incredibly difficult test you have to pass after you graduate from the academy. But with the wits you have, I’m sure you’d ace it.”

Sighing, I imagine a life on the Semper Terra he described to me before. Tropical waters, green jungles, and the ability to fly.

Also the duty to learn how to destroy Dark Fae and daemons, and that right there is my hesitation. I don’t know that I have it in me to do that. Titus said that most people who go to the Academy are generational students, following in a family member’s footsteps. They’ve had lifetimes to grow to hate the danger fae and daemons can present. Killing would come much easier to them than me.

And while yes, I’ve seen a succubus up close and personal, and I know they are killing machines, I’m just not sure how to destroy a life. Maybe it will just come to me when in a situation that calls for it. I’m sure I could do it if it were life-or-death or in defense of someone. But could I go out and hunt one down to kill because I’d been told by some higher-ups in Semper Terra to do so?

It’s moot, really. I’m a coffee shop owner in Seattle. I have no interest in leaving here.

Just as I have no interest in being part of a prophecy.

And so why did you agree to keep training? that little inner voice asks.

“Tell me what’s going on with you,” Titus says, and it jolts me out of my thoughts.

My eyes snap to his. “What do you mean?”

Titus lets his legs stretch out, crossing them at the ankle but still leans back on his palms. He merely cocks an eyebrow.

“Oh,” I drawl dramatically as if a light bulb had just gone off. “You mean what’s going on with me since I saw my sister become a Dark Fae, had a weird white feather tattoo show up on my leg, and found out I’m part of a prophecy that could ruin the earth?”

My last few words took on a sarcastic tone that bounced right off Titus. He grins. “Yeah… that.”

And despite the fact I feel like I want to laugh at the way he’s teasing me, he’s asked me a question where the answers are a heavy burden on my soul. Before I know it, my eyes are filling with tears.

I don’t bother dashing them away or hiding them. Oddly, I feel so comfortable with Titus that I don’t mind him seeing me cry. Maybe it’s because he knows I’m a tough woman, and, on most occasions, fearless, that I don’t mind letting him see I have vulnerabilities.

My head hangs as I let the tears just fall down onto my black workout pants.

Titus’ voice is tender, and it washes over me. “Just let it out, girl.”

And I do. I take a moment to let these pockets of grief that have been building up inside of me out, purging the heavy emotion with it.

Titus stands. His tennis shoes squeak as he walks across the wooden floor and out of the room. He’s back in less than a minute, holding a wad of toilet paper he must have pilfered from the bathroom, which he sticks under my hanging head so I can see it.

“Thanks,” I mutter in a watery voice and use the tissue to sop my eyes and blow my nose.

When I look back up, Titus is once again sitting across from me with his legs kicked out. The expression on his face is tender, and I’m grateful it’s him and not Carrick who I decided to have a crying jag in front of. I imagine Carrick would look put out and frustrated, but Titus confirms I’m safe with him even if it’s just to have a snotty moment.

“I’m sorry.” I give a little laugh. “It hits me at odd times.”

“You just lost your sister four days ago, Finley. I’d cut yourself some slack.”

I nod. He’s right, and I give myself the grace he suggests. “What’s worse than watching her change into a Dark Fae is not knowing if my sister is still inside or if she’s dead.”

“Carrick and Zaid have been researching and reaching out to contacts all over the world. They’re trying to find answers as to what happened to Fallon.”

I blink in surprise. I didn’t know Carrick was going to those lengths as he certainly hadn’t said that just yesterday when he came to the Fantasia. I had assumed he wouldn’t lift a finger to help me find out what happened to Fallon unless I agreed to join Team Prophecy.

Taking a deep breath, I let it out slowly. “I don’t know what to do, Titus. I don’t want to be a part of this. I want to go back to my normal and dull life. I don’t want to see fae and daemons anymore. I just want to be a coffee shop owner and maybe date a cute, normal guy.”

Titus’ gaze is sympathetic to my plight. “You’ve got a lot on you, and I can’t even imagine the burden. If it helps, I think your shoulders are strong enough to bear it.”

“But I don’t want to bear it,” I reiterate.

“We don’t always get what we want,” he points out.

I glare. “Well, it’s not fair. Why do I have to be a player in a game I don’t want to play?”

“Because most likely many people on this planet will die if you don’t,” he suggests.

“So I’ve been told,” I mutter, then growl in frustration. “I just feel so alone, and I’m scared.”

Titus shakes his head with an admonishing look, causing the long dreadlocks hanging over his shoulders to sway. “But you’re not alone. You have Carrick and Zaid. You definitely have me.”

“Carrick can’t stand me, and Zaid hates everyone,” I reply petulantly. “And yes, I have you, but you have a life, too. You’re just here to train me.”

“I’m your friend, Finley. You can count on me.”

My lips tip upward in a fragile smile. “Thank you. You can count on me too, but not sure how a wimpy woman like me could help a big, badass annihilator.”

Titus laughs, white teeth blazing. “I’d definitely have you at my back in a fight, Finley. You’re incredibly good.”

“Well,” I say as I start shoving all the stuff I had spilled out of my pack back in. “I’m sure my sore muscles tomorrow will disagree with you.”

“Same time tomorrow?” he queries as he pops to his feet and extends a hand to help me up. When I grab hold, he hoists me to my feet, backpack and all.

Just as I start to shrug it on, my phone starts ringing inside. My body locks tight as my blood turns cold.

Titus must sense something because he asks, “What is it?”

“That’s my sister’s ringtone,” I rasp. It rings again. “She’s calling me.”

Titus’ eyes flare. “Answer it.”

“No,” I exclaim in horror.

“See what she wants,” he urges.

“Uh-uh,” I reply, shaking my head in denial.

“Finley,” he drawls in frustration.

“Titus,” I mimic back.

The phone stops ringing, and Titus and I merely stare at each other for what must be a solid minute until I hear that little chime that indicates I have a voicemail.

I jerk into action, diving into my backpack and pulling my phone out. My hand is unsteady as I unlock the screen and see a missed call, as well as a voicemail notification, from Fallon.

I’m barely able to navigate to my voicemails as my hands start shaking so bad. Titus grabs my phone from my hand, taps on the message, then presses the speakerphone option.

The first thing I notice within her first two words is that her tone is all wrong. It’s standoffish and vague. Her voice is huskier than it should be.

Finley… I just wanted to let you know Blain and I are taking an impromptu trip to Switzerland to do some skiing for several days. I’ll call you when I get back.

And… that’s it. No details. No I’ll miss you. No take care of yourself while I’m gone. No goodbye.

My gaze rises to Titus as he hands the phone back to me. “That was not my sister at all.”

“Is it like her to take trips like that?” he asks.

“No way. Blain’s always working, and so is she. Not to mention, neither one are spontaneous at all. She has to meticulously plan everything.”

“I wonder if there’s something special in Switzerland,” Titus mulls out loud. “Or maybe she’s really not even going there.”

I just stare at him as he frowns with concentration, rubbing at his chin. He looks at me, eyebrows raised in query.

I shrug. “I’ve got no ideas. Sorry.”

“You should call Carrick to tell him,” Titus suggests.

A saccharine smile forms, and I wag my finger at him in the negative. “Uh-uh. You call him.”

Titus shrugs. “Doesn’t hurt to try.”

“You really want me back in the fold?” I ask curiously. “I mean… you’re an annihilator. You have your own job, so why do you care?”

“Because I care about Carrick, and I’ve come to care about you,” he replies gruffly. “And yes, I want you back in the fold because that’s where you’ll be safest. It’s our best chance of saving the world.”

All of Carrick’s words yesterday didn’t have much of an effect, but Titus’ “saving the world” hits me low in the belly.

I shore myself up though. “I’m sorry, Titus. I just can’t. But we’ll still train tomorrow?”

“Of course,” he replies with an incline of his head. “But I’m convinced you’re going to eventually take your place, so you should just quit fighting it.”

This gives me slight pause, but I feel compelled to hold my ground. “If that’s the case, then it will be a happy day when I commit to the cause. Until then, respect my decision not to get involved.”

“Touché,” he replies with a grin.

When Titus and I leave the gym, he locks up. We part ways, walking in opposite directions. My car is in a garage the next block over, and I have no clue where Titus is going. For all I know, he returns home to Semper Terra each evening.

I make it only half a block before the emotions hit me again. That call by Fallon who is not Fallon at all. That person was not my sister. That person also scares the shit out of me. Seems like I have a reprieve from at least having to worry about talking to Fallon or seeing her. Maybe I’ll have more time to grieve or even get past some of this denial she’s really dead, and I’ll be more fortified to handle her when she gets back.

Or the prophecy could enact, and I could be dead before she returns.

Two extremes, both plausible.

My eyes sting as my hope I’ll ever get my sister back dwindles, but I blink my eyes rapidly so the tears don’t fall. I’ve already had my one crying session today with Titus, and now it’s time for me to get back to my regular life.


CHAPTER 7


Finley

It’s been eight long days since Fallon changed into a Dark Fae. Four days since she’d left me a voicemail saying she and Blain were taking an impromptu trip to Switzerland for some skiing. She has neither called nor texted me in that time, and I’ve certainly not reached out to her. Frankly, I’m terrified to start any type of conversation, afraid I’ll say the wrong thing and it will make her suspicious. The risk is too great that I’ll give myself away, merely through my fear and anxiety, and she’ll know that I know.

If that happens, then all bets are off, and I might have to consider fleeing.

As time has gone by and my sister hasn’t checked in to at least let me know she’s safe, coupled with the odd vacancy to her voice in the message she left and the things Carrick saw, it’s all just further proof there’s not a hint of my Fallon left.

Probably in vain, a part of me has thought about reaching out to Blain to see if he feels she’s acting strange, for, surely, he would have to know. But I’m not even sure how that call would go. While I have his number for emergency situations, we’ve never talked or texted once since he’s started dating my sister. That alone would be so out of the ordinary that if he told Fallon, it could make her suspicious of me.

In times like this, I’m glad that while we loved each other as sisters, we weren’t close to the point we contacted each other a lot despite living in the same city. The fact our lives were so radically different kept space between us. Also, the fact she was engaged to a douche kept me away, which is just more proof I shouldn’t reach out to Blain.

Since my withdrawal from Carrick and my refusal to do anything more than train with Titus, I’m trying to get back to my regular life. I’m working hard at the coffee shop and training with Titus, but I’ve changed things up a bit. I’m going into the coffee shop each day and home each night to cook for my roommates. This has been the easiest way for me to feel more normal, resuming the way we did things as a unit. We hang out at dinner, laugh, and eat good food, and they think all is great in my life. Sadly, I revel in that farce because I don’t like them worried about me. Being with Rainey, Myles, and Adira makes me feel merely like an ordinary person, which I love.

One other thing I’ve done this past week is I’ve even locked my abilities back down again. I refuse to look under glamours. If I feel dark vibes or fizzy feelings, I ignore them and refuse to see past the human visage of whatever fae or daemon stands before me.

My evenings after dinner are for Titus. My roommates think I’m doing work at the coffee shop—because I am, after all, a busy business owner. Every weeknight, I meet Titus at the gym Carrick bought and we continue to hone my fighting skills. And it is indeed more refinement than teaching of skills. Titus has shown me everything in his arsenal, so now all we do is practice to make me better. While we concentrate on my whip usage, we still spend at least an hour each night utilizing other weapons.

I even brought my nunchucks last night and showed him what I could do. I spent twenty minutes backing him up around the empty room while swirling my sticks. Titus is big and hard to hurt so I wasn’t holding back. I got in several strikes before he called a halt, then proclaimed me proficient in not only the whip but the nunchucks as well. While I don’t see how I’d ever use them, I resolved to carry them in my backpack with the whip.

Blessedly, during our sessions, Titus hasn’t tried to push me to talk about the prophecy. He hasn’t even mentioned Carrick to me at all. I’ll admit, I’m curious as to what he’s been up to. He’s been silent on the business end of things with One Bean, and I assume he’s busy running his empire.

Or maybe, he’s just given up.

Part of me feels that—out of some sort of misplaced duty—he’s assigned Titus to make me as self-reliant as possible, knowing my danger probably increases every day that passes either from Fallon, other fae and daemons who get word of my abilities, or the prophecy itself enacting. Regardless, there’s a tiny bit of me that feels like a hole has been left behind by Carrick’s absence and I hate that feeling. I keep expecting it to close up, but it doesn’t, and he remains in my life by still occupying my thoughts.

But tonight is the night I’ve decided to put all that out of my mind. Tonight is about having fun and forgetting as much as I can. Or rather, remembering how good the normal parts of my life are.

Adira and I decided to go out for a low-key night on the town. Normally, Rainey and Myles would be with us, but those two lovebirds are wrapped up in each other and I find it adorable. Myles is taking her out to a fancy restaurant for a romantic dinner and then they are going to spend the night aboard the Fantasia. Myles asked for my help in clothing choices tonight and Rainey wanted my advice on how soon was too soon to show your kinky side in bed, which I told her I had no advice. Regardless, I felt like a proud mom sending them off to the prom as they were pulling out of the driveway with Myles driving Rainey’s car.

After they left, Adira and I jumped in my Subaru and headed into the city, deciding on one of my favorite dive bars in Pioneer Square. It’s casual, has live music, cheap beer, a small dance floor, and pool tables.

Both Adira and I are working tomorrow so we’re not going crazy on the beer, and what amount we consume, we’re losing in sweat on the dance floor as we jump, sway, and dance around together to the band playing cover songs from greats like Rage Against the Machine, Linkin Park, Shinedown, and Three Days Grace.

Breathless from dancing our butts off to Shut Up and Dance by Walk the Moon and because the band is taking a break, we move over to the bar for hydration. I order a bottled water since I’m driving while Adira gets another beer.

“I wish Rainey and Myles were here,” I say as Adira hops up on a stool and I lean against the bar with my arm on it.

Something cracks on Adira’s face, and I instantly know my words were careless. I reach out and grab her arm, squeezing. “No, I didn’t mean in any way that they’re preferable to you or more fun. I just meant it would be fun to watch them in this environment as they’re working through all this awkwardness of new love.”

Adira’s expression softens, her eyes cast down. “I know I’m not close to the three of you—”

“Stop it,” I interrupt, knowing where she’s going. “You might have only been with us this last year, but you are a part of our pack. I’m having just as much, maybe even more, fun with you tonight as Myles doesn’t dance and Rainey hates places like this.”

Her smile breaks free, and those were the right words. “Really?”

“Really,” I assure her. “And thanks for coming out with me tonight. I really needed some time to decompress.”

Adira nods in understanding. “Seems things are back to normal for you.”

As normal as they can be, I think, but I nod to her effusively and lie. “Things are great.”

“You’re definitely in your element at One Bean,” Adira says conversationally. “You were meant to take that over from Rich.”

My heart lightens, thinking of the shop with its wonderful smells, red-bricked walls, and eclectic array of customers. In fact, tomorrow on my agenda is some schmoozing and mingling with said customers, eager to get my face out there again and make connections.

I take a long drag of water when the bartender returns, recap it, and set it close to Adira’s beer. We’re both extremely cautious about leaving drinks unattended. “I’ll be right back. Going to use the restroom.”

“Gotcha covered,” she says, meaning she’ll watch over both our drinks.

There’s a small line at the ladies’ room, and I surf my phone as it inches forward. There’s a fizzy, buzzy feeling coming from behind me, so I know it’s either a Light Fae or daemon, but I ignore it. In fact, I’m getting so good at shutting it down I can even turn off the tap to those vibes after I first feel them, which is what I do.

Finally, I make my way into a stall, do my business, and come out for a thorough hand washing. I do a quick check of my makeup—which I personally went light on tonight since we’d be dancing and sweating—and I’d pulled my hair back into a low ponytail to keep it from flying around. Not trying to impress anyone here tonight, I dry my hands and leave.

As I’m winding through people to make my way back to the bar, I can’t see Adira for a split second and look around. When my gaze goes back that way, I realize she’d just been obscured by a large guy talking to her. I smile, because Adira can be a bit shy, so it’s nice to see someone approach her.

But as I walk closer, a low roll of nausea hits me. Two more steps their way, I’m hit with a strong vibe of sinister intention.

“Shit,” I mutter, deciding to open my senses all the way up. It’s not until I walk a large circle around Adira and the man so I can see his face—his true face—that I realize there could be real trouble.

The man talking to her looks like the succubus Carrick killed in the alley that night. Gray pitted skin and rotten teeth, I remember Zaid had taught me the male counterpart to a succubus was an incubus. One step closer, and I can feel a slight tinge of lust surrounding the edges of the dark vibes he’s putting off.

He’s standing in close to Adira, one large hand at the back of her neck, looking like he wants to pull her in for a kiss. Adira’s eyes are glazed, her mouth parted, and she’s relaxed into submission.

“Shit, shit, shit,” I mutter, scrambling their way.

“Adira,” I say sharply as I reach her and the incubus. She doesn’t even flinch but stares dazedly at the man who has a very handsome glamour to appeal to the women.

My hand goes to the incubus’ chest, and I push him back while taking Adira by the arm and pulling her from her stool. That seems to snap her out of it slightly, but she acts punch drunk. “Oh, hey, Finley,” she drawls with a lopsided smile. “This is um… um…”

“Wade,” the man provides his name, leveling a charming grin at me and holding his hand out for a shake. Except his grin isn’t charming because I’m only watching his fae face, and I know he’s Dark Fae because he has no aura around him.

I ignore his hand, giving an apologetic smile. “Sorry for the interruption, be we really need to get going.”

Wade isn’t dissuaded. “Come on… both you girls stay. I’ve got a friend who would love to meet you.”

And that’s when I feel someone standing behind me, the same dark vibes tinged with a sexual pulse. I look over my shoulder to see a very handsome guy—until I peel his veil away and find another incubus.

Shit, shit, shit, shit.

Then it gets worse. The incubus behind me puts his hand on my elbow, attempting to turn me his way. Immediately, I’m hit with a feeling of inexplicable lust and desire. I’m horrified I’m feeling it for the man holding my arm. It’s hard to do, but I manage to twist to look back at Adira. Wade the incubus has his hand at her neck again, pulling her in for a kiss. She’s moving willingly toward him.

“Come on, pretty lady,” the creature that has my arm croons. “Let’s go find a dark corner.”

“No, I don’t want to,” I reply sluggishly, at the same time suffering complete embarrassment that my body very much wants to go with him to a dark corner and let him do dirty things to me.

I can feel myself slipping further under his pull as he continues to murmur things that make me feel flush and pliable. Looking helplessly at Adira, I find that Wade’s mouth is just millimeters away from hers.

Will just a kiss kill her? Surely not.

Maybe I should try a kiss. My body is telling me it will feel good and the incubus will give me everything he’s promising.

The sexual compulsion is strong. Now I’m starting to feel like it might not be so bad to die this way. I even take a few steps away with the incubus, who is still just lightly holding me by the arm but controlling me with a power I seem helpless to fight.

But then I remember Carrick.

He was somehow able to fight it. The succubus in the alley didn’t faze him at all.

But he’s got powers, and I don’t. So why bother trying?

There’s a tap on my shoulder and I turn lazily to find Adira standing there, hand in hand with Wade. Her voice is mellow, her words slightly slurred. “Hey, Finley… I’m going to let Wade take me home, okay?”

Okay?

Is it okay?

I shake my head, trying to loosen the mental grip holding me hostage. I try to think what’s going to happen to Adira if she walks out of here.

She’s going to die horribly, a muted voice says within my head, sounding so extremely far away I almost don’t hear it. But then it comes through a bit louder. She’s going to die horribly.

I try to tug my arm away from the incubus, and suddenly, a voice screams loudly in my head.

It was my voice all along. She’s going to die horribly.

A surge of energy seems to coil deep in my gut at the same time the area where the white feather tattoo on my leg starts to tingle, then that tingle turns into a burn. It’s almost as if a rocket is getting ready to ignite. When I can’t hold onto the energy anymore, I release it. I can feel it explode outward from me, breaking the compulsion I was feeling and rendering me completely clearheaded once again.

It also does something to Adira, because I can see her starting to have a bit of lucidity in her eyes. She shakes her head, appearing confused.

Leaping to the advantage, I take her arm once again and pull her away from Wade. I give him a sheepish apology. “I’m really sorry, but we do have to get going. Our ride is out front waiting for us.”

Luckily, Adira doesn’t fight, following me willingly as we push our way through the crowd. I take a moment to look back. The incubus who had me has turned his attention to a woman who was sitting on the other side of Adira at the bar.

Christ, he’s probably going to kill her, but I don’t know how to save her and Adira at the same time. I suppose I could go back, see if I can muster that burst of energy to break the incubus’ compulsion, but then my gaze catches on Wade. He hasn’t moved on to another woman, but rather stands there watching us across the crowd with narrowed eyes filled with fury.

My choice has been made. I can’t risk Adira by going back to save that woman. Adira has to be my priority.

I drag her quickly out of the bar, urging her into a jog toward the side street I’d been lucky enough to find parallel parking on. It’s not until I have us in the car and across the Aurora Bridge that I start to feel safe again.

“That was really weird,” Adira mumbles as she slumps in the passenger seat.

“Yeah, I think those beers may have gotten to you,” I suggest.

“I guess,” she replies with a sleepy yawn, then rolls her head my way with a smile. “Thanks for a great night, Finley.”

My smile back is forced. “It was awesome, wasn’t it?”


CHAPTER 8


Finley

Adira had fallen asleep only two miles from the house so she wasn’t hard to rouse, the crunching of gravel when I pulled into the driveway waking her up.

She rubbed at her eyes, yawning again. “My legs are going to be sore tomorrow from all that dancing. Bet yours are, too, since you don’t have time to work out anymore.”

If only Adira knew that my muscles have become more toned and lean since training with Titus. I could have probably danced all night and not felt a thing. But that’s just one of many things I can’t tell my friends, so I heartily agree. “You know it, girl.”

Adira comes into the house with me instead of straight to her room in the detached garage, wanting to grab a snack and a bottle of water. I join her, both munching on some Cheez-Its while we chat about the coffee shop. I’m fairly sure Adira’s not going to be a career barista. She has a college degree in English, and she’s enjoying the freelance editing work she’s doing. I suspect at some point she’ll move more into that type of career because she’s built for better things than coffee. It’s why I never considered moving her upward in management once I bought the shop.

After Adira yawns again, she bids me goodnight and heads out the side door off the kitchen to the detached garage. I spend a few minutes tidying up the kitchen, including wiping down the counters that didn’t get done after dinner tonight. I’m not sure where the breakdown in chain of command happened, but I cook, they clean. I don’t mind, however. For the most part, they keep this place spotless.

The garbage pickup is tomorrow and I usually wheel it out on my way to work, but sometimes I meet Mr. Pelman when doing so and I’d like to avoid that. He’s my dark daemon neighbor, which I figured out a few weeks ago after I’d learned what my abilities were and was practicing using said abilities. I even carried on a twenty-minute conversation with him one morning after I’d stripped away his veil to see his true self, and I didn’t so much as flinch. And that’s saying something because whatever types of dark and light fae he was produced from were on the ugly side of ugly. His aura was inky black and while I didn’t feel evil from him so much as prolific grumpiness, I still tried to avoid him at all costs.

As such, I decide to pull the garbage and recycle cans out to the road before heading to bed. I check the kitchen garbage, see it’s still only half full so I leave it in place. I head out the side kitchen door where we keep the cans just off the small porch. The light is off, so I reach back to flip the switch, only to find out it’s in the “on” position. Stupid bulb must have burned out, so I step back inside and turn left into the small laundry room where we keep household supplies above the washer and dryer. I grab a yellow bulb from inside the cabinet before heading back to the door. The sconce is eye level with me if I stand on the raised threshold entrance and I start to reach under the open space to unscrew the bulb when I notice there’s not one there.

Strange?

Had Myles or someone been in the middle of changing it and just forgotten? Or couldn’t find a replacement bulb, which is not likely as they’re sitting where they’ve always been for the past four years?

Shrugging, I screw the new bulb in, and the tiny porch is flooded with warm light. I don’t bother shutting the door behind me as I trot down the three porch steps to get the first rolling can to take out to the road.

Tilting it so the wheels catch purchase, I drag it across some of the gravel of the driveway, then move it over to the grass as soon as I reach it, not wanting to make too much noise since it’s late at night. After setting it in place, I head back for the recycle bin. Adira must still be up because I see the glow of lights around the edges of the curtains she’d hung over the small square windows in the pull-up garage door.

Maybe she got a second wind.

I reach for the recycle bin when a loud thud resounds from the side wall of the detached garage closest to me. Normally, this wouldn’t alarm me, but the sound was so intense it sounded like something big had hit it.

It could have been that Adira knocked something over.

It could be that she had a seizure and slammed into the wall.

That settles any indecision left, so I ignore the recycle bin and walk to the back of the garage where the entrance is. The door is prefab with paned glass Adira hung white lacy curtains over, but they’re sheer enough to see in.

I give a slight rap on the door just as I’m looking in, and I can see a hulking figure inside, much larger than Adira. Without hesitation and with no regard for the fact maybe she has a secret boyfriend stashed inside, I twist the knob, which is thankfully unlocked, and burst inside.

At first glance, I don’t see Adira, then waves of ice-cold slam into me as I realize I can’t see her because the hulking figure is holding her, and his back is to me. I immediately realize it’s the incubus, Wade, who was trying to seduce Adira at the bar.

I have no idea why he’s here or how he even found us, although the easiest answer is he just followed, and I was unaware. It never occurred to me to watch once we made it safely to my car, but it could even be that he has magical powers to transport himself. I just don’t know enough.

None of that matters in the urgency of the moment, though. I scream, “Get the fuck away from her!”

Wade’s entire body turns halfway. He has Adira bent backward, giving her a deep kiss. It’s something a lover might do after having been gone for a long time and is just returning to his woman, bending her back because he can’t get enough of her mouth.

But Adira seems limp with both arms dangling down while the incubus continues to kiss her.

“Get the fuck away from her,” I scream again, giving a glance around for some type of weapon, but there’s nothing of use.

Wade starts to pull back from Adira. I’m horrified to see that, as he does so, a dark grayish-looking smoke seems to stay between their mouths until Wade takes in a deep, sucking breath, and the smoke leaves Adira and disappears into his mouth.

His head twists as he leers at me, still holding Adira in an intimate embrace. I don’t see his handsome face, just the gray, sore-pocked skin and rotting teeth as he carelessly releases my friend, letting her thud to the floor. I don’t know if she’s dead or deeply unconscious, but I pray for the latter.

Wade wipes his mouth with the back of his hand, straightening to his full height. He seems larger and stronger than when I’d seen him in the bar. He looks me up and down, growling. “Still hungry.”

Fuck.

We stare at each other for what seems like hours but, in reality, is probably just a few seconds before he lunges for me. I think I’d anticipated it as I turn and bolt back through the door, slamming it shut behind me. I’m around the corner of the garage when I hear him opening the door with a grunt of frustration.

Split-second decision time… run screaming for the road or go for a weapon.

I veer left, leap over the three porch steps to the side kitchen door, and fly through it. I manage to hit it perfectly with my hand to slam it shut, knowing that it’s unlocked and won’t keep him out, but it will give me a precious second or two while he has to open it.

I’m through the living room when he comes crashing through the door, snarling—and in my mind, gnashing those rotten teeth. I hurdle up the stairs, taking two at a time but go crashing down when his hand grabs hold of my ankle. I’m not sure if it’s training or self-preservation, but the minute my torso slams into the stairs, I kick my free foot back and catch Wade somewhere in the face. He grunts, releases his hold on me, and I scramble back up.

He’s up too, and all I can think about is getting to my room where I have my bullwhip in my backpack on my bed. But the minute I step foot into my room, I know I need to slow him down just a second or two, so I’m grabbing my butterfly lamp from my table. It’s only about seven inches in height, but it has a hefty metal base, and the plug jerks easily out of the wall as I throw myself across my bed. By the time I’m popping up and turning, Wade is lurching through my doorway.

I cock my right arm back, then throw the lamp at him as hard as I can. As it sails through the air, I dive for the leather holster cradling the coil of my whip. When Wade turns, the lamp hits him in the shoulder and the Tiffany glass shatters. I don’t have time to mourn the loss of my father’s last gift to me as I have the handle of the whip in hand, the thong and fall laying loosely on the floor at my side, and the awful, horrid realization the wall to my bedroom is directly at my back.

Meaning I’ve got no room to strike.

My hesitation costs me as Wade flings himself across my bed, far more nimble than his size would seem to indicate, and I don’t have room to go anywhere. He crashes into me, takes me into the wall so I’m falling into it, and my breath is knocked clean out of me. The force of the impact knocks my whip out of my hand and it falls to the floor. Wade then flings me around and slams me down on top of my bed. While much softer than the wall, I’m already hurting from the collision with the wall and dizzy to boot. I practically see stars when his huge body comes slamming down onto mine, and I can barely breathe.

“I only took a kiss from your friend,” Wade says, his voice turning guttural with excitement before promising, “Going to take so much more from you.”

I manage to get my hands to his shoulders, but my efforts to push him off are futile. He doesn’t even need to constrain me with the sexual compulsion he used at the bar, as he’s simply just stronger and bigger than me. He starts lowering that gray and rotting mouth toward my face, and my body starts bucking in an effort to throw him off. He’s too heavy, though, and I’m now in a position where my options are incredibly limited.

His face is within inches of mine, his breath hot and fetid against me, and I have to force myself not to gag. Just before his lips touch mine, I make a heaving lurch of my upper body, stretching my neck to the limits, and manage to land a direct hit of my hard-as-hell forehead to the delicate and soft bridge of his nose.

Wade howls in pain, rolling partially off me while holding his face and throwing out curses as black blood pours from his nostrils. Carrick told me once that fae and daemons have black blood, and Wade has copious amounts of it.

He’ll recover quickly, though, and I manage to wiggle out from under him, rolling right off the end of the bed and dropping to the floor where my whip had fallen.

Snatching the handle, I push myself up, ignoring the dizziness and nausea I’m fairly sure is not only the result of my head cracking against the wall, but the foul smell of fae breath. I know there is no room in here to defend myself with a whip, and Wade is already struggling up to his feet. I make a quick decision to get out of the house, precariously flying down the stairs, careening off the wall at the base, and shooting straight toward the kitchen door we’d run through just moments before.

I can hear Wade lumbering down the stairs, still cursing as I clear the porch and turn right. I run past the garage and to the open backyard, having chosen it as there’s a floodlight on the back of the garage that is motion activated. As soon as I hit the patch of grass behind it, the area is flooded with the light I need to see what I’m doing.

By the time I turn to face my adversary, thong of the whip resting on the ground, Wade is coming out of the house. But this time, he’s not running. He sees me and walks slowly, not in the least bit intimidated by the weapon in my hand.

He would be if he knew the thong was coated in iron scales and the fall covered in iron plates. He’d most certainly be a bit more cautious if he knew I had an iron dagger hidden within the handle.

Clearly enjoying the fact I chose the privacy of my backyard, secluded by six-foot wooden fencing and tall, unruly hedges that haven’t been trimmed in years, he feels like he has all the advantage.

His stride is confident, despite the fact his face is smeared with inky blood. His eyes are hateful.

Wade’s gaze goes to the whip, and his lips curl into a sneer. “Seriously? You a rodeo girl or something?”

“Or something,” I mutter, gripping the iron handle a little harder as my hands are starting to sweat.

“Think that’s going to hurt me?” he taunts. “I’m not afraid of a little stinging leather. In fact, I kind of like it.”

I force myself not to show my cards, because this fae has no clue I can see beneath his glamour, nor does he know there’s iron everywhere on this whip.

Taking a deep breath, I let him continue to saunter toward me, his expression confident I’ll be a snack before it’s all said and done. I wait until he’s only about six feet away before I let loose an extremely fast side flick with the whip.

It doesn’t have the flourish of an overhead maneuver and certainly doesn’t wow like a figure eight, but it’s so fast because it’s mostly done with my wrist that his cheek is sliced open before he even realizes the thong has moved.

Wade bellows in pain as he slaps a hand over his cheek. While that iron won’t sicken or slow him down, I know it hurts like hell, and it’s made him think twice as he takes two steps back.

Eyes red with fury, he holds his other hand out, making a claw and turning it inward as if he were reeling me toward him with the power of his mind. He lifts his chin, and I feel the wave of sexual compulsion wash over me. For a second—maybe two—I feel all my resolve start to melt, but then I push back against it.

Hard.

I use the adrenaline rushing through me and the burn of rage that he hurt—possibly killed—Adira, and I collect all of that energy deep within me.

The feather on my leg burns, and I thrust the compulsion back at him. I don’t know if he actually feels it, or he’s merely surprised I don’t willingly come walking toward him, but his eyes flare wide as he asks in disbelief, “What in the hell are you?”

“I’m your worst fucking nightmare, incubus,” I snarl. His eyes bug out of his head, bolstering me by the tiny bit of uncertainty there. It’s not outright fear, but he’s considering he might have chosen the wrong victim.

I don’t let him ponder on it, now having the advantage as he’s off-balance mentally.

I pull my arm up, let the thong and fall arc over my shoulder, and instinctively toss forward before it hits my calf. My first strike is aimed right at his face, and he manages to get an arm up just in time to defend himself. The thong actually catches his arm, but his long sleeves protect his skin from the iron scales of my whip. Had I a better crack on that toss, I would have sliced through his shirt, and I vow to myself to start putting clothes on the dummies at the gym so I can practice shredding shirts and exposing skin in the future.

I launch two more strike attempts at his face, but he successfully blocks them as well. He knows that’s where he’s most vulnerable, so he’s ready.

As I bring my arm up once more to do an overhead toss, he assumes my target is once again his head and holds his arms up defensively.

At the last moment, though, I step toward him, snapping the whip sideways and down low, and manage to coil the thong around his ankle perfectly. Before he can even understand what just happened, I hold the handle in a death grip, wrap my other hand around the thong, and heave as hard as I can.

His foot is snatched out from under him. Because he wasn’t expecting it, his other leg crumples. He doesn’t go all the way down, managing to catch himself with one knee, but he makes a deadly mistake. His arms come up instinctively, thinking I’ll strike at his face again as I flutter the whip free of his ankle, but I have other plans.

I rush him, shooting out like a bullet from a gun. His eyes flare with surprise, but I use my left arm to hook around his neck, sling my body around to his back, and, at the same time, depress the raised rose on the handle that releases the iron dagger inside. It pops out and locks with an audible snick. With one smooth motion, I turn it sideways and plunge it straight into his right ear.

It slides in like butter, no resistance whatsoever, and I know the iron destroyed his brain almost immediately as he slumps over to the ground. Unfortunately, I’m still holding around his neck so he takes me down with him.

But the incubus is dead. I lay on the grass for a few seconds while I gather my breath, not even caring Wade is lying heavy on my left arm.

I don’t waste much time though. Pulling my arm out from under the dead fae’s body, I lurch up to my feet. Leaving the dagger on the whip stuck in Wade’s brain, I walk unsteadily toward the door to Adira’s garage room. It’s open and incredibly quiet as I approach.

My heart sinks so low, and I’m afraid it can’t sustain its beating as I note that Adira is in the same position which she fell to the floor. My gaze pins on her chest as I approach her, but I don’t see it moving.

Her eyes are open, flat, and unfocused, and I know she’s gone. Legs finally deciding they just can’t support me anymore, I fall heavily to my knees beside Adira, ignoring the pain as the carpeting isn’t thick enough to soften the concrete floor underneath.

My hand is shaking so hard, I take my other hand and hold myself by the wrist. I force it toward Adira’s neck, where I should be able to feel the beat of her heart in her carotid.

Her skin is still warm and I have a wave of hope roll through me, but I realize I can’t feel anything. I lay my head on her chest. Nothing. I put my finger under her nose.

Nothing.

I look at her open eyes, and I see nothing.

“Adira,” I whisper urgently, tapping at her face with my hand. “Come on, Adira. Wake up.”

I slap her lightly again, and again, and again. My voice cracks into a pleading sob. “Adira… please.”

But I know it’s no use.

She’s gone.

Pain racks my entire body and I slump over on top of her, putting my head on her chest. I cry, not even trying to hold it back. I sob so hard I start to hiccup and almost hyperventilate. I cry until there are no more tears left before raising my head to look down at my friend.

I suck in a quavering breath, wiping tears and snot off my face with the sleeve of my shirt.

I’m lost, and I don’t know what to do.

Looking around her room helplessly, I then bring my eyes back to her pale face. And I realize… I do know what to do.

Heaving myself up into a wobbly but standing position, I manage to make my way back into the house where I’d left my cell phone on the kitchen counter before I started my journey to take the garbage out. I unlock the screen, go to my Favorites menu, and tap on the gray circle that says CB to initiate the call.

Carrick answers on the second ring, slight disbelief in his voice. “Finley?”

I want to say, “no shit, Sherlock, you have caller ID,” but I keep it simple. My tone is flat. I’m not sure it packs a punch, but all I can say is, “I need you.”

“Your house?” he asks briskly.

“Yes,” I murmur. “The garage, actually.”

“I’m on my way,” he says without any hesitation and disconnects the phone.


CHAPTER 9


Finley

I can’t tell if it’s my imagination, but I think Adira’s skin is cooling and her hand is stiffening up. After I’d hung up the phone with Carrick, I went back into Adira’s garage room and sat myself Indian style beside her body. I took her hand in mine and gripped hard. For what seemed like ages, I silently wept for my friend who never deserved any of this. Adira was all kinds of sweet and kind, but she was also ambitious.

She had places she wanted to go.

She had plans.

Now she has nothing.

Eventually, my tears dried. I spent my time waiting for Carrick, wondering what I could have done to protect Adira. I remember looking back over my shoulder at Wade in the bar, and now that I think about it, his expression was calculating. Was that the intent to murder I saw?

I have no clue how he followed us. I thought I looked over my shoulder frequently as we made our way to our car. It would have to have been an incredible stroke of luck for him to have a car nearby to be able to follow us. I guess he could have taken a cab, but still… it just doesn’t make sense.

Bottom line, though, I didn’t think he was a threat once we left the bar. I underestimated his power and determination. I was careless, and it got Adira killed.

I may as well have killed her myself.

I look out the door I’d left open, straight into the backyard. My whip lies within the illumination of the floodlights, having fallen to the ground when Wade’s body disappeared. It must have happened as I walked from his dead body toward the garage to check on Adira. I can imagine how it happened as I’d seen it once before when Carrick killed the succubus in that alley. Wade’s body would have started to turn black. Then wisps of smoke and ash would rise from his carcass, filtering his remains upward into the air until he completely dissipated.

There’s a tiny bit of burn inside of me that wishes Wade were still here, and I could kill him all over again.

For Adira.

The tears start welling in my eyes again, and it’s abhorrent to me how much I’ve cried since all of this started a little more than a week ago.

One moment, I’m looking at my whip lying on the ground through the open doorway—somewhat hazy from the film of tears in my eyes—and the next, Carrick stands there staring down at me inscrutably, causing me to rein my emotions in.

His eyes move briefly to Adira’s face, then to my hand holding hers, and back to my own face. When he enters, I see Zaid right behind him, his normally grumpy expression gone. To my surprise, there is a bit of empathy as he shakes his head while staring at Adira.

Carrick moves to me, towering far above. I don’t bother tipping my head back, instead tightening my grip on Adira’s hand and gazing at her face, so beautiful even in death.

“Come on, Finley,” Carrick says gruffly, extending a hand down to me. “Time to let her go.”

I don’t act immediately, rather spending a bit more time grieving for the loss of my friend. I know I’ll spend more time doing so in the future, but other things need to be done right now.

Slipping my hand from Adira’s, I press two of my fingers to my lips and then transfer the goodbye kiss to Adira’s. I then put my palm in Carrick’s and let him pull me up from the floor, groaning at the aches emanating from all over my body from my fight with Wade.

Carrick leads me outside of Adira’s garage room, and I look back to see Zaid squatting beside her a moment, murmuring something. When we’re a few feet from the door, Carrick turns to face me, dropping my hand. “What happened?”

Before I can answer, Zaid walks out to join us, and I get distracted. “What were you saying in there?”

“A journey prayer,” Zaid replies, and I’m a bit shocked Zaid even cares enough about anything to utter a prayer. That opens a whole slew of new questions such as who does Zaid even pray to and are there churches that daemons go to?

But I shake my head. Not important, so I turn to answer Carrick’s question. I give both men a short rundown of what happened at the bar, how there were two of them, and how we both were put under the incubuses sexual compulsion.

“It made me want to do things I most certainly didn’t want to do,” I say with a grimace, repressing a full-body shudder. Carrick’s eyes glint with fury, but he remains quiet as I lay out the story in as much detail as possible, including how I somehow managed to repel the sexual compulsion from the feather on my leg. Carrick stopped my story, making me recount the tiniest of details. I tell him about coiling the energy, the feather burning, then releasing it outward.

“And what happened when you released it?” Carrick asks in wonderment.

“I became completely clear-headed. It broke his compulsion, but I also think it broke some of the hold on Adira, too.”

“Fascinating,” Zaid murmurs.

“Clearly that feather is some type of mark of the powers you’re just discovering,” Carrick ponders out loud. “Sort of like the way Titus’ tattoo is imbued with Semper Terra’s magic.”

I had considered this obviously, but I have no clue how I did what I did. It was fear and desperation that brought the abilities out.

“Then what happened?” Carrick asks.

I explain how we left the bar, and I had thought we got away safely, how I found Wade in Adira’s room, how she fell to the floor from just a kiss. I recounted the fight up my stairs, the battle in my small room, and how I managed to get my whip and run to more open ground to use it.

“He tried to use the compulsion on me again, and I was able to repel it,” I say.

Zaid shakes his head in awe, but I ignore it, giving a short play-by-play of how I used the whip and killed Wade.

Carrick’s expression alters many times during the entire story, but when I tell him how I ended the incubus’ life, it’s unmistakably awash with pride. When I’m finished, Zaid turns and heads for my house, disappearing inside. I have no clue what he’s doing or intends to do, but I truly don’t care. Things are different now.

“How did he kill Adira with just a kiss?” I ask, turning my attention back to Carrick and wrapping my arms over my stomach. “I thought you said they needed sex.”

“Any intimate act that invokes desire on the victim’s part will open up their life force to be consumed,” Carrick explains, his tone turning sharp with disgust. “Most complete the sexual act, often violently, which the incubus or succubus enjoys more. My guess was he was just starting with Adira, and he was going to come after you next.”

I shudder, this time not able to suppress it. “But how did he find where we lived? I don’t see how he followed us?”

Carrick doesn’t answer immediately, walking across the lawn to my whip. He picks it up, examines the black blood on the dagger before looking back to me. “All fae powers have evolved over the millennia. Some are particular to species, some to royal houses. Some are inherently natural. But one thing is universally true, the fae are very protective and secretive of what they can do, so you never really know what you’re up against. I suspect this incubus tagged Adira somehow at the bar.”

“Tagged?”

“Elicited pheromones using sexual compulsion and followed them right to her.”

“Great,” I mutter sarcastically. “A supernatural bloodhound.”

“What’s more concerning is how he got in the house to begin with?” Carrick murmurs pensively as he coils the whip, keeping the blood-covered dagger hanging on the outside and away from what I bet are expensive pants.

I jolt because that had not even crossed my mind. I remember Carrick that night of my birthday, standing out in the street and casting a spell over my house. That’s at least what I suspected it was, but I hadn’t thought about it much since.

“You put a spell over my house,” I say, looking to him for affirmation.

Carrick nods. “And the Fantasia when you moved onto it. It was to keep all fae and daemons out.”

“Where did you get the magic?” I ask suspiciously. He’s not fae or daemon, and I’m mostly certain he doesn’t have access to a stone. Those all seem to be gone from the history I’ve learned.

“The gods,” is all he says before walking toward my house.

“What kind of magic did they give you?” I ask, needing to know more about the most influential person in my life right now.

He ignores me, as expected.

As we reach the porch, Zaid meets us there. He has a towel in hand and tosses it at Carrick, who uses it to wipe the dagger clean before depressing it back into the handle. I have no clue how Zaid knew Carrick needed a towel or just appeared as we approached the house, but if I asked every curiosity that ran through my mind, I wouldn’t have time to do anything else.

“Nothing unusual inside,” Zaid says to Carrick before bringing his gaze to mine. “Except you had one hell of a scuffle in your room. There’s a dent in your drywall.”

I rub the back of my head. “Luckily, my skull is thick.”

Glancing back at the garage where Adira’s dead body is, I ask, “What do we do now?”

“I’ve already called 9-1-1,” Zaid says, and I whip toward him in shock. “They should be here any minute. The story is you were out with Carrick tonight, and I was your driver. We were dropping you off, and you checked on Adira and found her dead. Simple as that.”

“Simple as that?” I hiss, pointing a shaky finger back at the garage. “My friend was murdered. There’s nothing simple about it.”

Zaid looks neither chastised nor bothered in the slightest by his dismissive attitude, but Carrick steps forward to hand him the whip. “Put that up.”

Zaid does as asked, as I suspect he always does, and no sooner has he disappeared into the house again than red flashing lights illuminate the street. It’s an ambulance pulling in first, followed by a police car. I remember Carrick had told me before that when a succubus kills—which is presumably the same for an incubus—it will present as if the person had a heart attack, which makes sense. Your entire life force is being consumed, so it stands to reason the heart would give out.

“Come on,” Carrick says, taking me by the hand. His warm, reassuring touch doesn’t feel wrong, and I’m grateful for it as he leads me toward the ambulance.

*     *     *

It was awful watching the paramedics examine Adira and determine she was beyond any life-saving measures. It was hard lying to the police detective, shaping the story Zaid had fed me just before they pulled in. The worst was watching the coroner’s van come and take Adira’s body out in a black plastic bag on a stretcher.

The detective left me his card and said he was going to contact Adira’s family, who were all down in Arizona. I’ve never met them, and she’d go home at Christmas, but I can’t say if they were close or not. I know that if I went into her employment file at One Bean, I’m sure I had her parents’ emergency contact number, but once the policeman offered to call, I gladly let him take that burden off me. I only had so much strength left, and that was all being reserved to tell Myles and Rainey our friend is dead.

Carrick suggested—didn’t demand, which was surprising—that I pack a bag to stay at his condo for a few days. I really didn’t know what was coming at me, and I felt like the safest thing to do was to agree. Things are happening so fast now, and I need a safe place to genuinely think about where to go from here.

It’s something I contemplate as I climb the stairs to my room to grab some clothes and toiletries. Carrick and Zaid will take me to the Fantasia, where I’m going to have to deliver the news to Myles and Rainey, and he wants to check the protection spell there.

As I enter my room, my eyes are drawn right to where the dent should be where Wade had slammed me into the wall. I’m sure it’s there, just as he described, but now it’s covered by my Foo Fighters poster.

I look around and notice my Tiffany butterfly lamp is gone. It had been shattered when it bounced off Wade and hit the floor. I have to assume Zaid cleaned it up and placed the poster in case the police want to search the house. He’d even gone as far as to make my bed, which I never did, but now my room presents as neat and orderly and not the battle ring between a human and an incubus.

As it turns out, the police didn’t ask to search the house as the coroner had preliminarily guessed it was a heart attack. I invited them into my kitchen and offered coffee, and they interviewed us around the kitchen table, but they had no desire to look around any further.

It takes me no time to pack a small bag, and then Zaid is driving us south on 99, which will lead us right to Lake Union and the Fantasia, where I’ll have to break Myles’ and Rainey’s hearts.

Carrick and I sit quietly in the backseat. For the first time I can remember us sharing a car, he’s not ignoring me by surfing on his phone. Instead, he has his elbow propped on the door, chin resting in his hand as he watches the world whiz by, apparently deep in thought.

“How was the spell broken on my house?” I ask as I wonder about other factors that led to tonight’s outcome. “Did that incubus break it himself?”

Carrick’s head turns my way, and he shakes it. “They don’t have that type of power. It must have been broken before you got there.”

“But how?” I press. “You put it up. Is your magic that weak?”

I know I sound like a bitch, but damn it… his protection didn’t work.

Zaid glares at me through the rearview mirror, but I ignore him, waiting for Carrick to defend himself. “On the contrary, my magic is extraordinarily strong. Doesn’t mean there isn’t magic that’s just as strong or even stronger out there. It could even be pooled magic of more than one.”

“Like whom?” I demand.

“Fae high royal courts. Someone in possession of a stone, as far-reaching as that might be. The gods.”

“Which means if the stone is the least plausible, then—”

“Someone important might want you dead,” Carrick finishes grimly.

“Why would the gods want me dead if I’m supposed to help in the prophecy?” I ask in a small voice. I’m not prepared to defend myself against them.

“They wouldn’t,” he asserts confidently. “I can promise you that they want you alive.”

“So some king or queen of Faere or the Underworld did this?” I demand, feeling slightly hysterical since I don’t know where the danger is.

“I don’t know, Finley,” Carrick snaps. “I wish I had the exact answer for you right now, but I don’t. I feel bad enough it happened.”

There’s an awkward silence, and Carrick turns to look back out the window. Hesitantly, I reach across and touch his forearm. “I don’t blame you for this. I’m just trying to understand what kind of danger I’m in.”

Once again, he turns my way, and his golden eyes light up from the headlights of an oncoming car. “You’re in a lot of danger, Finley. And I know you don’t want any part of this prophecy, but—”

“I’m in,” I blurt out, interrupting his lecture.

Carrick’s eyes flare. While I dare not take my attention away from him, I can even feel Zaid’s surprise from the front seat.

One dark eyebrow raises as Carrick asks skeptically, “Just like that? You’re all in?”

“Not just like that,” I say softly. “But Adira changed things. She’s dead, something worse is coming, and I can’t stand by anymore. I don’t want the same to happen to Rainey and Myles. Or anyone else for that matter.”

Carrick’s expression is stoic. “I hate this happened to your friend, but I’m glad you’ve decided to step into your part.”

“I’m sure.” My voice is a little thin when I remember he has his own reason to be glad, which is the reward that’s been promised him.

Carrick frowns, but doesn’t respond to my jab, once again turning to look out the window and be left alone with his thoughts.

“There’s another possibility as to why the protection spell was broken,” Zaid pipes up from the front seat. Mine and Carrick’s eyes go to him. “It might not be that someone wants you dead or hurt, but rather someone wants to hurt Carrick. Someone who might not want him to succeed.”

“Rune,” Carrick growls, settling back into his seat. “That makes the most sense.”

“Rune?” I ask quizzically. “He’s one of the gods you told me about, but I don’t remember which one.”

“Of life,” Carrick replies bitterly. “And conversely death. He, in particular, doesn’t like me succeeding at anything.”

“But they’re not supposed to interfere,” I say indignantly.

“Like the way Veda didn’t interfere with you,” Carrick replies blandly, then gives a mirthless laugh. “The gods have no rules. They can speak out of one side of their mouths, then completely do the opposite. No one can hold them accountable.”

“That’s not fair.” I hate how petulant I sound.

“Nothing about the gods is fair.” The loathing in Carrick’s voice strikes me hard. I had assumed he was in tight with them and there might be shared respect, but I think that’s not the case. “But it’s unlikely it was Rune. It was a risk to make you vulnerable, and you could have easily died. I believe all the gods as a whole want you involved.”

It’s all too much to process… the how’s and why’s of tonight. I change the subject.

“What do I tell Myles and Rainey?” I ask.

“That Adira had a heart attack,” Zaid says, maintaining his footing in the conversation. “What else would you tell them? That an incubus sucked the life out of her with a kiss?”

I wince at the painful reminder. “I could tell them the truth.”

“You think that’s fair?” Zaid sneers, and I bristle at the insinuation I’m a bad friend. “Bring them into this horror just so you can have your friends close by your side in support?”

“Actually, not to keep them close by, but so I can convince them to leave and stay safe,” I retort angrily. “If I ask them to leave, I can’t give them a plausible reason. Only the truth would do it.”

“They might still refuse to leave,” Carrick says, and he’s probably right about that. They would both insist on sticking close to me. “So going back to Zaid’s point… you would be willing to change your friends’ lives—because there’s no going back from this knowledge?”

I deflate, feeling clueless as to what to do. I shake my head. “I just don’t know.”


CHAPTER 10


Finley

It’s almost two AM by the time we make it over to the Fantasia. I hate waking Rainey and Myles up, knowing they are probably cuddled in bed together and fast asleep.

I can’t remember the last time I’d had an intimate enough relationship with a man where sleeping together, wound up tight in each other’s arms, was something to cherish. I sometimes wonder if Michael would have been that type of man—one I could get close to—but I’ll never know since Carrick ruined it.

Zaid is waiting in the car parked half a block over from the marina, and Carrick stands beside me as he checks his original protection spell. “It’s still in place,” he says.

This tells us something important.

Whoever took the one down on my house had no clue I had moved out for a time, which means I wasn’t closely watched. I’m not sure if that makes me feel better, but it’s probably irrelevant as Adira is still dead.

That heavy, aching sensation presses on my chest like it has been doing all night every time I envision Adira’s lifeless body dropping to the floor. It’s a bit more painful right now because I’m getting ready to lay this on Rainey’s and Myles’ hearts.

“Want me to come in with you?” Carrick asks as we both just stare at the boat.

“Yeah,” I reply, having already considered this. “I think they should see you right away to know our fences are mended.”

“What exactly did you tell them about me?”

I turn his way with a shrug. “Just that something bad happened, and I thought it was best to cut you out of my life. Obviously, I couldn’t tell them the truth.”

But I intend to do that tonight.

As we were walking up to the boat, I’d firmly made up my mind that Rainey and Myles need to know the full truth, along with the potential danger they would be in just by association with me. I’m terrified, of course, about revealing this to them. They could choose to believe I’m crazy and not accept my offer of the eye drops Veda gave me.

“Let’s do this,” I murmur. I step up onto the boat’s back platform, which is well lit with floodlights for safety, although the interior is fairly dark.

I push the doorbell, hearing the faint chime inside. Right now, I imagine Myles’ eyes popping open. He’s a light sleeper. Rainey loves sleep more than Chanel, so she won’t rouse.

Sure enough, within moments, Myles is at the door in nothing but his boxers and a t-shirt. His hair is a mess, and his eyes are heavy with sleep as he peers out the glass door.

When recognition hits, he jerks the door open. “Finley… what are you doing here at… what the hell time is it? Is everything okay?”

“It’s a little after two,” I reply softly, then shake my head sadly. “And no… everything isn’t okay. I need you to get Rainey up.”

Myles doesn’t have time to comprehend something bad might have happened as his gaze moves over my shoulder to where Carrick stands behind me. “What in the hell is he doing here?”

“It’s fine,” I assure him. “Now go get Rainey and come to the living room.”

“Okay,” he mutters before disappearing up the stairs. After entering, I turn on the living room lamps and settle onto one of the chairs adjacent to the couch where I’m sure Rainey and Myles will sit together. Carrick moves to the island counter that separates the living area and kitchen, but he doesn’t take a seat. He merely leans up against the end, crossing his arms.

Not sure what Myles said to get Rainey motivated so quickly, but they return hand in hand down the stairs in no time at all. Rainey sees Carrick, but she doesn’t seem surprised, which means Myles filled her in, then her gaze comes to mine with concern.

Releasing Myles’ hands, she pulls her blue robe tighter around herself and runs over to me. I stand. Perhaps sensing I’m here with some devastating news, she throws herself at me. Arms wrapping around my back, she squeezes the breath out of me, whispering, “Whatever it is, we can handle it together.”

My heart lurches because she couldn’t ever begin to imagine the intricacies of horror I’m here to tell her. I hope she’s right, and we’ll get through it together.

Pulling back, I nod toward the couch. “You and Myles sit… I’ve got something to tell you.”

Once again, Myles is by Rainey’s side, taking her hand as they sit close together on the couch. Their gaze is riveted to me, Carrick ignored for the time being.

I had practiced what to say for the last few miles in the car on the way here, but I can’t remember a damn thing at this moment.

Taking in a breath, I let my head drop, my gaze going to my hands, which are clasped so tightly my knuckles turn white. I’ve never had to deliver such horrible news.

It’s like a slap in the face when I realize Fallon has. She and I were both in high school when my dad died by suicide. He didn’t want either of us to find him, so he called 9-1-1 before completing the act. Walked out onto the deck, down the steps, and through Mom’s ratty old rose garden that we kept but couldn’t quite get to grow right, then continued to the edge of our property.

He never left a note, but he didn’t need to explain why he shot himself so far from the house. He didn’t want the house itself to be tainted for Fallon and me.

Yes, both Fallon and I were in school, but the assistant principal was the one who got the news, and he pulled Fallon from her class first and told her. Then he came with her to my class, and she’s the one who told me. My older-by-just-a-few-minutes sister, who always acted like a mother in so many ways, told me the grave news that our father was dead.

Once again, tears come to my eyes, not only for the news I’m about to deliver, but also for the pointed reminder that my sister has been in this position, and my sister is also no more.

“Um,” I begin in a watery voice as I lift my gaze back to Rainey and Myles, but it’s Rainey I focus on. “I really don’t know how to say this, but Adira died tonight.”

“What?” Myles shouts, his butt coming off the couch.

At the same time, Rainey cries out, “No.”

“I’m sorry.” Myles sits back down, his arm going around Rainey. He pulls her into his chest, where she starts quietly crying. I slip a glance at Carrick, who watches intently.

“What happened?” Myles rasps, his voice on the verge of cracking.

“Well,” I say hesitantly, my gaze darting to Carrick once more. It’s almost imperceptible, but he gives me the barest of nods that I need to press forward. “It’s actually a pretty involved story. It’s going to take a while to explain everything, but I want you both to get dressed and come with me to Carrick’s condo.”

I’m not ready for the explosion from my sweet, cute, and geeky friend as he explodes in rage, lifting off the couch and displacing Rainey from his embrace. “Bullshit. You just come here, wake us up in the dead of night, with a man you’ve previously inferred is dangerous, who you were hiding from not all that long ago, and tell us Adira is dead, but it’s a complicated story, and we’re supposed to come with you and him? Yeah, fuck that, Finley. You tell us what’s going on right now.”

I can’t help but visibly shrink back from his fury. Rainey is stunned as her chin jerks inward. She chastises, “Myles.”

“No,” he growls, looking to Rainey and then back to me. “We deserve more than that right now.”

“Adira was murdered,” Carrick says, and I cringe over his matter-of-fact tone. Rainey pales, and Myles’ head whips Carrick’s way, his eyes narrowed. “She was murdered by someone who tried to do the same to Finley tonight. She is in danger even as we sit here. You two could be in danger this very moment. My place is safe, and I suggest you do as your friend has asked and quickly get dressed so we can go.”

“Who in the hell—” Myles begins to say, but Rainey cuts him off.

She lays a hand on his arm, then quietly says, “Don’t. Just please don’t.”

Myles pivots her way, and he looks like he wants to argue, but when he takes in the pain and fear on her face, he melts. He sits down again, arms going around her, and he pulls her in close. “Okay. I’m sorry. What do you want to do?”

When her head lifts, tears are streaming down her face. “I want to go with them.”

“Okay,” he says again, softly reassuring. “We’ll go with them. Let’s go get dressed.”

And just like that, Rainey has tamed her beast of a man. If I weren’t so overwhelmed with grief and fear, I’d respect Myles’ protectiveness of her, but we don’t have time for any of it, because Carrick is right. We could have someone coming after me now. We don’t know if crossing the incubus’ path was a horrible piece of bad luck, or if we were targeted. Until we know more, we have to assume the worst.

Or at least that’s what Carrick told me on the way over here, suggesting we collect Rainey and Myles for safety reasons and bring them to his condo. I had hoped to break it more gently, perhaps ease them into coming with me, but, admittedly, Carrick’s way proved more effective.

It takes no more than two minutes for them to get dressed and come back downstairs. The entire time I just sat slumped in the chair, staring out the windows at the dock, while Carrick held his position at the counter. We all quietly move to the door and leave the Fantasia.

The ride to the condo is tense. Carrick sits in front with Zaid. I sit behind Zaid with Rainey in the middle and Myles on the other side, who stares suspiciously at Zaid the entire time.

Rainey links our arms at the elbow, leans into me, and whispers, “Are you okay?”

“No,” I reply without hesitancy, my resolve to remain stoic crumbling. Tears fill my eyes, and I lean back against her. Then I feel Myles’ arms come around both of us, and we stay that way until we pull into The Prestige.

If Myles and Rainey are impressed by the lobby’s opulence or the fact Carrick has his own elevator, they hold it to themselves. They barely even flinch when the elevator doors open to reveal Titus.

Big as a mountain, dark as night, he looks utterly imposing with his long dreadlocks and light hazel eyes. His ominous bearing is immediately dispelled when he pulls me into a quick hug the minute I follow Carrick and Zaid into the condo.

“You okay, kiddo?” he asks in that baritone voice that emanates from deep in his chest.

I nod, but he probably knows it’s a lie. I pull back and make a very quick introduction, motioning with my hand. “Titus, these are my best friends, Myles and Rainey.”

He nods and smiles at them.

And then it occurs to me that I never introduced Zaid. I point at his retreating back as he and Carrick head to the kitchen. “The bald grumpy guy is Zaid.”

Myles and Rainey exchange a glance. Within it, I can read their current impressions.

What in the hell has Finely gotten herself messed up in?

I jerk my head toward the kitchen, encouraging my friends in as reassuring a voice as possible. “Come on. I’m sure Zaid is making some coffee.”

Titus heads that way, I start after him, but my arm is grabbed from behind. I don’t need to turn to know it’s Myles who has me, but I turn all the same.

“Finley… I’m seriously worried here,” he says in a low voice that won’t carry. My gaze cuts briefly to Rainey, who obviously shares the same sentiment. “This doesn’t feel right.”

I lay a hand over Myles, not to push him off but to comfort him. Squeezing his fingers, I smile. “I know this is very weird, but I’ve been hiding some things from you that I just couldn’t tell you before. But I’m going to tell you everything, including how this led to Adira’s murder tonight. I just ask that you be patient and open-minded, okay?”

“Okay,” Rainey says without hesitation. Myles only takes a second more before he nods in acceptance.

I lead the way past the massive free-standing fireplace, past the dining area, and into the large kitchen that at one point in my life was as dazzling to me as the rest of this condo that sits atop the most expensive building in Seattle. I had once looked at Carrick’s condo on Zillow and saw it was worth a little over twenty-seven million. I don’t see any of that wealth right now as Myles, Rainey, and I settle onto stools around the massive, curved island. Titus positions himself on the end, settling his big hands palm down on the countertop. Zaid busies himself making coffee, and Carrick steps up to the other side of the island facing us.

We haven’t planned what to say or who will say it. We only agreed Rainey and Myles would learn everything I knew tonight.

It would be so easy for me to let Carrick handle the burden of revealing all. It would probably be more acceptable given that he’s a respected member of society, and well, he doesn’t have a mental health history the way I do.

But Adira was my friend and I shared her with Rainey and Myles, so it is up to me to explain how she ended up dead. I push myself off the stool and move around the island to stand beside Carrick.

Not to present a united front with him as my ally, as I’m still not sure what to call him, but so I can look Rainey and Myles in the face while I tell them an unimaginable story. I need them to see me standing tall, strong, and with a belief I need them to accept.

“Before I tell you about Adira,” I begin, surprised at how confident my voice sounds. “I need to tell you about what I’ve been going through the past several weeks, and I’m asking you to listen with no pre-judgments.”

Rainey and Myles turn to look at each other, confusion mutually shared in their expressions.

I don’t start at the beginning—which is my mental history of what I thought were hallucinations—but rather start with my visit to Olympic Dreams to meet with Marcus Valentine. I explain how Carrick had shown up and that, unbeknownst to me, this philanthropic organization was created and run by the man himself.

That I had been startled when he entered the room, and it really threw me off balance.

“And that’s when Marcus’ face started to change,” I say, letting my gaze move back and forth between Rainey and Myles without even blinking.

“Change?” Rainey asks softly.

“I thought it was a hallucination,” I reply with a short smile. “One minute, he was a human. The next… he was not.”

Myles frowns. “What do you mean, you thought it was a hallucination?”

I twist far to the right to look up at Carrick. He doesn’t move a muscle, but I can see within those radiant eyes that I have his permission to tell all.

Focusing on my friends, I state, “It wasn’t a hallucination.”

“Finley,” Rainey says, head tilted and eyes filled with sympathy. Her tone of voice tells me that she thinks I’m suffering from delusions.

She’s immediately discounted my first words, and while I’m not surprised, I am a bit hurt.

Holding my hand up, I silently implore her to listen. I look her directly in the eye, annunciating my words. “It was not a hallucination. It was real. There is an entire world of creatures out there that live side by side with you, Myles, and all of our friends and loved ones, but you can’t see them.”

“But you can?” Myles asks. While there’s a bit of skepticism in his voice, I also sense he’s more open-minded.

I blow out a gust of air because this is so very hard. “I used to think they were hallucinations. A product of something wrong with my brain. It’s what I’d always been told by the doctors. But I found out through Carrick,” and here I pause to pointedly look at the man, “that what I was seeing was very real.”

Rainey and Myles glance at Carrick. Rainey appears utterly confused, and she doesn’t seem to grasp what I’m saying.

Myles definitely heard me and wants to believe, but I can see there’s a trust issue. Not with me, but with Carrick. His eyes narrow on the man beside me, and he asks, “You believe the things Finley sees are real?”

“I don’t believe it. I know it because I can see them, too. There are creatures with magical glamours to hide their real nature, and Finley has special abilities that allow her to see past this.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Myles snarls as he bolts up off his stool. His gaze moves to me. “You’ve gotten yourself caught up in some sick cult, Finley. He’s made you believe these things. He’s taking advantage of your fragile mental health. He’s taking advantage of you.”

“He’s not,” I reassure him softly. “My mental health is just fine.”

“But,” Rainey says, still sitting on her stool. “I thought you took medicine to stop seeing the hallucinations, and it was working.”

I grimace, giving her a sheepish glance. “I stopped my medication years ago as it never stopped what I was seeing. I just learned to control what I allowed myself to see.”

“I’m sorry,” Myles says, his arm going to Rainey’s elbow. “But this is too much. We’re leaving.”

“I can prove it,” I blurt out. As hoped, his body goes still, and he warily gives me his regard.

“How?” he asks.

I dig down into the front pocket of my jeans, then pull out the tiny vial of pink liquid. “A drop in each eye will allow you to see it too.”

“See what?” Myles demands.

“See me,” Zaid replies, having been silently standing behind Carrick and me after he got the coffee going.

Myles leans to the side, glaring at Zaid. “You’re some type of monster under your face or something.”

“Or something,” he says sinisterly, and I want to smack him because that’s not helping.

“I’m not putting that shit in my eyes,” Myles declares. “It could have drugs in it to make us see crazy things. We could go blind. It could—”

“I would never hurt you, Myles,” I say softly, my eyes pleading with him for some level of trust. “I love you, and I would never in a million years do anything to cause you a single bit of harm.”

“Here,” Titus says, stepping around the counter to my side. “I trust you. I’ll take it.”

It’s a kind offer because at this point, Rainey and Myles know absolutely nothing about Titus. For all they know, this could be news to him, and he wants to see for himself.

But I can’t let him. It has to be done of their own desire to believe in my truth. If they won’t do it, it means our friendship is probably over.

“I’ll do it,” Rainey says crisply, pushing off the stool without an ounce of hesitation before rounding the island to me. “I know Finley won’t hurt us.”

I expect Myles to restrain her physically. Instead, he only watches with a worried expression. I take it as a good sign that he doesn’t try to stop her, maybe not fully trusting me, but trusting in Rainey’s trust of me.

Rainey studies the vial before unscrewing the eyedropper top. She sucks in a bit of the pink liquid, her gaze coming to me in a silent moment of camaraderie.

She then tilts her head back, opens her left eye with the thumb and forefinger of the same hand, and squeezes one perfect drop into it at the inside corner. She repeats the same on the other side.

Rainey straightens, blinks her eyes a few times, and then brings her gaze right to Zaid.

There’s a tiny gasp, and her expression turns to one of surprise and fascination. “Oh my God,” she whispers as she walks past Carrick toward Zaid.

Rainey moves up to him slowly, but without fear. It’s almost as if she’s drawn to him, and I know she sees Zaid’s true face. His prominent brow, sunken cheeks, and the gray mist of an aura surrounding him.

She comes toe to toe with him. Reaching a hand out, she tentatively touches his cheek, despite his surly expression. I half expect Zaid to bat it away, but he holds perfectly still as she presses a palm to his cheekbone. I have to give her props because I would have never had the guts to do that myself.

Palm still to Zaid’s cheek, Rainey turns to me. “And this is what you’ve seen all these years?”

“Some aren’t as handsome as Zaid,” I reply dryly, shooting him a wink. He glares back at me.

Rainey’s hand drops and she looks at Titus for a moment, then to Carrick. “You’re both normal.”

“That’s debatable,” I mutter under my breath.

She then looks over to Myles, who stares at her with a flat expression. Is this too much for him? Has this killed his adoration for Rainey that she so recklessly took the eye drops?

“It’s okay, Myles,” she says with a smile, then nods toward the vial she had left on the counter. “You need to see this.”

I hold my breath as I watch him, not daring to let it out until he picks up the bottle. His attention stays focused on Rainey as he pulls some liquid into the dropper, then puts a small amount in each eye.


CHAPTER 11


Finley

“So you’re saying you never age in Semper Terra?” Myles asks Titus as they sit at the dining table, their breakfast plates just now cleared away by Rainey and Zaid.

The sun had come up a few hours ago, and we had mostly filled Rainey and Myles in on everything. After Myles took the drops and saw beneath Zaid’s glamour, it was a nonstop information barrage with dozens of intervening questions, which had to have driven Zaid and Carrick crazy.

Despite that, Zaid kept the coffee coming and we all moved into the living area, choosing the largest grouping of furniture to sit on. I told most of the story, continuing from how Carrick knew I could see under Marcus’ glamour and how he taught me about fae and daemons, all the way through what happened on the eve of my birthday with Fallon.

That was a tough one. It hit Rainey and Myles hard when they realized what it meant that Fallon was now a Dark Fae.

That, most likely, my sister had essentially died.

Rainey cried and hugged me, but I didn’t have any more tears at that moment. I had used them all up on Adira, who had been killed less than twelve hours earlier, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to hug the hell out of Rainey right back. I was so relieved they knew the truth that I’d hug everyone if I could.

Just as dawn was breaking, I told them what happened with the incubus and Adira. The tears did come again and both Rainey and I were soggy messes.

Throughout it all, Titus and Zaid would pipe in on some details, usually about daemons and fae or the meteor’s history and the magical stones it produced. Titus explained the concept of alternate dimensions separated by veils by telling them about where he lives in Semper Terra.

Throughout it all, Carrick remained quiet unless he was asked something directly. When Titus’ stomach growled like a lion, Zaid insisted on cooking breakfast and Titus regaled Rainey and Myles with more tales of Semper Terra. I glanced at Carrick a few times, but he seemed lost in his own thoughts. His face is so hard to read, but I could tell he was pondering something troubling as his frown lines were deeper than ever.

After breakfast, Myles and Titus stayed at the table talking about annihilators, flying over blue lagoons, and the fact Titus is 129 years old. Weirdly, Rainey has kept up a running chatter with Zaid, who doesn’t seem nearly as cranky around her as he is with me. I’d be offended if I didn’t find it so charming. Plus, I’m also completely grateful Zaid isn’t mean to her. The last several hours haven’t been easy on her or Myles. They’re both currently in the kitchen cleaning up. As for Carrick… well, I have no clue where he is.

I’m not even sure when he slipped away.

When I push up from the dining table, Myles is so completely engrossed in his conversation with Titus that he doesn’t even notice. Titus—who observes everything—shoots me a quick wink before telling Myles about the mermaids that populate the tropical waters around Semper Terra.

Wandering through the living area, I let my hand glide along the grand piano sitting before the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking Puget Sound. It’s overcast outside, and the water is a shimmering gray as the Seattle-Bremerton Ferry heads out southwest across the water.

I move down the outer hall that heads to the south side of this penthouse suite, seeing that Carrick’s office pocket doors are open. Hesitantly, I peek my head around the opening to see Carrick sitting at his desk.

Before him, a large book is opened, and he’s bent over reading from it. One arm is on the desk, curved around the book, and the other elbow is planted with his head resting in his palm. He flips a page, yellow with age, and continues to read. The book is huge, maybe fifteen inches in length, and it looks to be incredibly thick if it were closed. The cover appears to be made of aged leather.

I tap my knuckles lightly on the edge of the recessed door, and Carrick’s head jerks up. He regards me with disinterest, neither irritated I’ve interrupted him nor happy to see me here.

“What are you doing?” I ask, nodding toward the book.

“Looking for answers,” he says with a sigh, hefting the book closed. “Do you feel better now that your friends know what you’ve been going through?”

I step into the office, his question all the invitation I need to enter. I don’t bother sitting, though, merely standing just a few feet in the doorway with my hands tucked in my back pockets. “Yeah… I didn’t realize how much it bothered me that I was lying to them. I also know I had no choice but to lie, so there’s some relief in that. I’m just grateful Veda gave me the eye drops.”

“Now you need to get them to leave,” he advises, a potent reminder they are in danger the more they are around me.

“I know.” The regret in my voice is heavy. I laid this bombshell on them, and now I’m going to do everything I can to get them to pack up and leave their life here with me far behind. “What’s going to be our next move?”

Carrick’s eyebrows shoot upward, surprise evident on his face. He rises from his chair, rounds his desk, and comes to stand a few feet from me. The stubble on his face is dark and thick, and I realize I’ve never seen him clean-shaven before. This more than five o’clock shadow on him makes him look even more ominous and intimidating.

And admittedly, sexier, if that were possible.

He crosses his arms over his chest. “What do you mean our next move?”

I frown, because I’m getting the distinct impression I’m getting put on the bench after I’d just joined the game.

Motioning with my hand between the two of us, I reiterate, “I want to know what we—together as a team—are going to do next to figure out this prophecy.”

One side of Carrick’s mouth curls in a semi-sneer. “We aren’t doing anything. Clearly, you’re a target and must be kept safe so—”

“Stop,” I cut him off sharply. “Don’t even think to sideline me. You wanted me to commit to this prophecy, so I have. Now I want to be actively involved, and I’m not going to argue about it.”

Carrick levels me with a patronizing smile. “Look… I’m glad you came to your senses—”

“Came to my senses?” I nearly shriek, fury rising hot and fast because he’s treating me like this. “I didn’t come to my senses and decide to join your little prophecy team so that you can get your reward. My friend was murdered last night, and that’s why I’m here. I’m here to avenge her, get justice, and stop whatever evil is out there that thinks they can take someone as beautiful as Adira out of this world and not pay for it.”

He comes at me so fast, it’s a blur. I’m quite positive I’ve just witnessed some sort of super speed the gods must have bestowed upon him in addition to his magical powers. But in a flash, he’s all in my space, large and looming. Carrick’s hand goes to my chest, and he grabs a fistful of my t-shirt. Pulling me up to my tiptoes, he bends his face nearer to mine.

My heart skitters as a strange barrage of conflicting emotions hit me. Fear twists my gut even as longing whispers through me. I don’t know if he’s going to kiss me or beat me, but I know which one I’d prefer, and I’m absolutely disgusted with myself that I’m even thinking about this wretched man kissing me. His expression is fierce—terrifying actually—but his eyes are so light they remind me of my grandma’s coin glass that was passed down to my dad long before Fallon and I were born.

Carrick’s gaze rivets onto mine. With our faces just inches apart, he focuses sharply on my eyes.

I hold my breath, waiting for him to make his intention known—kill me or kiss me—but to my surprise, his lips curl upward in a mischievous smile. “There’s that spirit I knew was inside you. I had to work a little hard to get it out, though.”

“Wha—” I start to ask, confused, but he releases me so suddenly I stumble backward.

Carrick meanders past me out of his office and I scramble to run after him, calling, “What the hell was that? A test?”

We barely make it past the piano where Zaid, Titus, Rainey, and Myles are standing watching us. Zaid with the same grouchy expression, Titus with amusement, and Rainey and Myles with clear worry.

I’m thinking they heard me yelling at Carrick.

“All right,” Carrick announces, immediately garnering everyone’s attention and ignoring my questions. His voice is authoritative and for someone who’s had little to say since Adira died, I’m a bit perturbed Rainey and Myles turn to stare at him so raptly. “We need to come up with a game plan.”

Carrick glances around at the group, giving us all barely a millisecond to voice our own thoughts before saying, “No ideas. Great. Here’s what we’re going to do.”

“Hey,” I exclaim, offended he’s taking charge without any input from us. Or really, me. I am the key to the prophecy, so to speak.

I’m ignored though, as Carrick gives his orders to me. “You’ll go with Titus to your house and pack your belongings. You’re going to move into the condo, and Zaid will set you up in one of the suites.”

Before I can even utter an objection, his gaze moves to Rainey and Myles. “You two are in real danger. At least Finley has some fighting and defensive skills, but you will be fae food if you stick around. So you go with Titus and Finley, pack your stuff, and get out of town.”

Rainey and Myles stare agog, but Carrick is done with them, his attention going to Zaid. “Find Pyke. I need him to get me into Faere. Also, get Maddox over here.”

Zaid nods, pivots on his foot, and heads in the opposite direction. I had learned quite by accident that he actually has an office on the northeast side of the building, but to this day, I still have no clue where Zaid lives or if he ever even goes home since he’s always here.

“Wait a minute.” My indignation apparent, I step forward to garner everyone’s attention. Zaid ignores me and keeps walking, but all other eyes focus on me as I declare my intentions to Carrick. “First, I am not moving in here with you. I mean, I agree Rainey and Myles should go, but—”

“We’re not going,” Rainey scoffs, crossing her arms defiantly and cocking out a hip.

Myles merely jerks his head toward Rainey. “What she said.”

Arguing with Carrick momentarily forgotten, I turn back to Rainey and Myles. “Please, please consider leaving. You know what happened to Adira. There’s a good chance more Dark Fae or daemons could be coming for me. Hell, there’s a good chance my sister will try to kill me. I don’t want you two at risk.”

“We’re not leaving,” Myles says resolutely.

Rainey nods. “What he said.”

Growling, I leave them alone for a moment and spin toward Carrick, only to find him gone. He actually left before I could continue this discussion and if he thinks I’m going to do his bidding, he’s got another think coming.

I take off toward his office, stomping in anger. Rainey and Myles scramble after me as Titus starts chuckling.

Carrick is behind his desk again but ignoring the book. Instead, he has his phone out and is getting ready to bring it up to his ear. When he sees me enter, he sighs with annoyance and disconnects whatever call he was ready to make.

“I am not moving in here,” I protest.

“You are,” he retorts. “It’s the one thing that will guarantee your safety.”

“I have a life, Carrick. I own a business. I am not going to hide out here in your condo for what could be weeks. Hell, maybe months.”

“We’re not giving our lives up either,” Rainey says from behind me, and I whip around to glare at her in frustration. She’s making the same damn argument I am and admittedly, it’s effective because I believe deeply in keeping my autonomy.

“You can go about your life,” Carrick declares, his attention focused solely on me. “I’ll make sure eyes stay on you when you’re at One Bean. But at night, you are here where you can be adequately protected or if you need to go out, it’s with Titus or me.”

An idea suddenly strikes. “I’ll make you a deal,” I drawl solicitously. “I’ll agree to stay here as long as Rainey and Myles can stay, too.”

“Absolutely not,” Carrick replies firmly.

At the same time, Myles snaps, “Oh, hell no.”

Rainey pipes in with a polite, “Thank you, but we’re going to have to decline.”

I plead with Rainey with my eyes. “I’ll worry about you too much. You won’t leave, you won’t stay here—”

“She’s not invited to stay here,” Carrick grouses, but I ignore him.

“—and you can’t go back to my house. We’re running out of options here.”

“We’ll stay on the Fantasia,” Myles asserts, his arm going around Rainey. “Carrick says it’s still protected, and we’ll be careful when we see you. We won’t make targets of ourselves.”

Rainey nods emphatically. “But we will see you. We’re part of this now, if for nothing more than to just give you support.”

I huff with frustration that I’m not getting any concessions. I spin back to face Carrick, who has left his seat and perched on the front edge of his desk, long legs stretched and crossed at the ankles, and arms loosely folded over his chest. He looks smug and yes, maybe not but five minutes ago, when he had my shirt in his hand and jerking me up close to his face, I thought it wouldn’t be so bad to kiss him, but now I just want to smack him.

“You can put a protection spell back on my house,” I suggest.

He shakes his head. “I politely decline.”

“Aarrgghh,” I yell in frustration, my fists tightening as I stomp my foot. “You’re taking all the control, and I can’t live that way. I’m stifling already.”

Carrick—multi-billionaire and well-respected man of Seattle—rolls his eyes at me like a thirteen-year-old. “You’re being dramatic, Miss Porter.”

I almost launch myself at him, palm itching to slap his pompous face, but he stops me by conceding, “However… I have no intention of keeping you on the sidelines. You’ll come to Faere with me or any other place we need to go. You are the key to the prophecy, after all.”

Hmmm… that sounds more reasonable.

“And the key to getting my reward,” he adds with a roguish grin. Deep in my heart I know he’s probably teasing me since I love to point that out to him.

But it’s still a reminder Carrick isn’t helping with the prophecy to save the world or even, God forbid, me.

He’s still in it for himself, even if he does deserve it like Veda says.

At that moment, Zaid walks in and advises Carrick, “I’ve got word out to Pyke that you need to see him.”

“Who’s Pyke?” I ask, my gaze on Carrick for the answer.

“Light Fae who will get us into Faere.”

I nod dramatically with a knowing smirk. “Because he owes you a favor, right?”

“Something along those lines,” he quips.

“Hey,” Rainey says in excitement, clapping her hands. I spin to face her, charmed by the blatant enthusiasm, although I’m stumped by what she has to be happy about. “Myles and I are now part of your Scooby gang—it’s just like Buffy the Vampire Slayer.”

Rainey and I love Buffy—the TV series, not the movie—and I snort over her reference.

But Zaid’s eyebrows pinch together. “Who is this Buffy the Vampire Slayer you keep talking about? Is she fae or daemon? And why does she call herself a vampire slayer when there’s no such thing as vampires?”

I bust out laughing along with Rainey and Myles, and Zaid only looks more confused. I actually have a tear—purely from laughter and not from grief—come to the corner of my eye, which I nudge away with my knuckle.

I peek over at Carrick, who has an amused expression as he just shakes his head before turning his back on us to settle at his desk again. He opens the book and when he finds me staring at him, he makes a shooing motion. “Go. Titus will take you all to your house to pack, then you can drop Rainey and Myles off at the Fantasia.”

Zaid, Rainey, and Myles head out of the office, but I don’t leave. I wait for Carrick to give me his attention from the book he’d opened again, and he does so with what I deem to be an overly dramatic sigh. “Yes?”

“What are you going to have Maddox do?” I ask curiously.

To my surprise, he doesn’t ignore me or provide a vague answer. “I’m going to have him pound the streets a bit, see if we can figure out more about the incubus you killed. Maybe backtrack from there.”

“He still owes you a favor?” I inquire with a bit of sweet sarcasm to my voice.

Carrick doesn’t take the bait, his tone matter of fact. “No. He’s going to be one up on me.”

“You two have a weird relationship,” I mumble.

“You have no idea,” he replies blandly as he bends his head back down again.

“When do you think we’ll go to Faere?”

He doesn’t look back up. “As soon as we find Pyke so he can take us through the veil.”

“Aren’t there any other ways?”

“Yes, but this is the easiest.”

Carrick stares at me, daring me to ask another question. I almost do so I can get under his skin, but I think I better leave well enough alone.

As it stands, we have a game plan, which means we are on our way to avenging Adira’s death and stopping evil from taking over the world. The enormity of my task should be paralyzing me right now, especially since this time yesterday, I was adamantly opposed to having anything to do with any of this.

It’s amazing how one event can change life’s trajectory, but the minute I knew Adira was dead, I became a different person.

Before I turn to leave, there’s one thing I should have done hours ago. “Thank you for coming to my house after Adira was killed.”

Carrick still doesn’t look up, but his shoulders stiffen a bit. “No problem,” he mutters, his attention riveted to that old book.

My gratitude given, there’s nothing else to do but move out of my house and into this condo, where I expect my life is going to get remarkably interesting.


CHAPTER 12


Finley

My first day back to work, and it’s been a bruiser of a day. First of all, I didn’t sleep well last night. It was my first night in my new temporary home. While the room Zaid had set me up in was plush with the most comfortable mattress and softest sheets, I tossed and turned all night because it wasn’t my home.

I was bleary-eyed when Zaid drove me to work—upon Carrick’s insistence—and he’ll be picking me up soon. I’m finishing out my day at One Bean, helping out on the machines and being close to the employees, mainly because the day started awfully when I had to tell the staff about Adira’s death.

I had to talk to them in small groups as the shop was open and in full swing when I arrived, Lisa, my day manager, doing a spectacular job of getting everything going just before the sun breaks. I then had to make phone calls to those employees who wouldn’t be coming in until after I left. An email would have been easier, but that would have been too cold and sterile. By mid-morning, I’d imparted all the bad news, which had put a pallor over the vibe inside, so I eschewed the work in my office to make my face visible to the staff and customers. My job today was to let my staff grieve as they work and step in when needed, but for the most part, my employees are diligent, loyal, and they really didn’t miss a beat.

Shortly after the lunch crowd had begun to dissipate, I was shocked by a visit from the police detective who had come out to my house the evening Adira died. He wanted to give me an update, and I felt that was incredibly kind of him. Adira’s parents wanted an autopsy given she died so young with no apparent health issues, and I had to agree that it was a smart move. Of course, I know they’re going to find nothing more than a heart attack for no apparent reason.

He also told me that they would be flying her body back to Arizona tomorrow for burial.

“Do you know when the funeral will be?” I asked, but he did not. “I’ll call them and find out.”

We chatted a bit more about the coffee shop—he’d never been here—and I gave him a coffee and bear claw before he left. He promised he’d be back and bring some of his police buddies too.

As I make a double espresso, I think about how much I hate that I won’t be able to go to Adira’s funeral because Carrick made it clear I have to stick close to him. But perhaps Rainey and Myles might want to take the trip. I make a mental note to call her parents after work and find out the details. I also need to get their address to send her belongings, and I’ll probably have to ask Titus to go with me to pack them up, otherwise, Carrick won’t let me go.

I move to the end of the counter, where I call out the name on the double espresso I’d just made. “Mitch.”

A man steps forward, and the fizzing feeling hits my tummy. Without hesitation, I open my sight and see that he’s a light daemon who, like Zaid, looks remarkably similar to his human appearance. Completely nondescript and not worth describing, but I have been practicing my skills all day today. I’d shut them down after Fallon changed just a little over a week ago, so I was afraid they’d be rusty.

To the contrary, however, they seem to be sharper and quicker to access than ever before, and if I had to take a guess… I’m betting that feather on my leg has something to do with it. It’s clearly brought new abilities such as breaking and resisting compulsion, but I think it has enhanced my ability to see under glamours, too.

I also try eavesdropping a few times. I confirm it still doesn’t work on humans, but I actually can hear fae or daemon conversations clearly without needing to focus my sight on whoever is talking.

Not once today did I feel unsafe. Carrick said he’d have eyes on me, and I have to assume that any one of the fae or daemon that came in today could have been working for him. Hell, even some of the humans that came in could be on his payroll. It wouldn’t surprise me if he’d put a bodyguard on me, but if he did, they’re outside watching me. It’s been nothing but a steady stream of customers in and out, most not staying more than an hour or so if they’re working at a table.

Mitch takes the double espresso, and I glance at the clock on the register closest to me. Five minutes until Zaid will be here. He told me to be prompt as he’d be out front at exactly five-thirty, and while I might have gotten comfortable bucking against Carrick from time to time, Zaid is still someone I don’t want to cross.

I take off the navy apron with One Bean’s logo done in white embroidery across the top, then head back to my office. I grab my laptop, shove it into my backpack next to my whip, with the handle securely tied to the outside. I also grab my cell phone, pocket it, and do a quick look around to see if I need anything else.

Satisfied I don’t, I step out of my office and lock it behind me. Not because there’s anything to steal in there, but I do have sensitive employment records as well as business sales data, which is no one’s business. My filing cabinet, though, is light one manila folder as I grabbed Adira’s employment file to take home—rather Carrick’s condo—with me tonight to call her parents.

By the time I’m walking through One Bean, calling out farewells to the employees who just came onto the second shift about an hour ago, Zaid is out front waiting as promised. I’m also happy I am right on time.

I open the front passenger door and slide in, pushing my backpack onto the floorboard. “Hello,” I chirp.

“You should sit in the back,” he grouses.

“Are you a chauffeur?” I ask with a grin, which I know will offend him.

“You know I’m not,” he snaps, then pulls into traffic.

As always happens when I’m in Zaid’s presence, I ponder all the mysteries that make him up. Next to wanting to know more about what happened to my sister and more details on Carrick, Zaid is what I’m probably more curious about than anything. He’s a daemon, born of a light and dark fae, but his aura is a misty gray, which means he is a mix of both.

Because I have a few minutes as he navigates rush hour the four blocks east and another three north to reach the condo, I decide to poke.

“You’ve been working for Carrick a long time, haven’t you?” I ask, laying the initial foundation that I’m being nosy.

Zaid grunts his affirmation.

“How long?”

“Long,” he replies, and I grit my teeth.

“What exactly do you do for him?” I know for certain he’s not a butler or a chauffeur, although he drives Carrick lots of places and always is around the condo cooking, cleaning, making tea, and otherwise carrying out his orders.

“I do anything Carrick wants,” Zaid replies crisply as we come to a stoplight. He drums his fingers on the steering wheel impatiently. I note beneath his glamour, his fingers are slightly longer than a humans, thinner in between the joints and the knuckles are a bit more pronounced. With his gaunt face, it makes him look almost skeletal.

Might as well get personal. “Why is your aura gray?”

“Why are you so nosy?” he retorts and then sighs in relief as the light turns green.

Clearly, he’s not going to tell me anything personal about himself, so I try to find out more about Carrick.

Knowing Zaid has incredible loyalty to Carrick, I don’t dare try to ask anything too personal. “How does Carrick know so much about all of this stuff?”

“What stuff?”

“Supernatural stuff,” I reply, even though he knows what I was asking but just likes being difficult. So I can’t help but add, “You know… fae, daemons, vampires, and such.”

“There are no vampires,” he grumbles, and I have to look out the side window, so he doesn’t see my smile. “But Carrick is quite the scholar. You should ask to see his library sometime.”

“I suppose I should get some grand tour of the entire condo at some point,” I muse since I’m now living there. “I’d love to see the library.”

“It’s in his office,” Zaid replies vaguely as The Prestige comes into view ahead.

“His office?” I ask, perplexed. I’ve been in there. There are no shelves with books, but Carrick was reading a large book last night so it must have come from this mysterious library.

Zaid doesn’t reply, but he doesn’t hide his smirk. Clearly, he knows something about this library and isn’t going to tell me.

We’re just pulling under the portico entrance to the building, so I blurt one more question, “Why did you say a journey prayer over Adira’s body?”

Zaid slams on the brakes a little too hard, apparently thrown off by my question. He turns my way, frowning. “Why wouldn’t I?”

“Because you don’t seem to like anyone,” I point out. “You didn’t even know Adira.”

“So you judge my entire character on the fact I don’t like people?” he asks.

“Well…”

“That’s shallow, Finley,” he mutters as he steps out of the car.

And it sort of is, but I can’t reconcile his dislike of so much and to do something as tender as a prayer over a woman he didn’t know.

Shrugging, I step from the car and haul my backpack out before closing the door. Silently, I follow Zaid in, giving up on any more questions for today. But with a devious smile forming that he can’t see, I realize I have every day to and from work to hound him.

When the elevator doors to the condo open, I hear male voices coming from the kitchen. I follow Zaid, and I’m surprised to see Carrick’s brother, Maddox, sitting at the island with a beer in front of him and a slice of New York pizza in his hand.

Titus is sitting beside him, also with a beer and reaching into one of three boxes on the counter. Carrick stands on the other side, also with a beer and a piece of pizza on a plate before him. He’s surfing his phone as we enter.

“Finley,” Titus says in greeting. “Grab some dinner. We have a big night ahead of us.”

“Oh, yeah?” Maybe he wants to teach me some new moves in the gym, which means I’ll go light on the pizza. I don’t want to barf it up.

Maddox looks my way and lifts his chin, chewing on a bite he’d just taken. When he swallows, he says, “What’s up, beautiful?”

I can’t help but smile back because Maddox is incredibly gorgeous, and to have a man who looks like that call me beautiful is incredibly validating.

Carrick’s head pops up from whatever he was engrossed in on his phone, and he glares at Maddox. He merely shoots a wink at me, and I try not to laugh as I slip onto a stool at the end of the counter. Titus puts a slice of pie on a plate for me before handing it over.

Zaid appears and hands me a bottle of water. “No beer. You have work to do tonight.”

“But they’re drinking beer,” I point out.

“They weigh four times as much as you,” he retorts, which is a complete over-exaggeration, but I accept the water without argument. I am most definitely not going to drink a beer before working out with Titus.

“What are we going to work on tonight?” I ask Titus, picking a piece of pepperoni off my slice, sneaking a glance at Carrick to see him finally eating. It’s weird seeing a man as refined as him eating pizza from a box.

“We’re going out hunting tonight,” Titus replies. I blink at him in surprise before glancing at Maddox.

“Is that why you’re here?” I ask.

“Yup.” He grins, then shoots a brief but taunting glance at his brother. “And I couldn’t pass up an opportunity to see the lovely Finley Porter again.”

I blush, pick up my pizza, and take a bite.

“We’re going to try to find Echo tonight,” Carrick explains. “Maddox knows the underbelly of Seattle better than I do.”

Makes sense. “But why do you want me to go? Wouldn’t you rather me train with Titus?”

Before Carrick can answer me, however, my phone starts ringing and I freeze, recognizing the tone as I drop my pizza to the plate. “It’s Fallon,” I murmur, pulling my phone out and seeing her face on the screen.

Her beautiful human visage smiles with genuine likability and warmth.

It never occurs to me not to answer it. The last time she called, I was terrified to talk to her, but that was before Adira.

Before I committed to the prophecy.

Before I vowed to destroy evil.

Now there is no fear, only determination.

All four men go still and watch as I tap the green icon and put it on speakerphone. In a pre-Adira, pre-birthday-where-I-watched-my-sister-change-into-a-monster voice, I say, “Hey, Fallon. How’s the ski trip going?”

“Not well at all, and I have some terrible news,” she says, but her tone doesn’t match her statement. The words are ominous, but her tone is almost nonchalant.

My gaze lifts to Carrick briefly, not surprised to see him frowning.

I garner sympathy in my tone. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s Blain,” she says flatly with no emotion whatsoever. “He’s gone missing.”

Carrick’s eyes slam to mine, and I know we’re sharing the same thought. He hasn’t gone missing. Fallon has made him go missing.

“What do you mean by missing?” I press for details.

There’s a slight pause before she replies, “He went out for a run the day before yesterday and didn’t come back. The Bern cantonal police are searching for him, but no luck so far.”

“Day before yesterday and you didn’t call me until now?” I don’t need to mask my anger, because had that really been Fallon and she had waited to call me over something so dire, I would have chewed her ass out.

“Honestly, Finley,” she simpers, and it’s so fake it hurts my ears. “I’ve been beside myself with worry. I just didn’t have time.”

“Bullshit,” I mouth the word to Carrick, who nods in agreement.

“At any rate,” she continues. “We’re heading back to Seattle. There’s nothing we can do here, and the police are working hard. I’ve got a lot of stuff on my plate, so I’ll try to find some time we can get together soon. Okay?”

“Sure,” I reply easily. “I’ve got a lot going on with One Bean too, but we’ll try to hook up. There’s a brand-new Indian restaurant I want to try.”

“Sounds yummy,” she replies flatly, and I hear a male’s voice in the background, not Blain’s. “Listen… I have to go but talk soon.”

And she disconnects.

I set my phone down, staring at it thoughtfully.

“Tell me what you just learned from that,” Carrick says.

Lifting my head to give him my regard, I try to toughen the emotion in my voice. “I don’t think the real Fallon is there anymore, or she’s pushed down so deep she can’t surface.”

“What do you mean specifically?” he pushes.

“Well, first and foremost, Fallon hates Indian food with an undying passion. If this Dark Fae inhabiting her body is pulling on Fallon’s memories, they might be weakening or disappearing altogether.”

“That’s a tremendous observation,” Carrick praises. “What else?”

“Her voice was detached. She clearly has no worries about Blain and if there was an ounce of my sister in there, I would have heard it.”

Maddox shifts on his stool toward me, his tone gentle. “You do realize that Blain is probably dead.”

“Yeah,” I murmur, surprised at feeling grief over the man. “That’s what I think. While I really didn’t like the guy, I didn’t want him to die. That’s now two deaths someone is going to pay for.”

“Why kill Blain though?” Titus ponders.

Carrick shrugs. “I suspect because he would have been in the way. He would have noticed the changes and called attention to them. Which means,” he drawls and pauses for dramatic effect, “she’s most likely going to think the same about you, Finley. The more you stay removed from her and off her radar, the safer you’ll be.”

I consider this, and I understand his point. But I am not about to give up the tiny sliver of hope I have. “But what if my sister is still in there? Maybe if she sees me, she might have the strength to show herself.”

“Absolutely not,” Carrick growls. “I forbid you to go near her.”

“You can’t forbid—”

“I can, and I will,” he replies with a growl. “Part of my biggest job now is keeping you safe, and she’s far too dangerous.”

I huff, sitting back in my chair and glaring at Carrick.

Zaid moves to the counter. He reaches for a piece of pizza, which he slides onto a plate. “Did anyone notice when she was talking about coming back to Seattle, she said we’re heading back to Seattle and there’s nothing we can do here?”

“As in plural,” Maddox concludes. “And there was clearly a man in the room with her. So she left for Switzerland with a fiancé, probably killed him and dumped his body in the Alps so it can never be found, and she’s coming back with someone else, presumably the same man we heard.”

“New lover?” Titus queries.

“Maybe,” Carrick replies, but then shakes his head. “But I’m thinking more likely an underling or an ally of some sort. If we’re operating under the theory that because of the timing of how things happened that Fallon is part of the prophecy, she’s going to most likely be pulling as many dark fae and daemons to her side as soon as possible.”

The men start discussing perhaps following Fallon when she gets back, and maybe even Carrick buying another piece of art to check her out more up close.

While I nibble at my pizza, sip at my water, and listen to them with one ear, I’m already planning how I can meet up with Fallon so I can look her over with my own eyes. It does no good to argue with Carrick about it. I’ll just leave him to believe he can control everything I do, but, at the first opportunity, I’m going head to head with Fallon to see if my sister is still in there.


CHAPTER 13


Finley

Carrick wasn’t joking… his brother, Maddox, definitely knows the seedier side of Seattle. We’re on the search for Echo, as according to Maddox, she always knows all the good gossip and rumors among fae and daemons.

Apparently, we’re not going to find her on the downtown streets as Maddox loads us up in his Hummer and takes us to SoDo, south of the stadiums near the train tracks. He told us just between 3rd Avenue South and Occidental Avenue South, there’s a huge homeless encampment where Echo lives.

Maddox’s Hummer isn’t one of those commercial ones with plush seating and modern electronics. It appears to be one plucked straight from military surplus, and it’s incredibly uncomfortable and lacking in shock absorbers because the slightest dimple in pavement causes me to jolt around.

According to Maddox, we’ll park a few blocks from the encampment and prepare to go in on foot so we look less intimidating. But that’s ridiculous thinking, given that all three men I’m with are at a minimum six and a half feet tall and dressed like they’re going to war.

I have to admit it’s a good look on Carrick. All the men wore cargo-type pants—Carrick and Titus in black and Maddox in deep olive green—tucked into combat-type boots. They all wore long-sleeved shirts that were incredibly well fit, all in black, and Titus had a strap holster that held a short sword across his back.

When we get out of the Hummer, I ask, “Are you going to walk the streets with that on your back?”

It’s not like you could exactly tell it was a sword as the sheath was leather and extremely broad, but it was pretty obvious it was a weapon.

Maddox is the one who answers. “These encampments can be incredibly dangerous. These are people’s homes, first and foremost, but the homeless are a fringe society plagued by drug addiction and mental illness, so they will violently protect their area.”

“Great,” I mutter as we start walking down a dark street lined with dilapidated buildings surrounded by fencing topped with barbed wire, feeling incredibly vulnerable. Carrick wouldn’t let me bring my whip tonight because he told me I wouldn’t need it with them fully able to protect me against anything.

“How do you even know where Echo lives?” I ask as we traverse along.

Maddox grins at me, and I only know this in the gloom by the flash of his teeth. “I can’t tell you all my secrets, Red. Otherwise, Carrick wouldn’t ask me for favors, and I couldn’t collect one in return at some point in the future.”

“You’re just like your brother,” I retort as I watch Carrick walking in front of me. “Neither of you do anything unless you get something in return.”

“You make that sound like a bad thing,” Maddox replies with a chuckle.

“That’s exactly what your brother said to me once,” I grouse.

We turn right on the next block, and the road only runs for about fifty yards before it dead ends. Beyond that is a large, cleared out area of hard-packed dirt with dozens and dozens of tents or makeshift lean-tos around the perimeter and others in rows in between. There’s a lone light pole on the far end illuminating the area, as well as a handful of barrels with fires going in them. The tents are old, holes patched with duct tape and garbage bags. The lean-tos are nothing but some old four by fours with tarps attached, also patched up from wear and tear. Nothing but a sea of blue, green, and sometimes bright orange as far as the eye can see. The place is huge.

People mill about, some sitting in old lawn chairs in front of their homes. Several folks stand around the barrels, drinking out of brown bags or smoking joints. It smells awful—a combination of urine, pot, and vomit.

The minute we step foot into their area, all heads turn our way. Carrick, Titus, and Maddox don’t miss a step strolling in and walking right up to the first lit barrel. I follow along closely, noting one of the men reaching over to the side of a tent and nabbing a baseball bat.

“Looking for Echo,” Maddox says to the men. “She around?”

“Don’t know no Echo,” one guy mutters, refusing to make eye contact with Maddox. The other men just glare at the intruders.

“Now see,” Maddox returns in a friendly voice, but there’s clear warning hidden underneath. “I don’t believe that because Echo told me that she lived here.”

A few people start walking our way—men and women—some holding weapons like garden hoes, metal pipes, and one lady holds a tennis racket with broken strings. I’m not nervous, though, because I know Carrick, Maddox, and Titus could slaughter this entire group without blinking an eye.

Just as I know they’d never do that, it’s no surprise when Maddox reaches into the side pocket that sits at thigh level and pulls out a wallet. He opens it, pulls out a single bill, and holds it up. “Got a hundred large right here to the first person that points her tent out to me.”

“That orange-and-silver tent over there,” blurts out the lady with the tennis racket. There’s plenty of grumbling going around by people who couldn’t beat her to the punch. She walks up to Maddox, snatching the hundred-dollar bill from his hand, and the crowd disperses, clearly unconcerned for Echo. I find that terribly sad given they clearly are looking to protect their turf on one hand, but easily give her up for money on the other.

I suspect it has to do with the fact that the people who live here are wise enough to know that Carrick, Titus, and Maddox would tear through each tent and lean-to until they found her.

We make our way over to the orange-and-silver tent, the men careful to circle around me as we walk. As we approach, I’m slightly charmed by the fact there’s a small banner with a multicolored peace sign taped to the side of the tent.

Maddox moves to the front flap, which is zipped and with no door to knock on merely calls through, “Echo… get your ass out here.”

Immediately, we hear shuffling around inside, and the flap unzips. Echo pops her head out, looks warily at Maddox, and, with a huff of annoyance, she crawls out. She looks and feels much the same as when I met her just over a month ago.

I don’t even bother with her human face, but take in the gray sagging skin, lipless mouth, and the freakishly long eyelashes she sports. Echo is a dark daemon. Although her aura is black as pitch, her vibe isn’t flat-out sinister but rather just unsettling. I wonder if the drugs she abuses mutes her intentions.

“What do you want?” she demands as she looks around at us. Her gaze skims over me, then slams back my way. She narrows her eyes, and peers at me. “Hey… I know you, right?”

I nod. “A month ago. You tried to see if I had anything other than human in me.”

For a moment, nothing registers, then a slow smile spreads on her face revealing rotting teeth which could be just her daemon species or just as possible from the meth addiction she has.

“Oh yeah,” she drawls as if a light bulb goes off. “Now, I remember. You felt pure human then, but there’s something different about you.”

My gaze whips to Carrick. “The feather.”

He nods because that’s the one thing that’s distinctively different about me now. I step quickly into Echo, holding my hands out, and demand, “Read me again.”

I’m surprised when she hisses at me, a creepy, murderous sound, and slams both hands into my chest to push me back. Her strength is incredible and given the fact I’m caught unaware, I go flying backward, my feet actually leaving the ground.

I’m immediately caught in Titus’ strong arms, but before he even puts me to rest on the ground, Carrick flashes forward in a blur of speed. When he stops, he has Echo by the throat and holding her off the ground by several inches.

She chokes and claws at his hand, fear in her eyes.

“Touch her like that again, and you’ll get a full taste of iron,” he promises darkly.

Somehow, she manages to nod, and Carrick drops her like a hot potato. She falls hard, crumpling to the ground. Part of me feels bad that Carrick scared the bejeezus out of her, but the other part doesn’t because now I feel a low thrum of malevolence coming from her.

Maddox holds a hand out to her, which she hesitantly takes, and hauls her up. He brings out his wallet again, pulling out another hundred-dollar bill.

Holding it up for her to see, but clearly too far away for her to take, he says, “Read her, then we have some questions we want you to answer.”

Echo swallows, rubs at her throat, and gives a side glare at Carrick. Then she turns to me and holds her hands out. Without hesitation, I take them, despite the fact they are filthy; and watch as Echo closes her eyes. She’s an empath who can read feelings and is apparently rather good at what she does. There’s also the suspicion that her drug usage enhances her abilities.

Frowning, she tilts her head slightly as if trying to listen to something. Then her eyes pop open, and she releases my hands. “She’s different.”

“How?” Carrick demands.

“Light,” she replies. “There’s light inside of her.”

“What the hell does that mean?” he asks.

Echo shrugs. “I have no clue. I don’t get information, just feelings. She’s still human, but there’s a light inside her.”

Carrick’s gaze comes to me, shrewdly considering her words and what they mean. I have not a clue.

“The hundred is yours, Echo, if you answer some questions,” Maddox says, prompting her attention back to him. “There’s a new Dark Fae in town. She’s holed up at an art gallery on First Street. Might be recruiting Dark Fae and daemons to her side. I want to know everything you’ve heard about her.”

Echo’s eyes go flat, and her expression blank. “I’ve never heard of her.”

“Now that’s a lie,” Carrick says as he takes a step toward her.

She retreats, holds her hands up. “Okay… I may have heard something.”

“Like what?” Maddox prompts.

Echo looks around, making sure no one is close, but I don’t understand why. I haven’t seen another fae or daemon in this camp. She moves in closer to us and lowers her voice. “I’ve had a few friends on the street talk about her. Supposedly has immense power, but no one knows where she came from. There hasn’t been a new Dark Fae in this area in ages.”

“Why is she recruiting people?” Maddox asks.

Echo shrugs. “I don’t know that she is. I just heard that a few have been hanging out over at that gallery, although she’s been gone for a few days. That’s not normally my area so these are just rumors I’ve heard.”

“And what’s the word on the person who owned that gallery?” Carrick asks in a tight voice.

“Word is she killed the gallery owner and assumed her identity,” Echo replies, and my heart lurches. I try not to take her words literally because I’m never going to give up the hope that my sister might still be savable. I hate not knowing her actual fate, and the prospect she could be trapped in her own body is horrifying to me.

With all of my history of mental health issues and the time I spent inside a psych unit, I have this mental image of my sister, figuratively locked away in a dark room with a tiny window of light far above her head that she can’t reach. She’s sitting on a cold floor, held captive in a straitjacket, with no way to break free.

My stomach rolls over at the imagery, and I manage to shake it off as Carrick presses Echo. “What else?”

“That’s it. I swear it.” She turns to look at Maddox and the money he’s holding up high. “Now, give me my money.”

“You hear anything else,” Maddox says, “You find me. I’ve got more of this for you, understand?”

“And,” Carrick intones darkly. “You speak a word of this to anyone that we were here, and I’ll destroy you.”

Fear flashes in Echo’s eyes, and she nods. Maddox starts to hand her the money, but something occurs to me and I exclaim, “Wait.”

Without hesitation, Maddox pulls the bill back before she can nab it. Echo’s attention comes to me, loathing flashing in her eyes.

“You walked by my coffee shop a couple of weeks ago. You were talking to someone and pointing at the door. Have you been telling people about me?”

“Who would I tell about you?” she retorts snottily. “You’re not even that interesting.”

I glance at Carrick because his bullshit-meter seems to be working best on Echo. He frowns at her, unsure of what to believe.

“Then why were you pointing at my shop?” I demand.

The look Echo gives me makes me feel like a dumbass as she drawls condescendingly. “Because I really like the coffee there, and I was telling my friend about it. I had no clue you owned it.”

There’s no telling if this is the truth, but really… what does it matter? We know someone is after me by the mere fact the protection spell on my house was broken. Coincidence or not, a Dark Fae got into my house and killed Adira and could have easily killed me.

“Stop in next time and I’ll buy you a cup,” I mutter, taking a step back from her.

Maddox reaches out to hand Echo the hundred-dollar bill, but faster than I can see with any real clarity, Carrick’s hand shoots out and plucks the money from Maddox.

He holds it before him, staring hard at Echo. “There’s more where this comes from if your information is good. But let me also make something else clear… if I find out that you’ve been talking to anyone about Finley—fae, daemon, light or dark—your life is forfeited and I’ll make it painful. Do you understand?”

The enmity I was feeling from her earlier dissipates, and I can actually sense her fear. I wonder if I’m more of an empath than we had originally thought or maybe Carrick is just so freaking scary that there’s no ignoring the vibes of terror she’s putting off over his threat. Echo nods hastily at Carrick, and he extends the money toward her. She hesitates, perhaps thinking it’s a trick and he’ll kill her now.

He pushes it at her, forcing it into her hands. Echo doesn’t say a word, but pivots on her foot and darts deep into the camp to get away from us.

“Let’s go,” Carrick says, leading us back the way from which we’d come. “We still have a hunt to do.”

“A hunt?” I exclaim, jogging to catch up with him. Titus and Maddox trail behind. “I thought this was our hunt.”

Carrick doesn’t even look at me, his tone bland. “That was a fact-finding mission.”

“So we’re going somewhere else?”

True to form, Carrick ignores my question, instead saying, “I hope you learned an important lesson back there?”

I glance back at the encampment. “Um… bring lots of bribery money?”

Carrick stops abruptly and I have no choice but to do the same as his hand latches onto my arm, stopping my momentum. Titus and Maddox walk past us.

Leaning into me, Carrick warns, “Do not get aggressive with any form of fae or daemon. You stepped into Echo without any regard for your own safety. Had she wanted to, she could have hit you in the chest with enough force to rupture your aorta. You completely underestimated her, and you could have been seriously hurt.”

“But… but… I had you, Titus, and Maddox there,” I stutter a lame excuse.

“And you saw that neither one of us were able to stop her from doing that to you,” he snaps, then lifts a finger and taps me on the head with it. “You need to think, Finley, or you’re going to get yourself hurt or killed.”

I wrench my arm away from him, now angry at being treated like a child. “I do think. I’m clever and yes, I may have underestimated her, but I went up against an incubus and won. I was smart enough to get out of an enclosed space in my bedroom, and lure him to my backyard so I could use my whip to—”

“You got lucky,” he snarls. “Humans are no match for fae or daemons in strength. Don’t ever forget it and always be wary, even if one appears to be on your side.”

“Like Zaid?”

“Zaid isn’t on your side,” he replies, pointing out. “He’s on my side.”

I actually sort of knew this, so I don’t argue. We both turn toward the Hummer, up ahead seeing Maddox and Titus already there.

“Where are we going?” I ask again.

“Back to the bar you and Adira met Wade in,” he replies and I almost stumble on the pavement I’m so caught off guard.

“But why?”

“Because you said there was another incubus there that might have been working in conjunction with Wade. We’d like to ask him a few questions.”

The hairs stand up on the back of my neck from his tone, a menacing mix of determination and the promise of pain if the answers don’t come easily. This is a different Carrick than I’ve known before, and while I had suspected he was dangerous—just like Echo a bit ago—I think I underestimated him, too.


CHAPTER 14


Finley

Maddox parks his Hummer a few blocks from the bar in a no-parking zone, yet deep in my gut, I know he won’t get ticketed or towed. It’s like his confidence and what I’ve come to find to be an enormous but slightly charming ego will keep any wily police away.

Or maybe it’s magic.

As Carrick’s brother, maybe he serves the gods and has special abilities, too.

Regardless, I don’t question the darkened street as he shuts the engine off. None of the men move to open doors, and Carrick points to the back cargo area. “Grab the bag, Titus.”

Titus shifts, reaches a meaty arm over the back of the seat, and nabs a small duffel. He hands it to me without even questioning the contents.

I frown as I place the bag on my lap and unzip it. There’s something black and shimmery on top and I pull it out to reveal a skimpy dress with spaghetti straps. I glance back down into the bag to see black strappy heels.

“Oh, hell no,” I exclaim, shoving the dress back into the bag and glaring at Carrick. He’s watching over his shoulder from the front, same as Maddox who has a lopsided grin on his face. “I am not wearing that dress in there. There’s no reason at all.”

The outfit I have on now wasn’t all military commando like the men, but the workout pants, shirt, and jacket all in black were functional for when they said we were going out for a hunt.

“You want me to be bait?” I ask them incredulously. Not because I’m afraid to dangle myself out there, but because it’s humiliating. I’ve been training and can hold my own. I am the key to stopping the prophecy.

I am not a saucy seductress trying to lure an incubus.

None of the men reply, but just stare at me with determination.

Expecting I’ll understand and accept my part in tonight’s mission.

“Ugh,” I growl in frustration, pulling the dress back out. “Fine. I’ll wear it.”

Maddox’s smile gets bigger in appreciation, Carrick’s expression seems guarded, and Titus chuckles. None move.

“Get out of here so I can dress,” I order them. “Not about the give you guys a peep show.”

Titus is the first out, Carrick stares at me only a moment longer before he starts to exit, and Maddox twists a bit more so he can see me. “That dress is pretty short so if you bend over at any point, you will be giving everyone a peep show. Just thought you should know.”

“Out,” I yell.

I get a wink and then he disappears.

The windows on the Hummer are tinted but still, each man respectfully turns their backs on the vehicle as I manage to wiggle out of my workout clothes and shimmy into the dress. It’s barely there and the heels are death traps, but I imagine this will draw out the incubus if he’s in the bar, as well as every other creep. I pull my hair out of the elastic tying it at the back of my neck and scrub my fingers through it to make it wilder than normal. I don’t bother trying to check my makeup in the rearview mirror because I didn’t put any on, so hopefully the dress and hair are enough to do their job.

When I open the passenger door to step out, it’s Maddox on that side who gallantly offers me a hand. I wobble only slightly when my heels touch the pavement but immediately get my bearings. I feel stable for some reason despite the four-inch stilettos, but maybe that’s because this is work. This isn’t for socializing, which isn’t my forte, but I am definitely more equipped to handle a mission to question the incubus that was with Wade and who, for some very brief and humiliating moments, actually had me in his thrall.

I lean over slightly before releasing Maddox’s hand, noting the feather stretching out along the outside of my right calf. Admittedly, it’s beautiful and strangely a bit comforting since I know it’s responsible for my abilities to repel the sexual compulsion an incubus puts out.

“Ready?” Maddox asks as we move around the rear of the Hummer, meeting Carrick and Titus on the sidewalk where we face each other in a small circle. Titus left his sword in the vehicle as there’s no way they’d let him in the bar with it.

It’s chilly out and I rub at my arms, which unfortunately causes my cleavage to deepen within the low-cut dress. Titus would be ever the gentleman and would keep his eyes level with mine. I expect Maddox to give an appreciative look, but he too keeps his gaze face level with me.

I’m surprised when it’s Carrick who doesn’t necessarily look at the dark shadow between my breasts but instead runs his eyes up my body in a slow perusal. I can tell by the naked appreciation on his face, he’s the one who chose this dress for me.

For the first time, I feel a sizzle of attraction from him as he takes me in—not an ounce of loathing, frustration, or annoyance. His normally bland-to-determined expression of indifference—depending on his mood—is replaced by a warmth that seems to radiate. Surely, it’s a trick of the street lighting, but his eyes seem to go even lighter in their color until they’re almost the shade of champagne.

And the one thing I can usually expect from Carrick whenever he looks at me is a perusal of my hair, which is wild and springing out in all directions as it pours down my back, finally landing his focus on my eyes. The intensity by which he studies me causes flutters in my belly, and it makes me irrationally nervous suddenly. One arm goes to my belly, the other twirling a lock of hair. “You should have told me we were doing this,” I complain. “I could have brought my makeup bag.”

“You most certainly don’t need makeup,” Maddox says, and there’s the leer I’d been expecting, which isn’t creepy so much as silly.

“No,” Carrick adds softly, gaze pinned to my face. “You don’t.”

“Enough ogling,” Titus growls, but there’s laughter in his eyes. “What’s the plan?”

It appears the plan is simple enough, and Carrick—back to being all business—lays it out as we walk to the bar. He, Titus, and Maddox will hang out in the background, circling, so eyes are on me at all times. I’m to sit at the bar and look sexy. I’m also to survey the area to see if I can locate the incubus that had every intention of draining my life away that night. If I do, I’m to touch my right ear while looking at him.

It’s a solid plan.

Simple.

I could have come up with it.

Inside the bar, we separate, and my protectors melt into the crowd. There’s a country-rock band on stage, and the dance floor is full of a combination of people rocking out to the music and others trying to dance. Most of the tables are full, and the long bar looks at about eighty-percent capacity. I choose a seat near the middle, which will give me the best vantage point, and order a Jack and Coke.

Drink before me, I swivel the stool to face outward and cross my legs to hold on to some semblance of modesty as the short dress rides up, barely covering the parts that need covering. Ordinarily, a woman would feel sexy in a dress like this, but I don’t for two reasons. Mainly because I’m focused on finding this incubus, but also because I’m wearing athletic-type underwear that comes up high on my tummy and rides low over my hips and is without a doubt the most un-sexy thing I own.

First, I look around to see if I can find Carrick, Titus, and Maddox. Given their height, it’s not hard, and they are spread out. Maddox is talking to a woman who is hanging on him, but he’s not paying her keen attention, his gaze outwardly focused and trailing over me a few times. Carrick is leaning up against a wall to the left of the stage, his arms crossed over his chest, and an aura about him that clearly states he doesn’t want to be approached.

Titus is on the opposite side of Carrick. While his expression is affable as he actually bops his head to the music, his sheer size keeps people away.

I focus my attention on the bar patrons, looking for the incubus that was with Wade. There are so many people out there that it’s hard to identify if he is too. I got a good look at him, but frankly, it’s hazy. Those few minutes he had his hand on me, hitting me hard with sexual compulsion, has dulled some of my memory. But I remember he had russet-colored hair with a bit of a red gleam under the bar lights and light blue eyes.

I also remember what an incubus looks like under their veil with the gray pitted skin and rotting teeth, and I shudder even thinking about that thing touching me. For some odd reason, it strikes me that Echo also has gray skin and rotting teeth, but her facial features are far different than the incubi I’d seen. Still, I can’t help but wonder if one of her parents was an incubus or succubus. After all, they manipulate emotion to get their victims to do their bidding. Echo reads emotion, so perhaps there’s a connection there.

I’d ponder it further as I look around, except I’m hit with a rolling bout of nausea deep in my belly, followed immediately by a warm flush of desire. Involuntarily, I squeeze my legs together as I swivel my head to the left.

And right there is the incubus that almost had me two nights ago. Standing right beside me.

He nods down at my drink. “Can I buy you another one?”

Before I answer him, before I even touch my right ear to let the men know he’s standing right beside me, I do something far more important.

While Carrick is probably watching and can easily see this is an incubus, until I touch my right ear, he doesn’t know it’s the incubus we’re looking for, so he won’t make a move just yet. Still, I don’t have a lot of time for what I have planned.

I haven’t been able to practice it and its theory only, but I know the feather on my leg gives me some sort of ability to protect myself. Two nights ago, it came to me in a surge of energy, starting with a tingle in my feather tattoo and curling in my gut before exploding outward. It broke the compulsion, not only the one that had ensnared me, but it lessened Wade’s sexual hold on Adira somewhat. Enough to let us escape.

In that instance, my energy went outward and broke the powers of the fae that were put upon us.

It happened again that night when I was facing down Wade in the backyard, as he tried to compel me toward him. I was able to coil that energy and slam it back toward him, breaking the spell.

So, I’ve been thinking. If those powers reside in me, and the feather is the catalyst, could I access those powers and pull them over me like a shield instead? Could I use it as a proactive protection?

I’m going to experiment while I have the opportunity—before Carrick can figure out what’s going on, which won’t be very long. I smile at the incubus and say, “Sure.”

Ensuring my participation in at least a drink, I don’t feel him increase the compulsion any. While he flags the bartender, I take the opportunity to see if I can access my powers at will rather than from a surge in fear.

I close my eyes, conjure the image of the feather in my mind, and try to pull forth its power. I imagine a pearly colored shield, the same color as the feather, extend over me, and settle up against my body. Pulling on that ability hard, I wait for that low thrum of sexual desire to leave my body.

Instead, it hits me even harder, and I experience a jolt of lust spear through me. My eyes pop open, and the incubus is there in front of me. His human face looks charming and flirty while his fae face is cruel and hungry.

He runs a hand up my bare arm, leans in as it reaches the side of my neck. His power thrums again with intensity and I feel my mind starting to acquiesce, believing dying while feeling like this might not be so bad.

Placing his lips near my ear, he whispers, “I remember you from the other night, and I wasn’t happy you left so suddenly.”

My mind is sluggish, and I’m not sure really what he means. Is he mad Adira and I left, or does he know I broke his powers somehow?

And really… why does that even matter because it’s probably a good idea if I go with him right now so I can see just how good he can make me feel?

“Ah,” he murmurs appreciatively as he hits me with another blast of pleasure-laced power that I feel all over my body. It causes me to moan as my nipples harden, and I don’t even feel embarrassed about it. “Now, you’re mine. Let’s get out of here, shall we?”

“Yes, let’s,” I reply, my words sounding thick on my tongue. He helps me slide from the stool, and I feel like there’s something I’m forgetting to do.

Pay for my drink?

Call someone?

Carrick, maybe?

It’s not important because I’m completely in a sexual thrall. I move easily, wanting to hurry and not quite sure why or how I even came to be in this bar.

All I can think about is getting out of this crowded place, getting somewhere private, and taking our clothes off.

The incubus leads me through the door and out into the chilly evening. It feels good against my heated skin but would feel better if I got this stupid dress off. We hustle down to the end of the block, turn right, and then fifteen feet more, there’s a side alley.

Nice, dark, and private.

I go without hesitation.

As soon as we’re past the light of the street, the fae slings me forward so roughly that I stumble several feet, but I’m able to right myself. He blasts me again, this time with a bolt of desire that hits me straight between the legs, and I almost orgasm. One hand goes to the hem of my dress, and I start to pull it up. The other hand dives straight down the front of my granny panties, and I don’t have even one bit of embarrassment about them. All I know is that I almost had an orgasm, but it eluded me, and if I can just touch myself, I’ll be able to grab onto it.

One orgasm to knock the edge off, then I can get naked.

The dress gets just to my stomach, my fingertips almost to their goal, as the incubus starts walking toward me. In my heart of hearts, I know I’m going to die, but it’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make because of how I’m feeling at this moment.

Something shadowy moves behind the Dark Fae, and I cry out in surprise when I see the tip of a sword protrude through his belly, covered in thick, black blood. My cry is one of devastation, then something warm and secure settles over me like a soft cashmere blanket.

Carrick stands before me, fury in his eyes.

There’s also something else—something gentle—as he pulls my hand out of my underwear and tugs my dress down over my hips. The fae must not be dead because I still feel the lust and desire that he provoked within me, and my hands go back to pull my dress up again.

Because I’d much rather take it off for someone like Carrick and well, here he is right in front of me.

“Carrick,” I whisper breathlessly. “Help me get this dress off. I need you to touch me.”

“Fuck,” he curses low under his breath and catches my hands in his before I can grab the material again.

“Please,” I beg him, and I wonder if there will come a day when I’ll feel ashamed for this moment. “If you’d just touch me—”

“A thaisce,” he murmurs, bringing a hand to my cheek, and again, a calming sensation washes over me. His expression is something I’ve never seen before—at least not leveled at me. Banked desire, tenderness, and just a raging tint of fury. I’m not sure if he’s mad at my behavior, mad at the incubus, or mad at the opportunity in front of him that he can’t take. “Not like this. Never like this.”

I frown. What did he just call me? And why never?

I hate I’m still so muddled.

Carrick’s hand moves from my cheek to the back of my neck, where he squeezes gently and murmurs low words I don’t understand. I suddenly feel woozy, and my eyes start to droop.

“Sleep,” he says.

Just before blackness takes me, he scoops me up in his arms. I hate the last thing I see is disappointment on his face.

*     *     *

When I wake up, I’m in a strange bed and in an unfamiliar t-shirt that swallows me up. The room is lavish with heavy cherry furniture, silk Persian rugs, and custom drapery on windows overlooking a valley of green hills with a pink sunrise on the horizon.

I sit up, look left and then right, noting I am all alone. There’s no panic as I remember everything about last night, right up until Carrick saved me from the incubus.

I know this isn’t his home though, as it’s not his style.

Carefully, I get out of the bed and as I walk around it, I spot a bench that has my workout clothes folded on it. There’s an open door leading into a bathroom, so I snatch my clothes up and head that way.

Once I’ve dressed, attended my morning toilet, and run my fingers through my messy, sleep-ridden hair, I exit the bathroom only to yelp when I see Maddox casually lounging on the bed.

Bringing my hand to my heart, I exclaim, “You scared me to death.”

“Sorry.” He grins, not sorry at all. “I see you found your clothes. Pity… I rather like the thought of you wearing my t-shirt.”

“Your t-shirt?” I ask in surprise.

He sweeps a hand out. “Couldn’t very well have you going to sleep in that skimpy little dress now, could we?”

“You undressed me?” My tone is incredulous, my cheeks heating up.

“Gods no,” he replies with a roguish grin. “Carrick would have killed me had I thought to do such a thing.”

“Then who did undress me?” I ask suspiciously as Maddox rolls off the bed.

He moves to the door and opens it, indicating I should precede him out. “I imagine Carrick did the disrobing and then re-robing in my t-shirt.”

My face flames red as I can clearly remember coming on to Carrick last night. Had he not mercilessly put me to sleep with some of his power, I’m afraid of what I might have done to seduce him.

“Where are we?” I ask as Maddox joins me in the hall, resisting the urge to fan my face from the embarrassment of what I did last night causing it to warm.

“A friend’s house,” he replies. “Just north of Seattle.”

“Who?” I press.

“Let’s just say a lady friend who is currently spending time at her home in Aruba,” he replies impishly.

Now that makes sense because this traditional yet luxurious decor doesn’t suit Maddox either. And I can only imagine Maddox probably has lady friends in every major city. He just seems the sort.

I follow him down a massive staircase and through double doors to a dining room where I find Carrick and Titus eating breakfast.

“Morning, sunshine,” Titus says jovially.

Carrick is back to normal. I get nothing but a quick, dismissive glance before he turns his attention back to his bacon and eggs while scrolling his phone that sits beside his plate. I’m happy for this because he apparently saw me naked last night as he changed my clothes, and I don’t think I can even look him in the eye right now.

I take a chair closest to Titus, then help myself to the platters of food before me—bacon, eggs, sausages, toast, pancakes, fresh fruit, and pastries. Titus’ plate is loaded with all of it, and I chuckle as I take a much more modest amount for myself.

Maddox moves to the chair opposite me, but he doesn’t touch the food, perhaps indicating he’s already eaten.

Reaching for the carafe of coffee, I direct my question to the man most likely to give me an honest and complete answer, and that would be Maddox. “What are we doing here at your lady friend’s house?”

“Well,” he drawls as he leans forward, crossing his arms on the table and leering at me. “My lady friend likes her pleasures, um, let’s just say a little on the kinky side.”

“Kinky side?” I ask, tipping some cream into my coffee.

“Well, her basement is really quite the wonderland of implements and toys, but most importantly, she has a rubber room that has a variety of cuffs, whips, and chains, which is easily hosed down.”

My jaw drops as cream continues to pour into my cup until it’s overflowing. Maddox merely glances down at it and says, “Your coffee.”

“Shit,” I mutter, placing the little pot of cream—which is now almost empty—back on the table. I can only imagine the things that Maddox does with his lady friend in there, but I know we’re not here for sex.

“The incubus,” I say, turning my attention to Carrick. “You tortured him, didn’t you?”

I direct this question to the man I am confident led the interrogation of the Dark Fae they must have captured last night as I was rescued. I’m guessing that sword I saw come through the fae’s belly was Titus’ and was made of iron so it incapacitated him.

Carrick’s gaze levels on me, his eyes gleaming with pride. “You’d be surprised what you can get out of someone when you pin them to the wall with iron daggers.”

There was a time—pre-Adira’s death—when this would have sickened me. But knowing they were going to hunt this incubus down and get information from him in a violent way has me feeling nothing but curiosity as to what they learned.

“And?” I drawl, picking up my fork and stabbing some scrambled eggs.

Carrick lays his utensils down, then wipes his mouth with a napkin. “I’m confident that neither of those incubi were sent by Fallon after you in particular. They didn’t even know who Fallon was, so it was coincidental.”

“Which means we’re no closer to learning who took down the protection spell on my house,” I mutter.

“But the incubus knew you had some powers,” Titus intones, and my gaze swings back the other way. “Felt you break his hold the other night, so he knew you were different just as he realized you weren’t fae or daemon. But he swears he didn’t tell anyone.”

“So we don’t know if Fallon is aware of me being something other than just her annoying sister,” I murmur thoughtfully. It’s not good for me since I intend to confront her to see if I can draw the real Fallon out. If she does know I’m different and could be an obstacle to her, I could be walking into a death trap. I turn my attention back to Carrick. “Do you believe everything he said?”

“I do,” Carrick says, a hard glint in his eye and I wonder exactly what else was done other than iron spikes.

I huff with frustration, letting my fork clatter to my plate. “Sucks not knowing where the danger is coming from.”

Everyone at the table is silent until Maddox speaks. “My money is still on Fallon. Now, it may be that she knows you have special abilities and are a threat to whatever she might be planning, and we know she’s planning something since Stan foresaw something dark was coming. Not to mention the whole gods telling Carrick there’s a prophecy thing. Or, it could merely be she wants anyone tied to her personally eliminated, so she doesn’t have to explain her change in behavior. Honestly, I think the latter is most likely.”

“I agree,” Carrick says, but then points out the obvious. “Doesn’t change the fact that Finley’s in danger, so we keep up the training, keep her under watch, and we get to Faere to see what we can learn.”

“Any movement on that?” I inquire, deciding I need to finish my breakfast.

“As a matter of fact, yes.” Carrick shoots me a never-before-seen grin—playful and completely disarming. “Turns out Stan the Light Fae owes Lucien a favor. He’s granting it to me to call in, so he’s going to get us into Faere since we can’t find Pyke.”

I roll my eyes because, of course, a favor earned is getting us there. I have no time to inquire about who this Pyke actually is because Carrick nods at my plate. “Eat up. We need to get back to the city. We both have jobs to attend to.”

I startle for a moment, realizing I haven’t thought of One Bean even once. It’s usually my first thought upon waking, and a current of guilt ripples through me. Is the prophecy and all this craziness going to end up becoming my obsession? Because if it does, that doesn’t bode well for my commitment to One Bean.

I resolve to do better and handle both with equal devotion.


CHAPTER 15


Finley

Rainey and Myles enter One Bean holding hands. While it’s still so weird seeing them this way, it also just seems like it should have always been. I had not realized how perfect they would be together until I saw them and understood they fit each other like gloves.

We’d planned to have a late lunch together here so I could fill them in on what had happened with the incubus.

And other things…

I had their orders ready, myself too nervous to eat so only coffee for me. I grab their paninis, bottled waters, and my cup of java, then meet them at one of the tables on the upstairs outdoor balcony where I had placed a little “Reserved” sign. It was one of the benefits of ownership which I didn’t mind taking advantage of because it was sunny and mid-seventies out today.

The wrought-iron chairs have a tiny wobble as we sit, and I make a mental note to get them fixed. Not that they’re a danger, but because it makes them annoying.

After passing out the food, we don’t even bother with the normal friendly lunch chat we might engage in if our lives were ordinary.

“Are y’all set to fly out tomorrow?” I ask. They’re heading to Adira’s funeral in Arizona, and I hate that I can’t go. But Carrick told me we’d be leaving for Faere and I’m just going to have to let Rainey and Myles extend my condolences to Adira’s family.

“We are,” Rainey says as she picks up her sandwich. “I just don’t like leaving you.”

“I personally think we should be accompanying you to Faere,” Myles says, ignoring his food for the moment.

I reach out, touching his forearm. “I know you want to, and I love you for it. But not only is it too dangerous, but Carrick has simply forbidden it.”

“Of course he did,” Myles bites out. He’s made it clear he doesn’t like Carrick in the slightest. I think, deep down, he blames Carrick for all of this even though it’s not his fault at all. Or maybe Myles just blames Carrick for not getting me out of this predicament, but I doubt he has that ability.

And while I would seriously love for Rainey and Myles to go to Faere with us—mainly because it would be an adventure like no other for us to share—Carrick has been drilling into me the last few days how utterly dangerous the trip will be. It’s mostly because I’m human and fae pretty much hate humans since they’re the cause of them being driven from this plane of existence.

Although Carrick has assured me that no harm will come to me as long as he is escorting me through that realm, I’m still a bit nervous. There’s no way I could ever take the chance that Rainey and Myles could get hurt. I’m glad of their support, but they can’t put themselves in the line of fire.

“Tell us about the incubus,” Rainey says after swallowing a bite of her sandwich. Myles unwraps his, then starts to eat.

I had texted both yesterday when I got back into the city from Maddox’s “lady friend’s” estate to give a brief update about finding the other incubus. I invited them to lunch today because yesterday was all about catching up on my real job here at the shop.

First, I tell them about how we tracked down Echo, how word was spreading about the new Dark Fae in town, and the rumor she killed my sister and assumed her identity. I’m sure when the rumor floats, it probably goes something like this. A Dark Fae of unknown species came to town, physically confronted my sister, took her life, buried her somewhere in the woods, and glamoured herself to look like Fallon. I doubt anyone knows that she was inside of Fallon somehow, and that she took over her body from within.

I don’t know if that means my sister is still alive somehow or not, but it’s what’s driving me now. Strange that what happened to Fallon wasn’t enough to jolt me into action, instead, doing the opposite by making me want to shrink away from it all. Weird Adira’s death was the catalyst to get me into the fray, but as it stands, next to helping thwart the prophecy, my main goal is to save my sister if it can be done.

I recount to my friends how we got the incubus, skimming over the details of how I fell under his thrall and couldn’t bust out my new powers to break it. Clearly, I have some practicing to do where the feather and my abilities are concerned. The only thing I can figure so far is the first two times the feather helped me converge energy to break compulsion, I was under extreme fear and duress. Night before last, when I confronted the incubus and tried to call forth the power for protection, I had felt safe because I knew I had three powerful men watching me. I didn’t have the adrenaline driving me, and therein must lie the difference.

Regardless, learning how to use this feather properly won’t happen until we can learn how I got it.

As I’m winding up the summary of my night with the incubus, I most definitely don’t recount trying to take my clothes off, especially when Carrick was right there in front of me.

However, I don’t spare the details on what happened later. “Carrick tortured the incubus for information. I’m told they pinned him to the wall with iron spikes.”

Rainey wrinkles her nose, but Myles seems nonplussed as he asks, “What information did he get?”

“That the incubi weren’t sent after Adira or me. That was coincidental. The incubus did know I had some sort of power but said he didn’t tell anyone.”

Rainey sets her sandwich down, then picks up her napkin to wipe her mouth. “Did it know anything about the DFF?”

My brows furrow. “DFF?”

“Dark Fae Fallon,” Myles explains. “We don’t like calling that thing Fallon because it’s not your sister.”

It’s clever, slightly funny, and a good moniker. But it’s a potent reminder my sister might be lost forever.

Which is the reason why I asked them to come here for lunch.

“I texted Fa—um—I mean DFF,” I say, deciding I like not giving that thing my sister’s name.

Rainey’s and Myles’ eyebrows shoot up, but Myles asks, “Are you sure that’s a good idea? To call attention to yourself?”

I shake my head. “I can’t just sit back and wonder where she is and what she’s doing. I haven’t heard a thing from her since her call two days ago when she was coming back to Seattle.”

“What did you say to her?” Rainey asks cautiously.

It’s just as easy to let them read the exchange, so I unlock my phone screen to show it to them.

Finley: Checking in. Did you make it back to Seattle?

Fallon: Yes. Just last night.

Finley: Any news about Blaine?

Fallon: None. His parents are there helping the police search.

Finley: That’s good. You holding up?

Fallon: Keeping busy helps.

Finley: If you need anything, let me know. Been busy myself, but I can swing by if you need it.

Fallon: I’m good. Thanks.

That’s the extent of the exchange. Both Myles and Rainey bring their eyes to me as they slide my phone across the table. I pick it up while laughing mirthlessly. “I had to restrain myself from asking why she wasn’t in Switzerland helping with the search, but what was the point? We know she wasn’t there because she killed him.”

I experience a moment of sadness for Blaine, but unfortunately, I need to put it aside. I can’t help him now, but I can help others.

“You can tell by her clipped responses there’s nothing of your sister in those words,” Rainey says gently.

I nod as I’d thought the same thing. “But there’s a more important clue in there.”

“What’s that?” she asks.

“She’s not attempting to pretend to be my sister.”

“And that means what?” Myles queries.

I shrug. “It either means I’ve stayed so much in the background these two weeks that she’s not worried about me being a problem, or she doesn’t want me to be a problem and will try to off me the way she did Blaine.”

“Fuck,” Myles mutters, which is very anti-Myles. Like me, he pulls that word out in times of extreme dismay, unlike Rainey, who uses it quite frequently, but always in a lady-like manner.

“What did Carrick say about this?” Rainey asks.

“I didn’t show him,” I mutter, tucking my phone back in my pocket. I lift my gaze, staring them both down. “Because I decided to go visit DFF to see if there’s any of my sister left in there. Carrick would do anything in his power to stop me, so he’s not privy to this information.”

I know this because I brought up the idea to Carrick last night at dinner, a solitary affair with just him and me at the dining table. Zaid served us and left, and I thought perhaps it was so we could talk privately. I didn’t bother to ask where Titus and Maddox were, instead laying out my idea to visit Fallon.

“I forbid it,” he’d said.

And for a solid ten seconds, I thought about arguing with him. I was, after all, incensed he felt he could dictate my life. But then I realized I shouldn’t waste my breath because it wouldn’t change anything. In fact, it could cause Carrick to lock me away in his condo if he thought I’d do something rash.

So I shut my mouth, eating the salmon and wild rice Zaid had made, which was delicious. I decided right then and there I was going to do it no matter what Carrick said.

“This is not a good idea,” Myles says emphatically, dropping his sandwich on the wrapper.

“Way too dangerous,” Rainey agrees.

“Don’t try to talk me out of it.” I lean forward on the table. “I’m going to do it with or without your help, but I’d really like your help.”

They both jolt in surprise because since the moment I enlightened them to this new world, I’ve made it clear they must take a backseat for their own safety. Now I’m inviting them on a dangerous mission, and I immediately see interest in their expressions.

“First, let me say the danger will be minimal as I’m going to go to the gallery in the daytime where there will be pedestrians walking by and customers hopefully inside, so it’s not like she can do anything to me there.”

“And we’ll be by your side, which means she won’t be able to do anything,” Myles points out.

“Actually… you won’t.” I wince apologetically. “I need your help in getting there, though.”

Myles blinks before frowning. “You mean you need a ride? That’s our big adventure to check out DFF?”

“Oh, it’s way more than a ride,” I rush to assure him. “I need help escaping One Bean since Carrick has eyes on me all the time for my safety. There’s probably someone in here right now or out on the street watching. I was hoping you’d pull the car up to the alley door in back, so I can slip out that way.”

Myles grunts his displeasure at being relegated to such a menial task, but he picks up his sandwich. “Better eat and get fueled up for this entirely dangerous escapade Rainey and I are about to pull.”

“Wait,” Rainey says with alarm, head whipping Myles’ way. “We’re going to let her do this?”

Mouth full of panini, Myles talks around it. “You heard her. She’s going to do it with or without our help. Might as well help her.”

“Or we could call Carrick and tell him what she’s planning,” Rainey suggests.

“If you do that, I’ll sneak in your room at night and cut off all your hair,” I warn her, mostly teasing but with enough menace in my tone that she backs down.

“Fine,” she says. “We’ll help get you there.”

“Great,” I reply with a grin. “Finish your lunch, then meet me in the back alley in about twenty minutes.”

I push up from the table, but not before I see Rainey and Myles share a look. I can’t read or interpret it. It’s a special language all their own, which I think is sweet if not a bit alarming.

*     *     *

We luck into a parallel spot half a block down from the gallery. My escape through the back alley went smoothly, or at least I think it did. No one jumped out to grab me or prevent me from leaving.

Myles and Rainey were unusually silent on the way over, but I assumed they were pouting because I wouldn’t let them go in.

I take a deep breath before opening the back door of Rainey’s car. They both glance over their shoulders at me. “I’ll be in and out before you know it.”

Neither argues with me. Neither wishes me luck, either, and I decide they are definitely pouting.

“Look at all this foot traffic out here,” I point out with a bright smile. “And the gallery front is nothing but floor-to-ceiling windows. I’ll be in plain sight.”

Finally, I get a reluctant smile from Rainey. “Good luck.”

My gaze moves to Myles, and he nods. “You got this.”

“Yeah, I do,” I reply confidently. Because I know I’m going to catch DFF off guard, I only plan to stay long enough to determine if I can reach my sister while perhaps lulling DFF into a false sense of security that I won’t be interfering in her life.

I exit the car, sling my backpack over my shoulder, and shut the door quietly before stepping up onto the sidewalk. I’ve got on my lucky Chucks today, the classic white high tops, although they’ve grayed a little with wear and age. While I had been dressing a little nicer while working at One Bean since taking ownership, I walked out of Carrick’s condo today knowing I was going to see Fallon, so I decided to dress comfortably in case, God forbid—or is it gods forbid?—we tangled. While my whip is coiled and hidden in my bag, I feel a bit safer knowing it’s close by. However, I didn’t want the handle out and attached to the side. I don’t want to call unnecessary attention to myself when coming face to face with DFF.

Reaching the gallery, I take a deep breath and let it out slowly. “You got this, Finley,” I murmur.

Opening the door, I step onto the black lacquered floor, immediately taking in the people inside. There is a couple perusing art, clearly human. That is probably my best safety net. A person I’m guessing is an employee sits behind the counter and I don’t need to open my senses to know it’s a dark creature. A quick peek beneath the veil reveals a dark daemon. He looks up at me, doesn’t appear to recognize or know who I am, and goes back to flipping through a magazine on the counter.

And there is Fallon.

Or the creature formerly known as Fallon.

DFF.

She’s on the opposite side of the room, talking to someone on her cell phone. She doesn’t notice me as she’s angled slightly toward the wall, so I take the time to observe her even as I ignore the heavily nauseated feeling her vibe is causing me.

She looks like my sister.

Somewhat.

She’s definitely not wearing Fallon’s clothing, as the deep red wrap-around dress is cut incredibly low to show way too much cleavage for a business owner, and her makeup is overdone and gaudy. She’s either gotten a perm or taken to meticulously curling her hair with a small wand as her bob is shortened greatly by the tight curls she now bears. When I look under the glamour, however, she’s still as terrifying as I remember, and I quickly switch back to human mode.

While I’d become incredibly adept at leaving fae and daemon’s true forms in place after I looked, I just can’t face this creature in her true form. There’s some measure of comfort in staring at my sister’s face, even though her hair and makeup are off.

DFF ends the call and starts for her office, which has her angling across the gallery floor and heading my way.

When her gaze comes to mine, she blinks in absolute surprise to see me there. Despite my gut clenching from the darkness she exudes, I smile, holding a hand up. “Hey, sis.”

Lips pressed into a flat line, she attempts to sound friendly as her heels click over the hard floor toward me. “Finley. What a… surprise?”

“I was actually in the area, so I thought I’d just pop in and say hello,” I reply, thankful my voice sounds strong, my tone lighthearted.

“It’s really not a good time—”

DFF stops in mid-sentence when the door to the gallery opens behind me. I glance back over my shoulder to see Rainey and Myles walking in, hand in hand.

Myles thumbs over his shoulder. “We got a parking spot on this block,” he says loudly, then turns to DFF. “Hey, Fallon.”

“We’re so sorry to hear about Blaine,” Rainey drawls sympathetically. “If there’s anything we can do, you need to let us know.”

I can feel my face turn red with anger that they would deliberately come in here when I told them not to, but part of me is impressed with their gumption.

“Yes, well,” DFF says flatly, absolutely unmoved by Rainey’s concern. “The Bern police are doing everything they can.”

And this is it. My moment to see if I can reach Fallon. “Um… remember your gallery show last month?”

“Yes,” DFF says in exasperation.

“Well, I had on the bracelet you gave me for my eighteenth birthday, but it didn’t match the other jewelry you gave me, so I put it in your desk drawer.”

DFF stares at me blankly.

“You know the one,” I continue with a sheepish smile. “The dragonfly charm bracelet because, you know, dragonflies are my thing.”

“Yes, right,” Fallon says dismissively. “I’ll get it for you.”

“No need,” I reply quickly as I start heading toward her office. “I know exactly where it is.”

Before I turn away from her, her eyes narrow on me in displeasure. Part of me cringes thinking she might hit me with a blast of some dark mojo magic in the back or something. It seems to take forever, but the moment I step inside her office and out of her view, I blow out a deep breath of relief and count to ten.

Shoring back up, I step out of her office with a deeply confused expression as I walk toward her, Rainey, and Myles. “It’s not there. I could have sworn I put it there.”

“Maybe you were mistaken,” she replies crisply.

“Maybe,” I mutter, trying to look abashed. “Well, we’re actually doing some clothes shopping this afternoon, so we need to get going.”

“Fine,” DFF replies stonily. “Next time… maybe call in advance to make sure I’m available.”

“Of course,” I reply solicitously. “But seriously, Fallon… you know we hardly ever see each other. No telling when we might have time to hang.”

“Right,” she replies with uncertainty. “Well, good day to you all.”

“Good day,” I chirp back as Rainey, Myles, and I hustle out of the gallery.

We turn a sharp right and head down the block to Rainey’s car.

“That was just weird,” Myles says. “She didn’t address Rainey or me by name. I don’t think she knew who we were.”

“And dragonflies aren’t your thing,” Rainey points out. “That was a lie, right? To see if she’d correct you, because it was a butterfly bracelet she got you for your birthday.”

“Fallon’s not in there,” I say morosely as we traverse the sidewalk. I feel flat and numb, like I was really expecting for her to pop out and make an appearance, perhaps suggesting they were sharing that body, because that lie about the bracelet would have done it. “There wasn’t even a glimmer.”

“I’m sorry,” Rainey murmurs, putting her arm around my shoulder as we walk. “I was really hoping that—”

“What in the holy fuck were you doing?” Carrick says as he steps out from between Rainey’s car and the one parallel parked behind hers. I was so mired in my feelings about Fallon being gone I didn’t even see him.

Rainey, Myles, and I come to a dead stop as Carrick places himself before us, arms loose by his sides, but hands clenched into tight fists. Imperiously, he glares down at me.

“How did you even know I was here?” I mutter with a frown.

“Did you honestly think I’d trust you to stay put like I asked?” he bites out. “I’ve had someone watching the doors at One Bean as well as the gallery. Figured you’d make a break for it to try to see Fallon, and kudos to your little Scooby Gang for helping you sneak out the back of One Bean. Only problem with that plan is I was called the minute you dove into their backseat.”

I’m not in the mood for his patronization because what I just learned has me reeling, and I can’t deal with him at the same time. “What I do is none of your business. I wish you’d respect that.”

“I should blister your backside,” Carrick mutters as he takes my arm. “You’re coming to the condo right now.”

“Hey, wait a minute,” Myles growls and pushes himself in between Carrick and me, except Carrick doesn’t release his hold. “If she doesn’t want to go with you, she doesn’t have to.”

“I suggest you get the fuck out of my way, little boy,” Carrick snarls and I wonder if I’m the only one who sees the red haze in his pupils. “Or I will turn you to ash.”

That actually scares me because I don’t know the extent of Carrick’s powers, so I push Myles back and step into Carrick’s side. “It’s okay. I got the information I needed. You two head back to the Fantasia while I go to the condo.”

“Are you sure?” Myles asks, still not willing to be cowed by Carrick’s threat. “Because I doubt he’d turn me to ash on a city street in broad daylight.”

“You’d be correct in that,” Carrick says in a low, menacing voice. “I’d get you at night while you were in bed.”

“Oh, stop it,” I snap, slapping him backhanded style in the chest. “Quit picking on my friends, or I’m moving back in with them. If you want me to go to the condo with you, let’s go.”

Carrick’s jaw grinds in anger. While he doesn’t address the fact I just smacked him or drew a firm line in the sand, he makes it clear he’s still in charge by dragging me by the arm to the double-parked black sedan. There’s a driver I don’t recognize behind the wheel, so I’m guessing Carrick may have been en route to somewhere close by when he got the call.

I smile over my shoulder at Rainey and Myles with as much assurance as I can muster. “I’ll call you two later.”

Their return smiles are weak and uncertain.


CHAPTER 16


Carrick

Carrick was furious at her impetuosity, not because she foolishly put her life in jeopardy, but because she had caused fear to rise within him when he found out she went into that gallery.

He hadn’t felt fear in well… forever.

It wasn’t an emotion that had sway over him anymore.

Yet there he was when he got the call, feeling like his heart was going to lurch out of his chest as a cold sweat slicked his skin. His driver deserved a raise because he got Carrick to First Avenue in record time.

He had had no idea what he was going to do when he rushed in after her. He was prepared to kill the Dark Fae that had once been her sister if Finley’s life was in jeopardy, but luckily, Finley and her insipid friends came walking out—alive, healthy, and whole.

For a brief moment, he had considered not confronting Finley but walking right into that gallery and bringing an end to that creature’s life. It would make Finley safe, and it could potentially end the prophecy right then and there. He would be able to ascend, and Finley could go on with her life.

The only reason he pushed that idea aside time and time again was that he wasn’t so sure this Dark Fae’s death would stop it. Without knowing a fucking thing about the prophecy, her death could speed it up. Or strengthen it. Or any number of things he just couldn’t anticipate at this time.

And to be honest, it wasn’t the only reason he hadn’t killed the Dark Fae that took over the sister’s body. He didn’t want to act until he knew for sure whether Fallon was lost forever. If there was a sliver of hope remaining in Finley, he’d bide his time. It made him hate himself for even caring about her in a way that made him a slave to her emotions.

Finley was sitting quietly beside him in the car. He could feel the anger emanating off her without a single ounce of remorse over her actions. This ensured his fury remained bubbling, and he considered perhaps just locking her up until he could figure out what this prophecy was all about. He could keep her safe and secure in his condo under constant guard, which would give him peace of mind.

But that would be wrong. A butterfly couldn’t be caged.

Except she’s not exactly a butterfly, is she? Carrick thought.

No, despite her beauty and delicate features, she was more like a fiery phoenix rising from the ashes of her despair over what happened to her sister and friend. He couldn’t suppress that, not just because it could be detrimental to the prophecy, but because it would kill Finley not to be able to participate in getting vengeance while, at the same time, hopefully saving the world. She was in too deep, and she was too committed not to help lead the charge.

Carrick wondered if the gods had known all along how strong she would be. Was Adira’s death pre-ordained as a catalyst to get Finley’s commitment, or had one of the gods interfered where they shouldn’t?

Were they banking on Finley’s strength and determination to carry this through?

If so, he had better do a better job of keeping her safe because there’s one thing Finley was right about.

Carrick was in it for one thing, which was to ascend.

He deserved it not only for all the ways in which he had served the gods, but because he had endured Rune’s curse long enough, and he was not about to let human emotions cloud his judgment. He had to keep his eye on the prize.

By the time the car pulled up to The Prestige, Carrick’s anger had started to rise again. Mostly at himself for worrying so much about Finley and not enough about his end game.

The ride up the elevator was tense as the silence between them stretched thin. She had yet to apologize or even acknowledge what she did was wrong. The fact Finley clearly had no regret over her rash actions fueled his fury, so by the time the doors were swinging open, Carrick no longer thought about the fear he’d felt when she put her life in danger or the empathy he had for her losing her sister. He didn’t think of her as a butterfly or a phoenix, but merely an impulsively idiotic woman who needed to be reined in.

It was time for her to remember he was in charge, and she must obey the rules.

Just as Finley was stepping into the condo before him, she nonchalantly said, “You know, you really do worry too much. I obviously—”

Her words cut off as her jaw clacked shut because Carrick had her by the arm, then slung her across the foyer. It wasn’t forceful enough to hurt, but it did make her stumble several feet before she gained her balance. Mainly, it made it clear that he was pissed.

She righted herself, hitching her backpack up over her shoulder before whirling on him. “What the hell?”

Those were the only words she got out as Carrick advanced on her, long strides that carried him right into her personal space and had her scurrying backward to get away.

His anger fueling his steps, Carrick backed her across the living area toward the kitchen and right into a wall that had her stopping dead in her tracks. Finley hit with a thud, her backpack slipping off her shoulder, then dropping to the floor.

Carrick didn’t stop, though. He moved in close, placing both palms on the wall just above her head. He caged her in with both his body and his fury. Carrick got a tingle of satisfaction that there was a tinge of fear in her expression because now maybe she would take him seriously.

Dipping his face close to hers, Carrick rumbled low. “You foolish, impetuous, idiotic girl.”

“Woman,” Finley clarified indignantly.

“You act like but a girl,” he retorted, his voice never rising but becoming far more dangerous in tone. “Taking risks like your stupid stunt in the bar with that incubus.”

Finley’s eyes rounded in surprise, her cheeks going red.

“Yeah… I know you were trying to tap into powers rather than doing your fucking job to let us know you’d tagged the incubus. It was dangerous trying to manipulate powers you know nothing about, and it put you into further danger. What would have happened had we not gotten to you in time?”

The question needed no answer. They both knew she’d be dead.

“But you did get to me in time,” she pointed out, not willing to back down despite the fact he could see she was still intimidated.

Clearly not enough.

One of Carrick’s hands moved from the wall to wrap around the front of her throat, and her mouth pressed shut. He didn’t need to squeeze as Finley was more than aware of his strength and how easily he could snap her neck.

Not that he had any intention of that.

No, he merely enjoyed having her captive and listening to him without any further interruptions.

Dipping his face even closer to hers, he reminded her of something she should never forget. “You’re in danger right this very moment, Miss Porter, because sometimes it seems better to just let you die and let the whole world burn.”

Carrick expected that to bank the flames of her anger, but instead, he was caught off guard by the flash of pain he saw in those exquisitely unique eyes of gold, green, and blue.

“Then why don’t you?” she whispered. He felt her breath across his lips, which was a torture he couldn’t handle, so he pulled his head back just a bit. “It’s clear you hate me. Why don’t you just do it yourself and get it over with?”

Carrick couldn’t stop the flinch of surprise because she wasn’t being obstinate. She was being truthful.

His hand loosened from her throat and fell away. “I don’t hate you.”

“But you do,” Finley declared vehemently. She squatted, causing Carrick to back up a few more steps to watch her. After opening her backpack on the floor, she pulled out her sketchbook and removed what looked like a torn and crumpled drawing.

Straightening, she held it up for him to see and he was shocked that it was the charcoal portrait she had done of him. He had studied it that night he broke into her house and searched for clues.

She had clearly meant to destroy it at some point as it was torn free of the book, smeared and crushed, but still unmistakably him. “This was you… the moment you first laid eyes on me,” she snarled.

Carrick studied the drawing, remembering that moment vividly. While his portrait was slightly smeared, it still accurately portrayed what Finley thought she saw.

“That’s hate in your expression, Carrick. From the start, it was there.”

Not true, Carrick thought. She’d clearly missed the surprise, the confusion, and then the despair.

But what she recorded in her drawing wasn’t hate.

Never, ever hate.

Feeling empty of any emotion and devoid of any desire to continue this discussion, Carrick ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “We need to talk about Faere.”

Moving past Finley, he stepped up to the recessed butler’s pantry that served as a minibar and poured two glasses of bourbon.

Turning, he found Finley watching him with a wariness that was probably well deserved. He held the drink out to her, waiting the moment she needed to lay the drawing back in her sketchpad and slide it into her backpack.

Upon straightening, she took the drink proffered and then followed him into the living area where he took a seat in one of the gray velvet chairs to the side of the massive center fireplace.

Finley took the chair adjacent to him and sipped at her drink, clearly accepting the fact he wasn’t going to engage her any further about that stupid drawing or what she may or may not have seen that night.

Carrick stared at her for a while, wondering just how he could control someone so spirited. Just as he knew that throughout this journey, she was going to be the type of woman who would always buck against his authority and control. Finley was going to get herself into bad situations, and he was going to be a glorified babysitter to a woman that drove him crazy on so many levels.

“We’re leaving tomorrow for Faere,” Carrick announced, and Finley’s eyes lit with genuine delight, her previous ire draining from her expression. “Stan will be here early to take us through the veil.”

“Do I need to pack anything?” she asked.

Carrick gave a slight nod, gaze going to his bourbon. “Just what you can take in your backpack. A change of clothes is all you need. We won’t be there long, but you do need to know a few things.”

“Of course,” Finley said, sitting forward on the edge of the seat, clearly excited to be going and ready to learn. She held her bourbon in between her hands, but otherwise ignored it.

Setting his glass down on a small table beside his chair, Carrick leaned forward in his chair and angled his body toward Finley’s. He needed her to pay attention.

“I know I’ve told you this before, but never, ever forget that most fae—especially Light Fae—hate humans. Their sheer numbers forced them from this earthly realm. As such, you should tread very cautiously when dealing with them, especially in Faere. As long as you’re with me, you have my protection and won’t be harmed.”

“And what exactly is the game plan when we get there?” Finley asked.

“Protocol,” Carrick muttered with a grimace. “We’re going to have to seek welcome by the royal family first, who will give us permission to travel the realm.”

“And what exactly constitutes the royal family?”

Carrick leaned back in his chair, picked up his bourbon, and took a sip. Holding the glass in his hand, he decided to give Finley a lesson on Faere and its inhabitants.

“As you well know, Faere is a realm the Light Fae created after their numbers became far outnumbered by humans. Desiring to have their own home where they didn’t need to be glamoured and could be free to use their powers without discovery, Faere was created by a Light Fae named Nimeyah, who owned a stone from the meteor. She took Callidan as her king. Over the millennia, they were able to have two children, Pykalias and Deandra. Those four—the queen, king, prince, and princess—make up the royal family.”

“Pykalias? Would that be the Pyke you’re looking for?”

“Indeed,” Carrick affirmed. “He spends time between realms, but he must be in Faere, which is why we can’t find him.”

Finley’s head tipped in curiosity. “And they’re royal merely because Nimeyah created the realm?”

Carrick shrugged. “I’d guess it had more to do with her having a stone, which meant she had more power. She bestowed the same powers she held to her husband and their children. She filtered down more power—but not as strong—to her closest allies, those who were original fallen angels. They became part of the royal family by inclusion and are referred to as the nobility. Just below them are the gentry or the higher-class citizens. They are distinguished from the nobility as they are not original fallen angels, but rather offspring of Light Fae. However, they have the same powers as the nobility. Below the gentry is the lower class—those who have fallen from society or were outcast for one reason or another. They make up the working class. The society as a whole basically lives in harmony now, but after Faere was created, like with any civilization, there were wars and attempts to wrestle power. Over time, the nobility and gentry settled in and accepted Nimeyah as supreme ruler, and the lower class was subjugated as they had lesser powers.”

“Doesn’t sound that much different than most of the world’s history when it comes to war, class status, and power?” Finley muttered.

“No, it doesn’t,” Carrick agreed. “You need to know the royals’ powers are immense. As happens in all evolutions, it has adapted and grown stronger.”

“You’ve never told me about fae powers,” Finley said, finally taking another sip of her bourbon. “Not comprehensively, anyway.”

“Working backward, the lowest class of the Light Fae have strength, immortality, and the ability to glamour. Those were the original three powers they were bestowed when their ancestors fell from the heavens. That’s pretty much the same with the Dark Fae as well, but they were locked away in the Underworld, so far less is known about them.”

Finley frowned. “But I remember Zaid saying some stones made their way there, and some Dark Fae developed powers.”

“That’s true, but not our worry right now,” Carrick admonished before continuing. “The royal nobles and the gentry have strength, immortality, and glamour as well as the ability to heal and alter reality.”

“Alter reality?”

“Use their magic to conjure things, or bend distances to travel more quickly. The original royals, however—”

“Wait,” Finley exclaimed, holding up a hand to interrupt. “What do you mean bend distances? And they can conjure anything? Like if they were thirsty and wanted a cup of water, they could just conjure it? Oh, and can they fly… you know… since they used to be angels?”

Carrick patiently waited until she blurted all her questions, then asked her not to interrupt again. He promised to tell her all, so he did, settling in to give her as much information as possible that would keep her aware and safe.

He explained bending distances was like pulling two faraway places close together, so you could step from one to the other in the blink of an eye. Finley wanted to argue that was teleporting, but he shut that down quickly. Carrick also explained that conjuring depended on the individual strength, which often had to do with how old the fae was, since powers seemed to get stronger over time, or whether they were gifted extra powers by the queen.

But there were limitations. For example, a noble or gentry couldn’t just conjure up a twenty-thousand-square-foot castle because he was sick of his fifteen-thousand-square-foot one.

The nobles and gentry also had immense healing power, but it rarely came into use since they were essentially immortal and would heal from almost any wound. The Light Fae normally employed those gifts on animals, young children, or perhaps the lucky human who might need it. Carrick had offered Finley a healer once when she’d hurt her shoulder learning to use the whip, but she’d declined.

“I’m almost afraid to ask what the royals’ powers are?” Finley muttered.

“Pretty much everything I already described to you but far more powerful,” Carrick replied with a smile. “An original royal—that would be the queen, king, prince, and princess—could indeed conjure up a new castle if they wanted one, but more importantly, the one thing they can do that no other Light Fae can is kill another Light or Dark Fae without the use of iron.”

Finley’s jaw dropped at this news, then understanding dawned in her expression. “No wonder they are in absolute power.”

“And the most dangerous of all,” Carrick added.

“So we have to go see the royals, huh?”

Carrick didn’t hide his displeasure at the idea. He didn’t like dealing with any creature that held themselves out as superior, and the Light Fae royals were among the biggest egos in the universe. “Unfortunately, yes. Custom and protocol dictate it.”

“We just knock on the castle door and say hello?” she asked, hope sparkling in her eyes. She clearly didn’t want to tangle with the Light Fae and for that, Carrick was grateful. He hoped she had taken his information and processed it for her betterment. Last thing he needed was her to go rogue while in Faere. He was positive if that occurred, he’d be scraping up bits and pieces of her to bring back to Rainey and Myles.

“We might have to do a little more than say hello,” Carrick explained to Finley. “Most likely stay for at least a meal.”

“And then?” she pressed.

“And then, we find The Scryer. Hopefully, he or she will have some helpful information for us that can help us with the prophecy.”

“Do we know where to look for this scryer?”

Carrick’s lips pressed flat as he had to admit, “Sadly, no. Which is why our visit to the royals is important, as I’m hoping they’ll give us some guidance.”

Lifting his drink to his mouth, Carrick tipped it back and swallowed the last of it. He set the empty glass on the table and once again leaned forward in his chair, resting his elbows on his knees to bring himself closer to Finley.

His eyes lasered onto hers, and he asked the question that needed to be asked, although he thought he might know the answer. “What happened when you saw Fallon today?”

The vibrant colors in Finley’s eyes dulled instantly. The gold muddied, the blue went gray, and the green churned to the color of pond scum.

What she did not do, however, was avert them from Carrick’s gaze as she answered, “That’s not Fallon anymore.”

“You’re sure?” he pressed.

Finley bit into her lower lip, the pain of knowledge ravaging her face as she nodded. “She didn’t know who Rainey or Myles were. I made up a story about a dragonfly bracelet that was important to me because she gave it to me, and she didn’t dispute it.”

“Because butterflies are your thing,” Carrick murmured.

Finley tilted her head, gazing at him curiously before nodding again. “I think most of Fallon’s memories are gone. Like she’s obliterated my sister’s soul from her body.”

Carrick winced. That was a vivid picture and most likely true.

Suddenly, Carrick noticed Finley seemed a little off. Her skin, which was normally pale, seemed to lack its glow, her eyes were flat, and her mouth was drawn down.

She left her half-consumed glass of bourbon on the table as she slowly rose from her chair. Her bearing was stoic, but he could see the hopeless acceptance in her eyes and the small quiver to her lower lip. “I think I knew all along she was gone. From the moment I saw her face change, I think I knew. I just needed to see it for myself.”

“I’m sorry,” Carrick said gently, and he was surprised he had no problem treating her with tenderness in this instance. In fact, it felt natural.

Finley stared at him a long moment, her expression morphing from being lifeless to hard granite. She didn’t seem moved by his sympathy, which bothered him more than it should.

Finally, when she spoke, it was words he really didn’t like. “You don’t need to be sorry. You just need to do your job, and I’ll do mine.”

Carrick ignored the gut punch that produced as he thought he might have just witnessed the death of a butterfly.

“Can I ask you a question?” Finley asked, her voice ever so soft. Almost broken.

He was powerless to deny her. “Of course.”

“What exactly is your reward for helping me thwart the prophecy?”

Carrick jolted as he had not expected that. He knew that was a bone of contention with Finley, but he didn’t care if she liked his motives or not. They were his own and were important.

But now, under the glare of the spotlight that question produced, he realized he underestimated how important the answer would be.

Carrick kept it vague. “If I succeed in helping you, I’ll be granted Ascension from the gods.”

He expected a million questions because that would be so Finley. Instead, she just hummed low in her throat. “Hmmm.”

Their eyes met and held, neither glancing away.

Finally, a little bit of caustic sass came through. “Is that like a job promotion or something?”

If this weren’t such a serious conversation, he might have laughed at the absurdity of her question. Instead, he merely replied, “Something like that.”

She nods. “Veda had told me that you were in it for the reward, but that you deserved it.”

He sure felt like he deserved it. After everything he’d done for the gods and to escape Rune’s curse… yeah, he more than deserved it.

Finley smiled then. It wasn’t in amusement or even annoyance. It was one of fatigue, and it indicated she didn’t care anymore what his motivations were.

“I’m a bit tired,” she murmured. “I might go take a nap before dinner.”

This shocked Carrick. It was barely three PM, and he assumed she’d head back to One Bean. Finley was a workaholic, and he’d never known her to take a nap in all the time since he’d met her.

He nodded in a silent dismissal that she should go. Watching her move down the hall that ran the length of the west side of his penthouse, he kept his gaze on her until she disappeared from view. Moments later, he heard her bedroom suite door open and then close softly.

Shutting his eyes, he focused his senses and tuned into her.

He hated what he felt.

Finley was crying, finally giving in to her grief over truly losing her sister. While his heart wasn’t immune to her misery, he resisted the urge to go comfort her. He didn’t have that in him, and he knew any strengthening of a relationship with her—even if in friendship—would prove to be his downfall at some point.

But he did have something he could do.

Carrick went to his office and opened up one of the cupboards in the credenza beneath his desk. In it was a paper bag that Zaid had given him the night Adira died. Inside the bag were the remnants of Finley’s Tiffany butterfly lamp.

He knew it was significant to her by the small plaque on the base that had survived it breaking apart while she fought Wade the incubus in her bedroom.

Reaching in, he pulled that piece out and scanned the engraving. To Finley, with love on your 16th birthday. Dad.

Tipping the bag on his desk, Carrick gently let the pieces slide out. It was a heavy, metal-casted base that was bronzed, upon which set a butterfly whose wings were done in Tiffany glass soldered in beautiful blues, greens, and golds that were, no doubt, her father’s very deliberate nod to the color of his daughter’s eyes. The Tiffany glass was broken, some into small shards, and the metal base dented.

Carrick stared at it briefly before he waved his hand in a slow circular motion over the top of the broken lamp. A golden glow was left in the wake of his hand, creating a gentle cyclone that drifted down, surrounded the lamp, and lifted all of the components off the desk. The glow got brighter until he could no longer see the pieces spinning within the funnel, but he felt his work was done.

Pressing his hand down on the air above the glowing whirl, he settled it downward on the desk. The glow slowly dissipated and in its stead was the lamp—fully restored and without a nick, dent, or scratch left. Even the bits of glass that had turned to dust that Zaid couldn’t have possibly recovered were replaced, and the plug, which was bent at a horrible angle, straightened.

Carrick lifted the lamp gently, then moved through his condo. He rarely paid attention to the beautiful scenery out his window, and he ignored the clanging around in the kitchen as Zaid must be in there organizing cabinets or something.

He strode down the hallway to Finley’s bedroom without any intention of disturbing her.

Instead, he squatted and gently placed the lamp in front of the door so she would see it when she came out later.

It was the best he could do for her for now.


CHAPTER 17


Finley

Sitting at the kitchen island in Carrick’s condo, I quietly sip at my coffee and work on a few emails of instruction to Lisa at the coffee shop. She’s quickly become my number two in command, and I feel confident she can hold the fort down.

The lie I told her was a whopper—that Carrick was flying us down to Brazil to look at a coffee plantation he was considering buying. I needed that whopper to set up expectations that she might have trouble reaching me, and to do the best she could with any decisions if I was “out of cell phone range”. Zaid told me early this morning not to bother bringing my phone with me as electronics of any nature didn’t work in Faere.

Zaid had told me plenty this morning as he fixed me a huge breakfast. I was stunned to find him in the kitchen just a little after six this morning when I walked in. It’s like he had anticipated I’d be up early, but he is an empath after all, so maybe not that strange. I was admittedly famished as my afternoon nap never ended, and I slept right through dinner.

While he cooked me eggs, hash browns, bacon, and toast, he told me a few more things about Faere that Carrick had not mentioned.

First, the Light Fae were a vain species and were forever prancing and preening. By the tone of his voice, I could tell he had no respect for this behavior, and I wondered if that extended to whichever of his parents were light.

“All they do is hold parties to gossip, mingle, and socialize. They try to one-up each other. Try to have the most beautiful clothing, the most extravagant food, or the most exotic pets.”

“Seems that would get boring after a while,” I replied, soaking in all this information.

“You’d think,” he muttered in reply.

Of course, he reiterated the danger Carrick has been pounding into my head since day one.

“Stick close to Carrick,” he warned.

When breakfast was served, he sat beside me at the island, eating his own eggs and bacon, and described Faere a bit. The temperature was on the cool side year-round, almost like a fall day that was crisp in the morning but warmer with the afternoon sun. Sounded a lot like Seattle, except we didn’t have a lot of afternoon sun. With this information, I knew I’d have to maybe do a little re-packing and plan for layers.

Zaid also told me that there were animals in Faere that were unlike the ones we know here. His only warning was not to be shocked.

When I pushed and asked if any were dangerous, he gave me a sly smile and said, “Of course there are dangerous animals there. But no more dangerous than every fae you’ll encounter.”

Why he was trying to intimidate me I don’t know, but when I shuffled some warmer clothes into my backpack, I also snuck into the gym and nabbed a dagger with a hip holster to bring along.

Before heading off to repack though, I felt it was the appropriate time to give my thanks, and not just for the delicious breakfast he’d made for me. When I opened my door this morning, I almost stumbled right over the Tiffany butterfly lamp placed on the floor. And not just any lamp, but the one my father had given me for my birthday before he died, and it was completely whole again.

“Zaid,” I said as he was clearing the plates. “Thank you for fixing my butterfly lamp for me. I don’t know how you managed to put—”

“Wasn’t me,” he replied tersely, then moved to the dishwasher to start loading it.

I didn’t bother arguing or trying to press more platitudes on him. His tone was clear, and I believed him when he said he hadn’t fixed it. I’d come to read Zaid well over the past month and a half. He was a truth teller.

Which meant Carrick had done it, so I owed him my gratitude. It would be heartfelt too, because while I have no regrets about throwing that lamp at Wade as he charged into my room, there was a large hole in my heart from knowing it was gone. It was my last, best memory of my father before he shot himself, and it was irreplaceable.

Back at the kitchen counter sipping on a last cup of coffee, I check the time on my phone. It’s nearing eight. That’s when Zaid told me Stan would be coming to Carrick’s condo. I have no clue where we’re going to be able to step through the veil that separates earth from Faere, but I’m ready. My backpack is on the floor beside my stool and within it, I have two changes of clothing, my whip, a water bottle, a brush, toothpaste, and a toothbrush, as well as a few hair ties.

Past that, I didn’t know what else to bring. I have to assume food will be provided and if I was supposed to bring something specific, Zaid or Carrick would have told me.

I had considered bringing my sketchbook, but I figured that would be a waste as I doubt I’d have the time to sit back and leisurely sketch this new world.

“You ready to go?” Carrick asks from behind me and I swivel around to see him entering the kitchen. He has his own backpack, which he sets on the floor beside mine before moving around the island to the coffee pot. It’s the first I’ve seen him all morning.

“I am,” I say as I take in his clothing. He’s dressed for walking and maneuverability, once again sporting a pair of cargo pants, this time khaki in color. He’s got on hiking boots and a long-sleeved navy t-shirt that fits his upper body just a little too well. His hair is damp, meaning he just showered, swept back in waves from his forehead, and he’s clean-shaven.

As always, he’s the most handsome man I’ve ever known. It’s odd to me that I find him more attractive as time has worn on, despite my feelings sometimes ranging from frustration to bitterness toward him. But through it all, I’ve been learning to trust him more, and we’re developing some sort of partnership through this journey.

After pouring a cup of coffee, Carrick moves back around the island, whereby he checks me out. He takes in my white long-sleeved t-shirt over which I have a vintage Grateful Dead short-sleeved tee, but I don’t have my lower half dressed for hiking the way he does. I put on a pair of cold weather Under Armour workout pants in black, and I have on my favorite pair of UA tennis shoes.

I went with these pants, which hug my legs tightly because I’ve strapped the dagger to my thigh. Carrick’s eyes don’t linger on the dagger long as his gaze comes to mine. “You’re going to have to put that in your bag or leave it behind.”

“Why?” I ask, frowning. Without hesitation, though, I remove the holster.

“It would be an affront to openly wear iron in Faere,” he explains, which makes sense to me.

As I hop off the stool to slide the dagger into my bag, I take the opportunity to show my gratitude. Crouching over my bag and loosening the drawstring top, I say, “Carrick, I really appreciate you fixing my lamp.”

He doesn’t respond right away, so I look up at him. I almost expect a denial or even a brush off, but his eyes lock on mine and he merely inclines his head. “You are most welcome.”

I don’t have time to consider how nice his response is or that perhaps we turned a corner in our relationship, because the elevator doors open up.

Within moments, Zaid is leading Stan into the kitchen. He gives a half-smile, that seems more like a grimace, to Carrick, his expression broadcasting he isn’t happy to be doing this. He barely glances at me, but I see distaste written all over his face.

Not surprising. He’s not just a Light Fae, but he’s also a member of the royals, according to Carrick. Since I know there are only one prince and one princess, neither of whom are Stan, I deduce he must be a royal noble. I wonder if his name is Stan in Faere or if that is just an earth name. It certainly doesn’t sound fae, not when the royals have exotic names like Nimeyah or Callidan and such.

Regardless, his fae appearance is as beautiful as ever with the shaggy dark hair and brilliant blue eyes against golden skin. I still can’t fathom why he doesn’t make his human appearance closer to his real one because he’d be able to bag all the chicks he wants.

“Ready?” Carrick asks me before taking one last sip of coffee and setting it on the counter. I turn my phone off, leave it on the counter, and slide off my stool.

Nabbing my backpack, I sling it over my shoulder. “Ready.”

I expect Carrick, Zaid, and Stan to head back toward the elevator. In my mind, we’d have to travel somewhere nearby to access the portal or whatever the hell we’d be going through.

Instead, Stan takes a few steps away from us to stand near the kitchen table. Lifting his arms, he holds his palms facing outward. At first, nothing happens, then I see the air in front of him start to shimmer. The table starts to become a little distorted, as if there is a gossamer film in between it and Stan.

With a sweep of one hand, Stan makes as if to grab the shimmery distortion at the edge and my jaw drops wide open when he pulls it back like drapery. All around the edges of the iridescent curtain he peeled back, I can still see the edge of the kitchen table, the windows overlooking the sound, and the pantry door.

Through the area he peeled back, I can see a different world.

I wasn’t sure what to expect of Faere, but what I didn’t imagine was the vibrancy of colors, which almost hurt my eyes to look at. The doorway steps out onto a gravel path of pearlescent stones, and the grass on either side is a rich, kelly green that shimmers. I get a glance of trees with purple leaves and a teal-colored river in the distance, but that’s all I glimpse as Stan reaches over and grabs my hand.

Before I can protest or understand what’s happening, he pulls me through the opening and we step into Faere.

“What about Carrick?” I jerk frantically away from him and whip around, fearful I’ve just been kidnapped.

But right behind me is the opening into Carrick’s condo, and he steps through it toward us. Zaid is still visible in the background, casually leaning against the kitchen island as he watches.

When Carrick moves to my side, Stan wastes no time in moving toward the opening without even a backward glance at us. He steps through, waves a hand not in farewell but to undo the portal, and the veiled doorway disappears.

I stare at it, stunned. “Did we not need him to escort us through Faere?”

“No,” Carrick replies, hitching his backpack onto both shoulders. “Stan was just to get us in. We’re on our own now.”

I trust Carrick—moderately. I feel safe with him—all the time. But I can’t deny the little bit of fear I have that we are in a strange land full of hateful fae and dangerously weird animals with no apparent way out.

“How do we even know where to go?” I ask, my voice only semi-hysterical.

Carrick chuckles and puts his hands on my shoulders, turning me a mere forty-five degrees to my right.

And there in the distance, not but maybe a quarter-mile away, stands a massive castle made of what appears to be white crystal with silvery adornments. It rises dozens of stories in the air with a large square center structure, battlements on the perimeter, and several round turrets of differing heights with colorful flags flying from the peaks. It even has a moat of the same teal-colored water, which is fed from the river with a drawbridge and portcullis leading to the inner keep.

It might have been beautiful if it had been made of stone and wood, given its medieval-architectural style, but the fact it’s made of silver and crystal is just… gaudy.

I take a few more moments to slowly turn and discover more of this new realm. As expected, the air is cool and refreshing. It smells of spicy florals, and none of the landscape looks remotely like earth.

Sure, there are hills and mountains in the distance. Trees, bushes, flowers. But all the colors are abnormal and bright, many with a faux shimmer to them. Leaves on trees are purple toned, and while the grass is green like in our world, it appears to be coated in a dusting of diamonds that doesn’t make it look at all inviting to walk across in bare feet. The sky isn’t blue, but more of a pale golden color, reminding me of the color of the dress Carrick bought for me for the auction and which I wore to my ill-fated birthday party. There’s no obvious sun nor a single cloud, but the champagne-colored sky seems to add a surreal glow to the whole environment and makes everything sparkle.

“What do you think?” Carrick asks.

“I hate it,” I reply truthfully, thinking of the natural beauty of the mountains and forests surrounding Seattle. “It looks… artificial.”

“That’s because it is.” He nods toward the castle. “The medieval architecture is appealing to Nimeyah, but she hates stone and wood. Says it’s too bland, and the queen is anything but bland. So she sort of… well, blinged everything up.”

“Sounds like you know her well,” I observe.

“I act as a liaison between the fae and the gods when needed,” he replies vaguely, then sweeps an arm out at the landscape. “As you can see, Nimeyah likes her vibrant colors, so she created this realm to suit her tastes and no other.”

I had no clue how long we were going to have to be here. It’s probably too much to hope for a quick in and out, but I decidedly don’t like Faere based on first impressions.

“Let’s go,” Carrick says, striding down the path that will lead to the castle.

We’re quiet as we walk along. I take in the interesting shrubbery and flowers, some of which I consider pretty when they’re not overdone in blinding colors or bejeweled unnaturally. The trees are varied, some with thick trunks, others thin, some with thick bark, others smooth. Some rise straight up and sprout leaves at the top, and others sprawl outward in a dozen limbs from the ground. Most of the leaves and needles are purple, but as we move further into Faere, I do spot some that are actually green with a bluish tint. I keep expecting to round a bend and spot a Lorax tree, but it doesn’t get as crazy as that.

I notice the sounds or rather, the lack thereof. A few birds warble from the trees unseen, but I don’t hear any bugs, crickets, or frogs. It could be they don’t exist, but it’s simply weird to me not to see bugs. I mean… I’m not a bug fan, but there should be some in nature, right?

Up ahead, there’s a tree that looks like it could be a mighty oak at least three feet in diameter with dark purple and cranberry-colored leaves. I feel a slight fizzy feeling and I wonder if the flora and fauna of this realm produces the same feelings as the actual Light Fae do within me.

At the base of the tree sits two little chairs made from sawed limbs that stand no more than a foot high. In the middle of the chairs is a garden gnome complete with white beard, weathered face, red pointed hat, and a pipe sticking out of the corner of its mouth.

I almost laugh at the absurdity of Faere having cheap garden statuary, but as we get closer, the damn thing’s head turns our way, and it glares at me before turning his gaze on Carrick.

“Oy. What say you, Carrick?” he asks in a distinctive brogue that sounds half Scottish and half pirate and is pitched on the high side.

Carrick nods at the little creature. “Gemba.”

“You foul our sweet Faere with a human?” he sneers, then pulls his pipe out of his mouth to spit on the ground in my direction.

I’m stunned by the antipathy, which is more disconcerting than normal as I’m still processing that garden gnomes are fae. The buzzy feeling I have isn’t from the tree but from this mean little gnome so I quickly turn it off since the feeling doesn’t reconcile with the creature.

A horrible thought strikes me. What if the ones in the earthly realm are really creepy, stalking fae who watch us humans?

I shudder at the thought, trying not to appear too offended by the less-than-warm welcome.

Carrick doesn’t defend me as a human. Instead, he merely switches subjects. “Any big goings-on at the castle today?”

“Business as usual,” the gnome replies vaguely before turning his dark eyes on me. “Say, miss… got something unique you might like.”

The gnome pulls something out of his pocket and although his little fist is closed tightly around it, I can see a bright glow of light seeping through his fingers. Interested, I take a step toward him, starting to bend for a closer look, but Carrick pulls me roughly away by the back of my shirt.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” he warns in an underlying tone of exasperation that I just so willingly would be lured. “Get too close to whatever that is, and the little trickster will have you sprouting a permanent beard or some such.”

The gnome shrugs before stuffing the item back down in his pocket. “It actually would have tied her tongue in an unbreakable knot, but a beard would have been a nice trick, too.”

Clapping my hand over my mouth, I scramble back another few feet. The gnome holds his belly with one hand as he laughs hysterically at me.

Carrick tips his head to the little devil, then pulls me along the path by my wrist. When I look over my shoulder at the devious creature, he flips me the bird, confirming that some things are universal between the earthly realm and Faere.

“Would he really have done that to me?” I ask Carrick when we’re out of earshot, tugging my arm away from his hold.

“How many times do I have to tell you… it’s dangerous here. Humans are the enemy, and that’s been a well-founded belief for millennia. Any that you encounter, you need just to assume they hate you and would want to hurt you.”

“And you’re sure you can protect me?” I ask shakily because now I think I should have stayed back and gone to Adira’s funeral.

Carrick casts an annoyed look my way, but he doesn’t bother to justify my question with a response.

Instead, he gives me some last-minute protocol advice. “We’ll have to request an audience with the queen when we arrive, but when she does come in, you must curtsy, and you absolutely cannot look her in the eye. But you can’t look lower than her chin either. If you do, she’ll take extreme offense, and then all hell could break loose. It’s safest to stare at her forehead.”

“You’re kidding me, right?” I exclaim.

Carrick laughs, his eyes crinkling. He looks utterly charming. “Yeah… I’m kidding. Just stick close to me and don’t speak unless spoken to. I’m hoping we can get out of there without needing to socialize, because if there’s one thing the fae love, it’s a grand party where they can show off and gossip.”

“They sound lovely,” I mutter.

I dislike Faere more and more with every step I take.


CHAPTER 18


Finley

When we reach the palace, there’s a lot of bustle and activity—fae walking in and out of the main keep and using the drawbridge to cross the moat of blue-green water.

The drawbridge is made of some sort of smooth, white crystal and while it looks delicate, holds our weight fine. The inner keep is floored with more smooth crystal inset with tiles of marble, a far cry from the dirty, dusty ground you see in most medieval keeps. The castle is more texturized. Also made with white crystal, it’s rough cut in large chunks and boulders, stacked in haphazard order and bonded to each other with thick veins of silver.

It’s just so… weird.

My next shock is in seeing that fae come in all sizes. Back in the Earth realm, I’d seen mostly human-sized creatures except for the Concordia daemon, who was merely super petite.

As we walk across the bridge, drawing obvious stares and frowns, I’m stunned by tiny creatures we have to make sure we don’t step on or run over. Some are surly-looking gnomes such as we met just a bit ago, but there are also tiny flying fae, which I assume are what would be considered our equivalent of an actual fairy like Tinker Bell.

I’m fascinated by them flitting about, no more than five inches in height. They wear brightly colored dresses that are patterned with stiff-looking tutus that flare out at mid-thigh. Some have sparkles and gems dotted all over their outfits, others have ribbons trailing from sleeves and hips, and still others have silk flowers sewn onto the fabric. The tops of their dresses are all styled the same in that they are strapless and cut low in back to make room for four gossamer wings—long and oval—that give them flight.

Their facial features are delicate with thin little noses, big eyes, and heart-shaped mouths. They all have varying colors of hair of pastel colors—lavender, peach, mint green, and light blue, and it’s worn in buns on top of their heads so as not to interfere with the tiny wings beating at their back.

They look sweet and harmless, yet one buzzed by my ear and called out, “Nasty human”.

I was crushed, and I think Peter Pan and Tinker Bell are forever ruined for me.

It was a learning experience for me. I’ve had that sweet fizzy feeling with every Light Fae that passed me, but I’ve learned that doesn’t make them good or nice in the slightest. Luckily, I was able to start ignoring the sensation, pushing it to the back of my mind. As Zaid had made clear, just because fae are deemed light doesn’t make them good.

The human-looking fae who are regular sized run the gamut. Pretty to stunning for the women and handsome to gorgeous for the men. Zaid had told me that not all Light Fae are beautiful, just as all Dark Fae are not ugly. However, outside of the grumpy gnome, I feel like we’ve walked into fashion week in Milan.

Everyone is perfectly proportioned and beautiful in unique ways. What I find to be most fascinating though is the style of dress. I had no clue what to expect. Would they be wearing clothes that resembled modern earth?

When I saw the medieval architecture of the castle, I thought perhaps they would be old fashioned with women in gowns and men in breeches, stockings, and waistcoats. Instead, the fashion—at least on the females—is modern and outlandish all at the same time. The females wear dresses for the most part, but they absolutely look like some of the bizarre couture outfits seen on models walking the high-fashion runways.

“I feel like we’re walking into the Hunger Games Capital,” I muttered to Carrick, but he didn’t respond.

We pass one woman in a peach dress that is nothing but layer upon layers of foamy-looking ruffles that practically swirl around her. Across her bodice, over her shoulders, and around her back to make sort of a halo hood around her head and then back down to her knees. Truly, I can only see her face peeking out, which is done in precise yet bold makeup. Below her knees, she wears some type of hosiery that is studded with peach-colored gemstones. Her stride is effortless in platform heels that must be six inches in height.

I can’t help but look over my shoulder as she passes by so I can see the back of that concoction she’s wearing, but I promptly run into something big, hard, and immobile.

Bouncing backward, I turn to see what I hit, an apology already on my lips. It dies as soon as I spot a massive fae dressed in black leather pants, solid boots that are meant to crush ribs, and a black leather vest. His hair is long and black, and his eyes are, too. Not even any white showing.

He growls at me, reaching one arm behind his back. To my dismay, he pulls out a double-sided ax that must have been holstered there.

“Human,” he snarls. How I don’t pee my pants is beyond me. I’m stunned and frozen, and it never occurs to me to pull out my whip or dagger.

Luckily, Carrick is there, placing himself right in front of me. The fae has a good five inches on Carrick. I’m betting he also has double the arm and leg circumference. He has muscles growing on top of muscles.

The man’s eyes light on Carrick, and he immediately takes a wary step back. I can’t see Carrick’s expression, and I have to peek around him to the left to see the fae, who is lowering his weapon to point to the ground.

“This woman is under my protection,” Carrick announces, not just to the brute of a fae who I know without a doubt would have sliced me in half without an ounce of regret, but loud enough that any fae walking or flying by can hear. “An insult to her is an insult to me. An affront to her is an affront to me. I suggest you pass this word along as I don’t relish spilling your black blood in the queen’s home.”

The fae starts walking backward, almost tripping over a gnome, before pivoting away and melting into the crowd.

“Damn,” I drawl in appreciation. “You have some major clout here.”

“Or I just talk a big game,” Carrick suggests drolly.

Perhaps to avoid this again, he ends up taking my hand in his. He urges me to walk close to his side as we make our way across the inside bailey and up a set of marbled steps to the front double doors. They’re massive, at least twelve feet in height, and each door appears to be molded from silver and inlaid with chunks of more of the white crystal.

Before we can knock or even look for a doorbell, the left door swings slowly open and a male fae appears. He’s also big, but not as big as the guy with the ax. His dress suggests he’s military as he has white pants tucked into black boots and a blood-red jacket with gold epaulets on the shoulders. It’s rather a sedate ensemble compared to what I’ve seen.

“Carrick,” the man says in a deep rumble. It’s a greeting and clearly Carrick is well known here.

“Rebsha,” Carrick replies. “I’d like an audience with the queen.”

The fae’s eyes come to me and I’m slightly surprised by the lack of hostility there, but he doesn’t say anything. I wonder if he somehow heard Carrick’s proclamation in the bailey, or if he knows Carrick well enough to realize I wouldn’t be with him without sound reason.

He takes a few steps back, then bids us inside with a sweep of his hand. As the door shuts behind us, I’m momentarily stunned by how cavernous the inside of the castle is. The ceiling goes up probably a hundred feet, and it slopes inward on all sides like the inside of a cathedral.

I immediately realize the inside structure doesn’t match the squared exterior we walked into. My assumption is magic makes the exterior look a certain way to appease the queen, and the interior a different way for the same reason.

The castle’s length goes back just as far with random spiral or sweeping staircases that lead up to other floors. Except not really other floors, but doorways that lead into the sloping ceiling to who knows where. It feels almost a little Alice in Wonderland-ish. The flooring is surprisingly not crystal, but a white marble with silver-gray veins running through it.

There are a few fae walking around—the women are pretty and the men cute—but by no means so dramatically beautiful as some of the other fae I’ve already encountered. They are dressed in what I would consider dull attire. Plain gray or brown dresses for the women and loose pants and tunics for the men. I’m guessing servants, and I assume this is representative of the lower class of Light Fae. Despite the dull colors of their clothing, they actually pop out against all the white and silver of the interior of the castle. Perhaps that was the reason for being monotone in her design of her home. She certainly likes colors to shock and awe.

“The queen is very busy today,” Rebsha drawls as he starts walking down the long hall past various staircases until he comes to a room on the right with a—go figure—crystal door. He opens it, then motions us inside. “Wait in here, and I will see if she will entertain you. Would you like any refreshments?”

This question, of course, was asked to Carrick and I was ignored. Carrick declines though, and I wonder if it’s because he doesn’t trust I won’t be poisoned, or he just wants to hasten things along. Regardless, I’m all for making this quick and getting out of this place.

The door shuts behind Rebsha, and I take a moment to look around.

Holy shit… I think we’re in a throne room. The area is long, rectangular, and devoid of any furniture except for four chairs at one end of the room. While crystal isn’t the prevalent material, the walls are white wooden paneling, and the flooring is the same marble as in the large hall. There’s a raised, three-level dais made of bleached wood polished to a high gloss. On the top level sits a feminine gold-and-silver chair with the seat and back cushions done in white silk. On the next level, to the right of the top chair, sits another in the same colors and material, but in a more masculine style, meaning it was slightly larger with thicker armrests and legs. On the level lowest to the floor, to the left of the top chair, sit two chairs side by side, exact replicas of the first two chairs but not quite as big.

Clearly, that’s where the royal family sits when they attend an audience.

There’s not much else to the room, but it’s overly large, so I imagine it might be a gathering place for announcements and such.

Turning back to Carrick, I ask, “Was that fae—Rebsha—a general in the queen’s military or something?”

“There’s no military,” Carrick replies. “Hasn’t been a need for a while, but if you’re asking because of what he’s wearing, you’ll find there are no fashion trends here at all. It’s all about being different and garnering attention.”

“Weird,” I murmur, walking past Carrick to the far wall where there’s a window framed in silver. When I look out, I realize we’re on the right-hand side of the keep. Nothing but rolling hills and the teal river winding lazily to the horizon. I glance over my shoulder to Carrick. “Where does everyone live? I don’t see any other houses or businesses. Surely all these fae we’ve seen don’t live here in the castle, right?”

Carrick strides toward me, giving a slight shake of his head. “Queen Nimeyah didn’t want anything built within her eyesight.”

“It must take visitors forever to get here,” I ponder out loud.

“Not the nobility or gentry that can bend distance,” Carrick replies. “It would take them but a flash of a second to travel from their home to here on business. The lower class that come here to work usually travel via horse, although there are some servants that reside on the grounds in dormitories at the back of the property.”

I glance up to the ceiling, which is about twelve feet above us, and start walking the length of the room toward the dais. There’s a huge clear crystal chandelier above. “And how are things powered here? I didn’t see any electrical poles or wires outside.”

Carrick leans up against the windowsill, pushing his hands down into his pockets. “Magic, which is how most stone-created realms have modern amenities. As for Faere, the royals, nobles, and gentry can easily accomplish it, but the lower class live pretty primitively.”

“And does this queen have the strength of magic to provide power to the lower classes?” I query, wondering why a ruler would allow such a disparity if the ability to provide it was there.

Carrick nods, his lips pressed flat. “Her power is immense. I imagine she could do so easily if she so chose.”

But clearly, the well-being of her subjects isn’t important to her. I’m thinking this ruler of Faere isn’t benevolent at all if she can’t even provide something as simple as electricity or running water to her people.

“I choose not to,” a regal but imperious female voice says from the direction of the door. I never heard it open, yet a fae woman I can only guess is Queen Nimeyah is walking through.

Words cannot describe her magnificence. I’ve hated everything I’ve seen about Faere because of its over-the-top artificial beauty, but there is nothing artificial about this queen. If anything, she seems to emanate real life in an authentic way.

She doesn’t look warm, by any means. It’s just that she looks like she means what she says and doesn’t care about putting on airs. She might want her land, her castle, and her clothing to look a certain way, but I can tell by her bearing and those first few words out of her mouth that she is not fake at all. I suppose, though, being the supreme power in the land with no one to rise against her, she can afford to be completely transparent with no fear of reprisal.

The queen is first and foremost breathtakingly beautiful. While I know her to be immortal, she looks to be no more than her mid-thirties. Her hair is blacker than the darkest night and when the sun glints off it from the windows, there’s a blue shimmer to the pitch color. Defined eyebrows of black that are arched in a way that lends her a continuous air of confidence and power. Her eyes are the palest blue, reminding me of the color of glaciers and seem just as cold. The queen’s face, like all the fae I’ve seen, is perfection, yet hers seems to put the other beautiful fae to shame. Have her strut around earth for any length of time and she’d be on the cover of every magazine as the most beautiful woman in the world.

Nimeyah is a statuesque woman but not rail thin. She’s absolutely filled out in all the right ways, as accentuated by her clothing. Despite her penchant for the color white and silver, she’s dressed mostly in black. It’s a full-length formal gown that fits tight through the bodice with heavy folds of black satin on the bottom, except the front panel of what would be the skirt portion is cut out. Had she not been wearing anything underneath, she’d be naked from the navel downward, but, as it stands, she has on a pair of tight black leather pants that are so painted on, not a crease or fold can be seen anywhere on her long legs.

The top portion of the dress has what looks like black metal feathers sewn on with the tips pointed upward in an alternating pattern so as to resemble wings on her chest. They rise past her shoulders where I assume they are perhaps soldered together so they flare out to either side of her head. The bodice is cut in an extremely low V-shape, and it’s fitted to plump up what are very ample breasts.

Her hair is pulled up into a mass on top of her head in big curls and loose locks, giving her a bit of a romantic edge, but the black leather and thigh-high boots with four-inch heels obliterate that into making her not only beautiful, but also incredibly badass.

For a moment, I want to curtsy as Carrick had teased was required, and I was actually a little fearful of looking her in the eye, knowing how much the fae hate humans, especially since her powers are basically limitless. She could probably kill me with a snap of her fingers, and Carrick couldn’t prevent it.

The queen walks straight to Carrick without glancing at me once. Her expression is stony, her eyes piercing. My heart is in my throat wondering if she’ll just strike him dead for talking about the way she rules behind her back.

Carrick is not cowed. In fact, he stands straight and unyielding with his hands clasped behind his back.

She comes toe to toe with him, and I hold my breath for the possibility of anything.

The queen’s mouth then breaks into a wide smile as she places her hands on Carrick’s shoulders, genuinely pleased to see him.

“Carrick,” she purrs, leaning in to kiss him on one cheek, then the other. “It’s been far too long since you graced us.”

She pulls back, staring at him expectantly.

“My apologies,” he replies with a tip of his head. “You know the gods keep me hopping.”

The queen waves a hand dismissively. “Those boors. You should come to work for me.”

“Why ever would I do that when your realm is in full peace and you are clearly ruling in splendor?” he returns.

“Despite the fact I don’t provide power to my people?” she asks, her eyes flashing with ire.

“Merely stating a truth,” he intones. “I offered no opinion on it.”

“True,” she replies and takes another step back, this time clasping her hands in front of her. “Now, what is it you needed to see me about?”

“Mother,” a female voice exclaims with excitement. I turn toward the doorway to see a woman rushing in that looks almost identical to Queen Nimeyah, except perhaps ten years younger in appearance. I immediately know this must be the daughter, Deandra. “Someone said Carrick was here.”

She is dressed nothing like her mother, and I’m shocked at how revealing her outfit is. It’s a bright orange dress with red swirls. It seems to be made up of nothing but scarves of the thinnest, most see-through silk. They are wrapped horizontally around her chest but only high enough to barely cover her areolas, but that doesn’t really matter as the material is transparent enough to see them anyway, along with budded nipples. A piece comes diagonally across her stomach with more wrapping so low on her hips there’s no doubt she waxes. For the skirt piece, it’s nothing but long swaths of the orange-red material that hangs down over her crotch, the sides of her thighs, and presumably in the back to cover some of her ass. Thankfully, the scarves on the skirt seem to be a little thicker and I can’t see her lady bits.

I am absolutely stunned at the overt sexuality of her outfit, but horrified as she lands eyes on Carrick and they turn predatory. She starts a long stride in high heels toward him, the momentum causing the scarves around her waist to billow back. As she passes me, I can indeed see her ass is bare on the other side when the scarves flutter out.

My face turns red as she steps right into his body, arms curving over his shoulder to loop around his neck, and lays a long kiss on his mouth.

To Carrick’s credit, he doesn’t touch her, nor does he return the kiss, but she doesn’t seem to care. She pulls away from him, flashes a grin, and twirls slowly with her arms out before coyly asking, “Do you like my new dress?”

“It’s incredibly becoming,” he says neutrally.

It’s incredibly slutty, I think.

“Really, Carrick,” Deandra pouts as she circles him, her hand starting at his shoulder and grazing across his upper back. “You’re hurting my ego.”

Which is probably the size of Australia.

Just as Deandra is coming around the other side of Carrick, she freezes when she sees me standing there. Her eyes roam over me quickly, pausing a moment on my backpack, which is currently slung on just one shoulder, before narrowing like a cat about to hiss.

“What is that?” she says in disgust, pointing at me.

Queen Nimeyah’s head turns my way, but there’s no surprise in seeing me there. She either knew I was in here because she’s all-knowing, all-seeing in this land, or Rebsha told her I was with Carrick.

Regardless, she can’t conceal the slight curl of disgust on her mouth.

Carrick casts me a lazy glance. “That’s Finley. We’re here to see The Scryer.”

“You’d bring a lowly human to our land?” Deandra sneers as she starts to stalk my way. Her hips sway deliberately, but her expression is anything but sensual. She looks like she wants to kill me.

Without hesitation, I bring my right hand across my body, flip the snap that holds my whip handle secure, and wrap my hands around the hilt.

Carrick’s words stop her dead in her tracks. “She’s not to be touched or harmed, Deandra. Anyone who does will answer to me.”

Deandra whips his way as she sputters. “But… but… but… she’s human.”

“I’m well aware of that,” he replies dryly. “But my business with The Scryer is urgent, prompted directly by the gods, and they have placed Finley squarely by my side to help. So she stays here in Faere with me. While I don’t expect your welcome to be warm, I expect it to be non-lethal.”

“Mother,” Deandra gasps, whirling that way. “Are you going to let this stand?”

Queen Nimeyah studies me thoughtfully before turning her attention to Carrick. “I’m not sure. I need more information before I give permission to travel our land and employ our scryer.”

Carrick inclines his head. “I’m humbly beseeching you grant passage to The Scryer as well as safe return to the Earth realm. We will be gone quickly.”

The queen ponders a moment before declaring. “I’ll entertain your request. I want to hear more of your mission. But you must stay here the night as my guest, and we shall have a grand ball in your honor tonight.”

Carrick’s jaw tightens, and I can tell he doesn’t like that edict one bit.

“For now,” the queen continues as she pivots toward the dais. She starts walking that way, saying over her shoulder. “Come join me up here, Carrick, like two old friends, and we’ll talk. You too, Deandra.”

“And Finley?” Carrick grits out.

“Since she’s under your protection, she will also be a welcome guest in my home. But while we discuss such matters, I insist she wait outside in the hallway.”

Both Deandra and the queen look at me expectantly, like I should do their bidding without question. My gaze moves to Carrick, and he merely gives me a slight nod.

I smile brightly at him, giving a tiny bow. “As you wish, my lord. But I can’t wait for you to recount to me everything that’s said here in my absence.”

“Impertinent bitch,” Deandra seethes but Carrick’s lips twitch, and that’s just icing on the cake for me.

Hitching up my backpack, I head toward the door that leads out of the throne room.


CHAPTER 19


Finley

Rebsha is there waiting for me. He’s very handsome by fae standards, with dark brown hair cut short with precision and light green eyes.

“I’m to wait here,” I mutter.

Rebsha waves his hand, and out of thin air a comfortable-looking chair appears, backed up against the wall next to the throne room door. He makes a sweeping motion toward it. “For your comfort.”

I’m shocked with inaction for a moment before hesitantly moving toward it as if it might be a trick. I imagine lowering myself to the cushion and it disappearing, causing me to fall flat on my ass while Rebsha laughs hysterically.

“Thank you,” I say hesitantly as I take the risk and have a seat.

He nods. “Would you like some refreshment?”

No way in hell am I accepting anything from anyone in this land unless Carrick says it’s okay, so I politely decline. “I appreciate it, but I’m good.”

Rebsha nods again before turning to leave.

“Wait,” I call, and he gives me his attention. “You… um… don’t seem hostile toward me like all the others I’ve met so far.”

The fae shrugs, his tone droll. “Humans have never done anything bad to me personally, so I don’t feel the need to hate them.”

I can’t help the smile that comes to my face. Relief and delight.

He crushes it immediately. “However, if my queen ordered your death, I’d do it without hesitation.”

Swallowing hard, I nod my understanding. “Loyalty. I get it.”

“Exactly,” he replies tersely and without another word, he heads down the hallway. I watch until he disappears into a doorway.

I let my backpack slide off my shoulder and place it between my ankles on the floor. I roll my neck, loosening some of the stiffness from carrying it for so long.

I’m highly offended I got kicked out, but I also trust that Carrick can handle himself. I just hope he’ll actually tell me everything that’s said in there, and well… I wonder if he’ll tell me everything that Deandra, in particular, says.

She made it clear with words and body language that they have been intimate with each other before. While Carrick certainly didn’t seem interested in what she was so blatantly offering, it doesn’t mean he won’t be interested now that I’m out of the room.

It feels like I’m struck by a thunderbolt at this thought and for a brief moment, I want to run back into that room and put myself between Carrick and that slutty seductress of a fae. My butt even comes off the chair as I consider grabbing my whip before common sense prevails and I force my body back down.

I can’t interfere. The queen would probably kill me dead if I walked in there, be damned that Carrick said I have his protection.

Moreover, it’s absolutely none of my damn business what Carrick does in his personal life. I know I certainly shouldn’t be giving any credence to this boiling anger and despair that he might be interested in Deandra that’s rumbling in my belly. I have no right to feel this way.

“Ugh,” I growl, crossing my arms over my stomach and leaning back in the chair. My head thuds against the wall, knowing Carrick is just on the other side and that princess is probably seducing him right now. I’d never know it either because Carrick wouldn’t tell me, and I’d never have the guts to ask.

I bolt upright in my chair, my skin actually tingling with awareness of something huge.

I have the ability to listen in on their conversation. My abilities extend to fae and not to humans. I don’t know if it extends to Carrick as I’ve never tried, but he’s not human so there’s a chance. I can damn sure listen in on the queen and the princess at a minimum. I’ve been practicing and can now call this power up at will and without line of sight. I think the feather has also done something to amplify this gift, so far be it from me to ignore it.

Settling back in my chair, I close my eyes and concentrate. I envision the queen sitting on her throne and perhaps Carrick has been given permission to sit in the king’s chair to her left. I try to picture Deandra, and an awful image pervades my brain of her draping herself upon his lap, fingers in his hair as she whispers dirty things in his ear.

Fury flushes through me, and I feel my feather tattoo start to tingle.

Then my ears pop, causing my eyes to fly open in shock as I can now clearly hear the occupants of the room as they’re talking. I can hear them as if I were standing right in their midst.

First, I hear Carrick’s laugh, causing me to sigh. I rarely hear such a sound, but God, he’s got a great one.

Then I hear Deandra’s giggle, and I grimace.

“Okay,” Queen Nimeyah says snappishly, making me think she just interrupted a good dose of flirting going on between Carrick and her daughter. It feels like lava is in my veins. “Let’s talk business. Why are you here, Carrick?”

“There’s a prophecy,” he explains. “Typical end-of-days stuff, and apparently that human out there is the key to it.”

I ignore the fact he references me as if “human” is a dirty word as I’m smart enough to know he’s playing their game.

“What’s the prophecy?” Deandra asks.

“We’re not quite sure,” Carrick replies. “I’m hoping The Scryer can give us some guidance. I’ve exhausted my resources in the Earth realm.”

There’s a drawn-out sliver of a moment where I think my super hearing is on the fritz. I slap my hand against my ear a few times, but then the queen speaks again.

“Prophecies are a dime a dozen. Humans are often called to succeed or fail at them. It’s the earthly realm, and it’s of no consequence to us, so I’m not inclined to help. Besides, anything that decimates the human population would make me rather happy, I’d say.”

“Why?” Carrick challenges and I’m immediately uneasy he could be drawing the queen’s ire. “Why would you care about such a thing? It’s not like the Light Fae will be traveling back to the Earth realm to live. You love this land you’ve created. You love it far better than earth, so why would such a thing make you happy?”

The queen doesn’t answer, but apparently, Carrick sees something in her expression he understands, because he murmurs, “Aahh… I see now.”

What? What do you see Carrick?

His voice is surprisingly gentle when he says, “You wouldn’t mind Earth perishing as a way to punish God for casting you out in the first place.”

“I don’t owe you any explanation for my actions,” Nimeyah replies imperiously, and it’s in such a tone that I’m afraid she might strike him dead. Which means I’d soon be dead. “I do what I want because I am queen, and there is no one above me to say different.”

I wonder if the gods are above her. They don’t interfere, but their powers are not from the stone and they are more ancient than the Light Fae.

“I’m asking as a personal favor,” Carrick rumbles. “And you know I don’t ask for those lightly.”

Another pause, but this one short before the queen laughs in a husky voice. “A favor? You’re asking me for a favor when you know the price I’ll want in return won’t be small? I want the real truth, Carrick. Why is a demi-god helping a lowly human with a prophecy? It’s completely beneath you.”

The entire room starts to spin as the space around me starts to dim. Nausea rises within me, and I grab hold of the armrests of the chair to stabilize myself, so I don’t pass out.

A demi-god?

Carrick is a demi-god?

I don’t even know what the hell that is, but it implies he’s part god. Of all the times I asked him what he was, I never in a million years thought something in the god category was even possible. Admittedly, I don’t know much about all this supernatural stuff, but I truly had not expected this. At the most, I thought Carrick was likely just a human granted with certain magics by the gods so he can serve them on modern-day Earth. I had even assumed there were many like Carrick like that, including his brothers, Lucien and Maddox.

Taking in a deep breath, I try to force myself past the shock of that revelation when I realize my senses have been disrupted and I can’t hear them anymore.

I close my eyes again, try to picture them within the room, but my entire body is still vibrating with that burst of adrenaline that revelation caused. I can’t pick up on them at all, and it must be because I’m completely discombobulated to learn Carrick is part god.

Which explains his superhuman good looks and magnetism.

His speed and strength.

The magical elements, for sure, as well as the fact he’s not intimidated by the fae—including their queen—at all.

“Hello,” I hear a man say, and my eyes pop open.

Standing before me is—yet again—another gorgeous fae. He’s uniquely dressed but not overly ostentatious in any way. In Los Angeles or New York, he wouldn’t get a second look.

Leather pants of a deep plum with shoes that resemble Doc Martens of the same color. Or maybe they have Doc Martens in Faere. He wears a plain black crewneck shirt under a long, tailed jacket of the same plum leather, but with patches of black suede haphazardly placed. The lapels are done in a deeper plum velvet. All in all, it’s a dashing outfit that would totally rock the red carpet at the Oscars.

But his clothing is moot. It’s the man within the clothes who interests me because I need not but a moment to discern this must be the prince, Pykalias. Same midnight hair as his mother and sister, along with the pale blue eyes. Their facial features are the same, except his are obviously more masculine. He’s tall, broad-shouldered and fits his suit very, very well.

Also… his tone is polite.

“Hello,” I return a little distractedly because the word demi-god keeps knocking around inside my head.

“You must be the human the entire castle is buzzing about,” he surmises. He doesn’t say “human” as if it’s a curse word and instead smiles at me. “I’m Pykalias, but my friends call me Pyke.”

“Finley,” I reply, not sure if I should extend my hand to him or not. We’re not friends, nor do I think we ever will be, but since he offered the name Pyke to me, that’s what I’ll use so as not to offend.

He takes the decision away as with a flip of his hand, it seems I no more than blink before the chair I’m sitting on is gone and instead, I’m sitting on a plush loveseat in the same exact spot. Beside me, Pyke sits angled toward me, one arm extended across the back of the sofa so his fingers are but inches from my shoulder. He props a booted ankle on his knee.

Nodding his head toward the door, he asks, “Carrick in there with the queen?”

“And your sister,” I mutter, casting a glance at the door.

Pyke chuckles. “Deandra has it bad for Carrick. Has always had too grand of notions when it comes to him.”

“So they… haven’t been together?” I ask, just laying it out there.

“Oh, they’ve been together,” he replies with a wink. “But just on a few visits over the centuries. Nothing serious for him, that’s for sure.”

My head reels.

Over the centuries.

Carrick is centuries old. My lifetime will pass in the space of a deep breath for him. I understand now why he looks at me the way he does, and why he’s not happy to be thrust into this prophecy with me. I’m truly beneath his efforts, but, then again, he’s being offered Ascension if he helps me and we’re successful.

Whatever Ascension means.

Pyke so casually tossing out an inference that Carrick is centuries old means he assumes I know what Carrick is. He has no idea I just found out and the implications are staggering, but I smooth out my features and tuck it away for future thought.

“Care to tell me why you two are here in Faere to save me the time of hearing it from my mother or sister?” he asks genially.

I narrow my eyes. “Why are you being nice to me? I have it on good authority fae hate humans. I’ve seen it firsthand since arriving here, and I have had my life threatened on more than one occasion.”

Pykalias smiles in understanding. “As with any society, you have those that hold on to old biases and prejudice, and then there are those who evolve and become more progressive.”

“And you are?” I prod.

“Evolution is my middle name, baby,” he replies with a laugh, and crap… it’s a sexy laugh, too.

I remember when I first learned about fae and endeavored to research them on my own through Google. All I kept finding were thousands of romance books written about fae, and I remember thinking to myself, how in the world could any woman find anything even slightly appealing about a fae.

Now I get it.

His engaging personality, movie-star good looks, and just a tiny bit of devil in him would make most any woman swoon at his feet.

Not me though.

“How did you get to be so evolved?” I ask.

“That would take an exceptionally long time to explain. Since I’ve heard word you and Carrick will be staying the night and there will be a grand party, I would very much like to entertain you with that story.”

Groaning, I don’t bother to hold the sound in. “We’ll have to stay the night?”

“It’s a given as Deandra will pout until the skies rain tears if the queen refuses the chance to make Carrick stay so Deandra can have a crack.”

My eyes flutter closed and I rub at my forehead, a slight headache forming.

“At least promise me time to talk, and I’ll make you see not all fae are bad,” Pyke says charmingly as he rises from the sofa.

My eyes pop open and I lift my chin defiantly, but admittedly… I’m a bit taken in by said charm. “Carrick says I shouldn’t trust any fae.”

“He’d be right about that.” He gives me a cheeky grin. “For the most part. Oh, and I must have a dance or ten with you. Promise?”

“I make no such promises,” I reply haughtily, but I’m sure he can tell by my amused smile if I have to attend this dreaded event that I’ll at least give him one.

Pyke tips his head back and laughs deeply, his eyes crinkled with humor when his gaze comes back to me. He gives a low, old fashioned bow with one arm across his stomach and the other swung outward.

When he straightens, he tips his head regally. “Finley Porter… it’s a definite pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

Frowning, I tip my head. “I never told you my last name.”

“Maybe your reputation precedes you,” he suggests slyly.

This makes me uneasy because we’ve been worried about keeping my abilities on the down-low since it would make me such a huge target. Carrick’s warning rings in my head… don’t trust any fae.

Before I can question him further on just how much of my reputation that he’s privy to and from where he heard such things, the door to the throne room opens with a slow woosh and Queen Nimeyah walks out. I immediately stand from my seat because it seems the proper thing to do.

She glances at her son but doesn’t acknowledge him at all. She doesn’t bother looking at me, but rather turns left and sweeps down the hall in a confident stride.

Carrick comes out next with Deandra plastered to his side, her elbow locked inside his and her other hand possessively on his forearm. She’s laughing about something, but it dies as she sees me with Pyke, her mouth forming into a smirk leveled straight at me before she turns to Carrick.

Even though she’s a tall woman, she still has to go to her tiptoes to press her lips to his lower jaw rather than his cheek. It’s such an intimate move that my gaze averts to the floor.

“Until tonight,” she purrs at Carrick, untangling herself. She nods at her brother with a flat expression, glares at me one last time, and swoops off in the direction her mother went. I watch the scarves on her backside billowing out, indeed exposing bare ass.

When I look back to Carrick—to his credit—he’s staring at me and not after Deandra.

But his attention is quickly diverted to Pyke. The two men stare stonily at each other in a way that makes me feel uneasy.

It goes on for so long, I give a nervous cough, but then both men’s mouths peel into wide grins and they come together, clasping each other at the forearm rather than shaking.

“Carrick,” Pyke drawls with affection. “Been way too fucking long.”

“Agreed,” Carrick replies with equal sentiment.

I’m slightly surprised because it never occurred to me that these men might be friends.

Well, not men. One is a royal fae and the other is a demi-god…

How did my life get so weird?

They release one another, and Pyke nods to me. “I’ve enjoyed my conversation with your beautiful companion.”

“Thank you for keeping her entertained while I talked to your mother,” Carrick replies.

“And what exactly did you talk about?” I ask sweetly as if I’m just the dumb sidekick.

Carrick’s gaze comes to mine. “The queen has agreed to let us travel to see The Scryer as well as give us safe passage back out of Faere. But she is insisting on throwing a party tonight in my honor, so we’re not going to be able to leave until morning.”

My heart sinks a bit, but I can tough it out. I’m sure they can deposit me somewhere comfortable—hopefully with a cozy bed—and I can get some rest for our journey while Carrick parties with his fae friends.

“We’ve got some time to kill,” Pyke says, glancing from me to Carrick. “How about we give Finley a tour of the castle and then we can go see the new gryffin I’m training?”

Since I’m still not sure whether I want to spill the beans that I know Carrick is a demi-god, it sounds like a good idea for us to remain occupied. There’s a reason he didn’t tell me, and maybe there’s a clue within that secret as to why I might not be able to trust him fully.

Carrick agrees, and off we go through the castle. The structure is massive, and there are many rooms that are barren of any furniture and seem to have no real purpose. While I found my initial impression upon entrance to be underwhelming because of all the white and silver, I was pleased to see the rooms that were furnished were done with bright pops of color.

There was no prevailing theme of style. It seemed to be an eclectic hodgepodge of stuff. The bedroom suites were all sumptuous, and the kitchens were bustling with delightful smells. The grounds on the backside of the castle were meticulously landscaped with the strange-colored flora and fauna I’d seen upon arrival.

We passed servants, nobles, and gentry moving through the castle, Pyke sometimes stopping to introduce us while other times moving past without a glance, only to later whisper the reason why he didn’t introduce us.

“Glennyn of the Royal House of Farber hates humans so much, I’m afraid we probably would have had to battle it out right there if we stopped.”

Or…

“I’m sure you’ve figured the fae can be a vapid society, but Melisand is the queen of huge egos and incessant chatter about herself. You’ll thank me later for not introducing you.”

Thankfully, we do not run into the queen nor—even more thankfully—her daughter. I’m grateful I won’t have to watch her seduce him tonight, and there’s no doubt that’s her intention. It drives me batty that I worry a little too much if he would reciprocate in any way, which I can’t say I’ve seen him do on the two interactions I’ve observed.

But that doesn’t mean anything.

Carrick is one who holds his cards close to the vest.

Pyke eventually leads us west of the castle to what looks like a stable, but it’s also made of crystal with silver touches. The end of the barn is open and as we enter, I spot a long row of stalls on each side. I recognize the smell of hay, leather, and horse sweat. When we start moving by the stalls, horses pop their heads out to greet us.

But these aren’t ordinary horses. They’re glorious in their coloring with shiny coats of black, white, and gray with luxuriously long manes. What makes them really stand apart from horses in my realm are their eyes. At first, I didn’t notice it, thinking they were just incredibly dark, but when one sticks its muzzle out far enough I can pat it, I see that their eyes were pitch-black orbs with what looks like an entire galaxy floating within them. Pink, purple, and blue dust trails swirling among a million stars in the background.

For a moment, I wonder… are there realms inside of their eyes that can be traveled to…and I don’t think that is such a crazy thing to question at all these days.

Pyke and Carrick keep up a running chatter as we walk down the long barn until we get near the end where the stalls are a little different. Instead of open-top halves where the horses could stick their heads through, these were full-length doors with bars running vertically.

When we come to a stop in front of the first one, I immediately understand the difference and take several steps back as the creature inside lunges toward us, screeching so loud my ears hurt. It flings itself against the bars, but they hold steady.

“Oh my God,” I murmur in awe as I take in the terrifying but magnificent animal inside the stall.

It’s midnight black, head to toe, but when sun glints through a high window, there’s a purple shimmer to it. It has the body of a lion, the head of an eagle, and massive wings sprouting from each of the shoulder blades, which it currently has tucked into its sides. It prowls back and forth in front of us, one eagle eye shrewdly on us at all times.

It’s huge… as tall and massive as a Clydesdale and while the claws on the padded feet are intimidating, it’s the intelligence in its glaring eyes that makes it so scary.

“I just caught it last week,” Pyke announces proudly. “I’ll start breaking it soon.”

“Breaking it?” I ask, not taking my eyes from the creature and still keeping my distance.

“Taming might be a more suitable word for you,” Pyke replies moving down to the next stall that also has bars. “But these are fierce creatures, so some measure of force is needed to train them to carry riders.”

“Riders?” I gasp, then reach out to grab his arm with excitement. “You actually ride these things?”

Laughing, Pyke glances down at my hand on his arm, seemingly pleased. I jerk it back as he says, “Yes. We ride them. They’re called gryffins.”

“I thought they were a myth,” I murmur as I follow him down to the next stall. Carrick trails quietly behind.

“Nothing is a myth,” Pyke asserts as he unlatches the next stall. “But my mother created these creatures long before they started showing up in paintings in ancient Egypt over five thousand years ago.”

I shake my head, glancing at Carrick. Sometimes I get overwhelmed with how old things are, that were once nothing more than history on pages, but have now come to life.

Pyke opens the stall and I move cautiously back to stand at Carrick’s side. The gryffin inside this stall is slightly smaller than the other, but is a pearl-gray color with the same purple shimmer in its coat and feathers. It lets out a screech, but it’s distinctly different, clearly one of greeting and affection.

The beast prances up to Pyke, stretching its wings as they tremble with excitement to see him, and then dips its great eagle head down to rest on his shoulder. His arm comes up over the shoulder to stroke the back of his feathered neck. The creature huffs out a sigh of contentment, and its eyes go droopy.

“Amazing,” I murmur in awe.

“Want to pet it?” Carrick asks.

“Oh, I couldn’t,” I say decidedly, even as I take a step closer to the stall.

Smiling, Pyke beckons me in as he steps back from the gryffin. “This is Cerida. She’s my favorite.”

Carrick takes me by the elbow, and he ushers me in. The gryffin shakes her head, turning it to the side to watch us with one eye. She shuffles restlessly until Pyke puts his hand on her shoulder and murmurs, “Easy, sweet girl. These are friends.”

I’m scared to death, yet this might be the greatest thing in the world that’s ever happened to me. I want badly to pet the creature—myth made real—yet I’m a bit frozen in place.

Carrick gently prods me forward, and then taking my wrist, raises it up to touch the side of her feathered neck. She huffs a little, but holds perfectly still while I stroke the softness in a downward fashion.

“She’s incredible,” I murmur.

“Want to go for a ride with me?” Pyke asks, his gaze warm and the tone of his voice seductive. “I’ll be a good boy, I promise.”

“She’ll pass,” Carrick answers for me in a tone that brooks no argument. “Besides, she needs to eat, and you and I have some catching up to do.”

The minute Carrick mentions food, my stomach rumbles loudly and Pyke chuckles. He tips his head to me. “Some other time, then?”

I don’t reply, even though I’d sell my soul to the devil—makes note to self to ask Carrick if the devil is real—to take a ride on that thing. I’d totally face my fear of heights just for the chance.

Pyke snaps his fingers above his head and within a flash, there’s a female servant standing there in a drab gray gown. She doesn’t possess the ethereal beauty of the royals, nobles, or gentry. Knowing she’s probably ancient, she still appears to be no older than in her mid-twenties but hobbled over with a rounded back. Her hair is a dirty blond color, coiled into tight curls, and she has large, pointed ears. Her face is rather ordinary, except her eyes are a beautiful green color.

“Take our guest to her bedroom suite,” Pyke instructs the servant. “Ensure she’s given a good meal.”

I’m uneasy with this arrangement. I don’t like being out of Carrick’s eyesight, and I most certainly don’t like him and Pyke going off to talk about things where I can’t have the ability to eavesdrop.

Carrick must sense my distress. He steps in close to me, wrapping a hand around the back of my neck in a move that’s both comforting and intimate at the same time. He dips his head to catch my eyes. “You are safe here, I promise. Nimeyah has sworn it. Go eat and maybe get some rest, okay?”

I have no choice but to agree. I nod, hating the feeling of loss when his hand drops away.


CHAPTER 20


Finley

This is not how I thought my evening would go. When Carrick sent me off to my room to eat and rest, I assumed I was in for the night and would venture forth in the morning when we started our journey to The Scryer.

From the barn, the servant leads me quietly to my room and refuses any attempt by me to make conversation. She won’t even tell me her name. I’m blown away by the splendor of the suite they gave me, done in grays and mint green, with beautiful tapestries on the wall and thick rugs on the marble floor. The bed is a massive four-poster in solid black wood that has a canopy on top with braided gold tassels hanging from the side. The room is large enough that it holds two chairs before a fireplace, another table that seats four in one corner, and a connecting bathroom with a huge sunken bath that could easily seat ten people.

The servant quickly backs out, mumbling she’ll bring food, and I set about to really study how they incorporate modern conveniences with magic. There’s an overhead crystal chandelier, but I can’t find any wall switches to turn it on. Though enough light is coming in through one of the windows right now, I can tell by the dimming that dusk is approaching.

I notice lamps on either side of the bed, but they have no visible knobs to turn them on. In my study, my hand accidentally brushes against the base, and light emanates from it. I bend, peek under the shade, and can see no discernible bulb, just a hazy bright glow that doesn’t hurt my eyes to stare directly at it.

Glancing back to the chandelier, I confirm it too doesn’t have any bulbs but is made entirely of crystals strung together. I hadn’t noticed the lack of bulbs in the throne room chandelier earlier, but I’d only given it a glance. Regardless, the one here in the bedroom is way too high for me to reach—assuming I also need to touch it to turn it on—so I move on.

In the bathroom, there are all the modern conveniences. Sinks with running water, a flushable toilet, and the massive bath has hot and cold faucets. The vanity is filled with bottles of sweet-smelling liquids, two of which I discern by feel and texture must be shampoo and conditioner. Towels are hanging on racks, and a fluffy bathrobe is on a hook on the wall.

There’s no TV that I can find, but I really didn’t expect to. I did, however, find what I guess would be the fae version of a stereo. It’s a silver box on a wall table with glowing knobs that doesn’t open anywhere that I can see. The first knob I turn causes a tinkling music to filter in the air that sounds like a melody of chimes, a harp, and maybe a flute. It’s beautiful and soothing, so I leave it on.

My exploration complete, I wonder how to bide my time, wishing I’d brought my sketchbook now. But no sooner do I settle onto the bed with my back propped against pillows, the door opens, and the female servant is back. She has a tray with a domed silver lid and a pitcher of some type of clear, fizzy liquid.

I follow her to the corner of the room that holds the round table and chairs, and my stomach rumbles loudly as she removes the dome lid. I’m stunned to see two slices of New York-style pepperoni pizza and a Caesar side salad.

I was expecting some sort of weird roast beast and hot pink vegetables or something.

Not only am I surprised that my favorite meal of all time is before me, but I also realize with awe that it must have been Carrick who ordered this as he happens to know very well this is my favorite meal. I ate a lot of it at his house on the evenings I trained with Titus, and he’d always grouse about how I could eat the same thing over and over and not get sick of it.

The servant backs out and I sit, underestimating just how hungry I am. It takes me less than ten minutes to polish everything off, including the fizzy drink, which I believe was Sprite. I make a mental note to ask Carrick if this was conjured with magic or had someone flitted back to the Earth realm, perhaps to New York, and grabbed this meal for me.

Belly full, mind overwhelmed by everything I’d seen and, most distressing, the news that Carrick is a demi-god, I settle back onto the bed with nothing to do but ponder my new knowledge or sleep.

There’s no time to decide because the bedroom door bursts open again, and two different servants come in. They’re different looking than the first but similar in their dress and subservient attitudes. Quiet, except to tell me that I’m to get ready for the party this evening, they’re completely non-responsive once I start questioning why I have to go.

They ignore me, each having a duty to complete. One clears my dinner, and the other has clothing in her hand that she lays out carefully on the bed.

One of the servants points at the bathroom. “Bathe. Get dressed. Your master will be here to get you within the hour.”

“Master?” I practically screech, but the servants back out of the room and shut the door behind them without any emotion on their faces.

I’m tempted to leave. To go after them and demand they tell me where Carrick is, as well as make them understand he is most definitely not my master. But then I reconsider, knowing I’ll be met with hostility and possibly danger outside of these walls, despite the queen saying I was safe. As Carrick said, trust no fae.

At first, I pout and immediately decide to ignore the order to get ready for the party. I want no part of it. I don’t want to be glared at or threatened. I don’t want to watch Deandra dry hump Carrick on the dance floor. And I don’t want to spend time flirting with Pyke, which had seemed like a good idea earlier.

I’m tired, and I want to get this trip over with.

In the end, however, I know that Carrick won’t let me out of this duty and will expect me at his side. As such, I trudge off to the bathroom and take a hot bath, using the hair and skincare products I had found.

I don’t luxuriate long given my hour deadline, so after the bath, I wrap myself in the robe and stare at myself in the mirror. I contemplate the fact I don’t have any makeup to make myself at least look one-tenth as glamourous as the female fae are sure to be tonight. I’ve only got a pile of unruly hair and pretty eyes.

Oh, well. I’m not here to impress anyone.

At least that’s my philosophy as I walk back into the bedroom to check out the clothing that was left behind.

Three dresses, all different just on fabric alone.

One is a heavy satin with lavender and pink flowers, and I immediately discount it as it will clash with my hair.

One is black, and I don’t spare it much of a glance because I always wear black. It’s what goes best with my bright hair, with the exception of that beautiful champagne dress Carrick had bought me for the auction.

The third dress is a possibility, a shimmery bronze material that on its own could be considered dull being that bronze is essentially brown, but, with my hair, I could look like an autumn enchantress.

Snickering to myself, I decide to look at the styles before I make my final choice.

The bronze dress is Grecian styled with the fabric draping over one shoulder, fitted through the bodice, and flowing down to the ground. It has a belt made of large gold linked ovals, and there are slits up both sides that will bare my legs when I walk. It’s incredibly beautiful and something I would wear to an event in the Earth realm. I think it was possibly chosen for that very reason, so I would look like where I came from.

The black dress… well, I can’t quite figure it out. It doesn’t seem like a dress at all when I lift it but more like a bunch of stretchy velvet straps, some maybe three inches wide, some a bit wider, and one piece that’s about twelve inches wide. There’s also a long piece of black satin that has snaps on it, and I set that aside wondering if it’s a cape. I’m finally able to untangle the puzzle of velvety straps and smooth it out over the bed. I step back to study it.

“Oh, wow,” I murmur as I realize what I’m looking at.

It’s not a gown at all, but would essentially be a skintight black velvet dress with strips of material cut out of it, which would bare my skin. I can tell the strips would strategically cover my breasts, but not much, and the widest swatch of material is to cover my crotch and butt. It had full-length sleeves but there was more material missing than not, and I had this image that if I put it on, I’d look like I’d tangled with a gryffin, and my outfit got all sliced up.

The outfit is far too short, and I almost discount it, but then I glance at the black satin I’d set aside, thinking it was a cape. Turning the velvet mini dress over, I see three snaps at the rear portion above my butt, and I understand the satin is supposed to be a partial skirt that looks about wide enough to just go from the sides of my thighs all the way around the back, leaving the front fully open. While my backside would be protected from prying eyes, I would still have a lot of my breasts visible under the crisscross of velvet scraps of material, and the front of the skirt is so short there would be no sitting in chairs and crossing my legs without giving quite the peep show to all.

My eyes linger on the outfit a moment, then over to the bronze dress.

Back to the black one.

Bronze once more.

“Well, black really suits my hair the best,” I mutter as I pick the outfit up off the bed.

As I’m walking into the bathroom to put it on, I tell myself over and over again I didn’t choose this outfit to compete with Deandra in any way.

I most certainly didn’t choose it to catch Carrick’s eye.

Truly, it would work best with my hair.

*     *     *

I’m in the bathroom pulling at some of my springier curls to see if I can get them to relax into waves when I hear the bedroom door open. Carrick calls out, “Finley?”

I have a piece of my mind to give him. Spinning from the mirror, I march through the bathroom into the bedroom to find Carrick’s back to me as he closes the door.

“How dare you portray yourself as my master to these people?” I snarl, hands on my hips.

Carrick neither flinches nor retreats from the venom in my voice, instead turning very slowly my way. His mouth is open, a retort already in mind and ready to launch, but then it snaps shut again.

“What?” I growl. “Nothing to say because you know it’s inexcusable?”

He stays silent, except now I understand why he’s not responding.

It’s because his interest has been completely diverted elsewhere.

Carrick’s eyes are lasered onto my body, his gaze running slowly over me and the outfit—or lack thereof—that I have on. It took me forever to wiggle into the damn thing, make sure all straps were appropriately placed and not twisted, and then checking and rechecking every angle in the mirror to make sure that despite the amount of skin showing, the actual goods were well concealed.

It’s not so much I mind what would be considered the short skirt that’s basically a stretchy piece of fabric that rests below my hip bones and barely extends two inches lower than my crotch. I’ve got the satin half skirt to cover my ass. As long as I remain standing and legs relatively straight, I’m good on the front side, too.

It’s the straps across my chest that have caused me some concern, but after a little bit of jumping up and down, I’m pretty assured my breasts are not going to come popping out. They’re secure enough. Except they’re secure because the three-inch straps of stretchy velvet are a bit tight, which mashes them slightly, causing the rounded globes of the tops and bottoms to be fully on display.

It is precisely where Carrick is staring at this moment, and I can’t read his expression. His jaw is locked so hard that I fear his teeth might crack and his lips are pressed flat, which would indicate displeasure.

But his eyes tell a bit of a different story as they glow. Knowing what I know about him being a demi-god, I no longer think that’s a trick of the light.

“I thought you would have chosen the bronze dress,” he murmurs, making no effort to look me in the eye. He takes another lazy perusal of my body, perhaps just being a man appreciating a sexy woman, but when he finally meets my gaze head-on, I’m almost knocked backward by what I read within those golden, glowing eyes.

Pure lust.

Like carnal, no hiding it in his expression, full-out naked desire.

My pulse instantly fires because Carrick’s expression says he wants to devour me whole.

I’m instantly nervous and doubtful, and my skin feels like it’s on fire. I start to stammer as I walk toward the bed. “I can put on the bronze dress. It’s far more my style.”

I have to pass by Carrick to reach the dress still lying on the bed, but I’m stopped in my tracks as his hand shoots out to wrap around my upper arm.

“Don’t,” he commands, and I instantly want to obey.

Not because he’s used compulsion on me, but because deep down, I like the look he just gave me, and I don’t want it to stray to Deandra.

“Okay,” I murmur, twisting my head to the side to see him. The lust and desire are in check, eyes no longer glowing.

His gaze drops, and he frowns. “We’ve got a problem.”

I look down at my bare feet. “No one brought me any shoes.”

“That is something I can remedy,” he replies with a smirk as he releases my arm, only to flick his hand toward my feet.

Instantly, a pair of black Converse high tops appear on my feet, and I move my gaze from them to Carrick, whose lips are curved upward ever so slightly. “Very funny. But they don’t quite work,” I point out.

“No, they don’t,” he replies, smile sliding as his gaze narrows on my calf. “Your feather.”

I glance down. Yes, we cannot have anyone seeing the feather.

I’m jolted when with another flick of his hand, the Converse disappear and I’m instantly in a pair of black vinyl boots that come up over my knees to mid-thigh. The heels are so high, I’m not prepared for the need to balance, and I start to topple, but Carrick catches my arm again to hold me steady.

“Can you walk in these?” he asks.

“Yeah, I’m good,” I reply, pulling from his grasp and taking a few steady steps. I’ve come a long way in heel walking since that fateful night I met Carrick at Fallon’s art show that had me almost breaking my ankles. It’s not that I’ve had a ton more practice, but I think it’s because my confidence has grown.

After all, I’ve taken on a powerful dark fae and lived to tell the tale.

I’m the key to thwarting a prophecy.

I’m wearing a sexy-as-hell outfit, and I know, without a doubt, that these boots make it even sexier.

I’ve totally got this.

“Shall we go then?” Carrick says, turning an about-face to offer me his arm.

It’s then that I notice he’s changed into an outfit that resembles the style that Pyke wore earlier, except all in black.

Carrick has always looked magnificent in black, and I love that we match colors.

“Let’s go,” I reply, hooking my arm through his.

*     *     *

I’m not prepared for the splendor of the party that’s being thrown in Carrick’s honor. And let’s be clear, it’s for Carrick, not me. He knows many of the fae we stroll by who greet him with polite nods or big smiles. I still get glares or looks of disapproval, but I let it roll off my back. I’m here for a mission, and, when I leave, I’ll never be coming back.

In my short time here in Faere, I’ve learned to completely turn off my receptors to the feelings that Light Fae produce. I’m not going to be fooled in the slightest that the delightful sensation means a Light Fae is good and I can’t rely on that as my indicator.

The party is held outside, extending from the massive veranda off the back of the castle down to the back lawns where huge tents are erected and bathed in twinkling lights.

The range of fashion attire is boggling, again confirming that, in Faere, there are no trends. People dress the way they want, but they do all have one thing in common.

They want to be noticed.

This party is only for the nobles and gentry to attend at the royal family’s invitation. There are no gnomes or cute little fairies flitting about. All humanoid-looking Light Fae with superior good looks, enormous power I don’t want to cross, and inflated egos vying for attention.

Carrick has my hand tucked into his elbow as we meander through the crowd. He makes no effort to stop and talk to anyone, nor does he introduce me, for which I am grateful. I know everyone here has heard who I am, and since humans are in general disfavor, I prefer to stay out of any limelight. The best thing about being socially shunned by these Light Fae is that it makes me less self-conscious in the outfit I’m wearing. Of course, I still feel my skin get hot and prickly every time Carrick’s eyes graze over me, but he’s reined in that lust I saw earlier, making me even doubt if that’s what I saw.

Eventually, Carrick and I walk to a tent where a marble floor has been laid upon the unnaturally green grass, and people are dancing to a slow waltz. There is no band, so I have no clue where the music is coming from. We walk the perimeter, stopping to accept a fizzy drink from a servant that Carrick advises me is safe to drink but is potent, so to sip at it very slowly.

I take a tiny sip. It’s refreshingly light, and I want to gulp it. I start to raise it to my lips, but he warns, “Slowly, Finley. I don’t want to have to peel you off the floor.”

“Sorry,” I mutter as I look around and through the crowd. “Where is the royal family? Won’t they be attending?”

“Of course they will,” Carrick replies as we find a raised table in the corner to stand at. I set my drink on it, so I won’t be tempted to pull it to my mouth repetitively. Carrick does the same as he says, “They must make a grand entrance though. They will always be fashionably late to their own parties, making sure everyone is here first so that all eyes will be upon them when they arrive.”

“They really are a vain bunch,” I observe.

“You have no clue,” he utters in a low voice.

Suddenly, the swirling beat of the waltz fades away, and trumpeters start blowing a royal herald. All eyes turn to the steps leading down from the veranda, and there stands the royal family at the top.

Queen Nimeyah is a spectacle to behold in a blood-red gown of velvet that’s long-sleeved, fits through the bodice, but flares at the hips into a full-length skirt that has lots of fluffy crinolines or something like that underneath. The front is cut wide and low on her chest, exposing the inside swells of her breasts. Diamonds are crusted in a pattern starting just below where her navel would be, and rise up her stomach. As it reaches her breastbone, the diamond studding curves around the sides of each breast, fanning out into an image of stretched wings all the way to the tops of her shoulders.

Somehow attached to the back neckline of the gown is a half-crown of silver feathers that frame her entire head. Her black hair is done in a fishtailed braid that hangs over one shoulder, and it’s so long it reaches her front hip. Her makeup is stunning with darkly charcoaled eyes making her blue eyes seem to glow unnaturally.

Nimeyah stands slightly in front of the rest of her family, making it clear she is the ultimate authority.

Her husband, Callidan, who I haven’t met is—like the rest of the family—stunningly gorgeous. He, too, has black hair and blue eyes, and I wonder if that was a common coloring among fallen angels or perhaps there’s inbreeding among the fae. Callidan and Pyke are dressed similarly, much the way Carrick is tonight, with leather breeches, boots, and a tailored coat with long tails. Both men are in hunter green, the biggest distinguishing factor between the two is that the lapels of Pyke’s coat are taupe while his father’s are a deeper green.

Reluctantly, my gaze moves to Deandra, and my stomach bottoms out as I take in her provocative gown. Oddly, almost all of her skin from neck to toe is covered, but it is in a sheer white material that actually hides nothing. It’s like one large, flowing scarf was made with a hole cut out in the center for her head to pop through. It’s loose, baggy, and, standing still, doesn’t show her curves or any part of her body at all.

But as the family starts walking down the steps, and the material flows back against her body, everything is visible. She’s completely naked underneath, and there’s nothing left to the imagination from the dark areolas of her breasts with budded nipples to the black thatch of hair between her legs.

Her long hair is parted in the middle and is worn loose and wavy as if she just rolled out of bed. Her makeup is stark against her pale skin, particularly the ruby-red stain on her full lips.

Hesitantly, I turn my head and lift it slightly to see Carrick’s reaction. His face is a mask of nothingness, and I can’t tell if he’s looking at Deandra or the family as a whole.

I glance back to the royals as they reach the lawn and start for the tent where we are standing. Carrick might not be acknowledging Deandra right now, but her eyes are pinned to him, and she’s looking at him like he’s her next meal.


CHAPTER 21


Finley

My stomach clenches tighter and tighter as Carrick and I stay at our table, but watch the royals getting closer and closer. I sort of expected Nimeyah to have her throne chair set up down here and insist on everyone forming a line to kiss her hand or something. Instead, she leads her family around, inclining her head left and right in greeting to her subjects. No one bows or curtsies, which also surprises me, but there is no hiding the absolute adoration on the face of the Light Fae as their queen makes eye contact with them.

Callidan will sometimes chat a few words, Pyke openly flirting with the single ladies, and Deandra… well, her stare stays riveted on Carrick. I grimace as she licks her lips more than once.

Just as they’re approaching, I pick up my drink and take a hard swallow for fortification. Carrick’s head whips my way, and I receive a look of warning before he turns to greet Nimeyah, who has come to stand squarely in front of us. I’m not worth her notice, so her eyes are only for Carrick.

“Carrick… I hope you’re enjoying this party in your honor,” the queen says lightly.

“It’s a magnificent event,” he agrees with a smile, tipping his head as a sign of respect and gratitude. I stay statue-still, not wanting her to notice me at all.

“You must join us at our table for food and drink,” she declares, and it’s clear there will be no declining this flattering invitation.

Carrick smiles, again tips his head, and says, “We’d be honored too.”

His inclusion of me isn’t lost on the queen as evidenced by the flattening of her lips for just a moment before she gives him a tight smile. “That would be lovely, but we have time before the food will be served, and I know Deandra has been dying to get some time alone with you all day. I think you two should go and dance… get reacquainted.”

A moment of panic seizes me as Deandra steps into Carrick, looping her arm through his. The queen shoots a vindictive smile before walking away, her husband following without so much as a word to any of us.

“Come, Carrick,” Deandra murmurs seductively. “I’ve been dying to have your arms around me all night.”

“One dance,” he agrees, then turns his gaze to me. “Don’t move from this table.”

I swallow hard, feeling so frozen in place I think it would be impossible to move from my spot. Not only is my protector and the one man keeping me safe getting ready to walk away from me, but he’s also doing so with a gorgeous, nearly naked woman who I’m quite sure is prepared to walk him right off the dance floor and into the nearest set of bushes to have her way with him.

Without another word, a reassuring smile, or a backward glance, Carrick leads Deandra to the dance floor. As I thought, she attempts to pull him farther away from me, but he stops in the middle and sweeps her into the flow of another waltz-like song.

For a moment, I’m mesmerized not by Deandra and her beauty and blatant sexuality, but rather by Carrick’s elegant moves as they glide around. While Carrick has always exuded that upper-crust sort of vibe, he’s always seemed rougher and more hardened. He’s the man who pins dark fae to walls with iron daggers for torture, not the smooth dancer who spins so fluidly while he and Deandra converse.

“You look like you could use another drink,” I hear from my left and I turn in surprise to see Pyke still standing there. I had assumed he’d walked off with his parents, but he moves to my side and nods down at my half-empty glass.

I shake my head. “No, thank you. I’d prefer to keep clear-headed tonight.”

Clasping his hands behind his back, he silently watches with me as Deandra and Carrick dance. While Carrick’s hands are attempting to be polite and distanced—one hand at her hip, the other grasping her hand—Deandra does everything she can to crowd into him so her body is pressed against his.

I don’t know what she’s saying to him, but it’s clear by the half-lidded look she’s giving him that it’s probably something inviting and naughty. Carrick smiles down at her, as if amused, and even laughs at something she says.

Fuck… she’s seducing him right there on the dance floor. How could he not be when she’s all but naked in his arms?

“I’ve often found,” Pyke suggests in a low drawl, “that the way to fight fire is with fire.”

I hear his words, but they don’t fully penetrate. I give him a quick, annoyed glance. “What?”

“Well, it’s clear my sister is pulling out all her best moves tonight to make you green with jealousy, so maybe you should give back what you’re getting.”

My gaze snaps to Pyke, brows knitting together. “What? Jealousy? What are you talking about? Your sister is trying to seduce Carrick.”

“Of course she is,” he concurs with a nod. “But her dress, her wantonness… that’s all to make you jealous. She could seduce Carrick without that.”

That doesn’t make me feel a lick better, but I do have my pride. “I don’t know what you’re talking about with jealousy. There’s no reason for me to be jealous. Carrick and I aren’t—”

“Save it,” Pyke says with a laugh. “You might try to deny the chemistry between the two of you, but everyone who isn’t physically blind can see it. Deandra definitely feels it, and she’s going to do her damnedest to try to take him from you.”

“He’s not mine,” I mutter.

“I think you’re wrong, but let’s put that theory to the test, shall we?”

I glance at him again, and he’s holding his arm out toward the dance floor.

“You want to dance?” I ask suspiciously.

Pyke’s eyes light with mischief, and he takes a step back from me. Without any shame at all, he runs a licentious gaze over my body, lingering on my half-exposed breasts, and shakes his head. “Why would I not want to dance with the most beautiful and sexiest creature at this party?”

There’s no way Pyke really means that. I can’t compare to the magical beauty of these fae creatures.

I sneak a glance at Carrick, who, to my surprise, is actually watching us as he moves Deandra backward with the flow of the other dancers.

He’s watching Pyke practically undress me with his leering gaze.

Fight fire with fire, huh?

Turning back to Pyke, I beam a smile. “I’d love to dance.”

“I’m not going to promise to be a gentleman,” he murmurs suggestively, taking me by the elbow and leading me onto the floor. I have no clue how to waltz, but I assume he’ll lead and I’ll just follow.

“I’m curious, Pyke,” I ask innocently as one hand goes to my waist and the other clasps my hand. We stand facing each other, me smiling sweetly and Pyke looking like the devil with his mischievous grin in place. “Do fae have the same exact anatomy as humans?”

“We do,” he purrs, pulling me in a little closer. “Except…well, we tend to be more well-endowed.”

“Hmmm,” I murmur thoughtfully. “Then I’m going to assume it hurts just as much if I were to knee you in the nuts if you are anything but a gentleman with me.”

Pyke’s eyes flare, and I wonder if I’ve gone too far. Never trust a fae. They’re vain and egocentric. I’m surprised, however, when he tips his head back and barks out an appreciative laugh.

His eyes are shining as they come back to me. “I shall endeavor to be a gentleman, but if we’re going to provoke jealousy, you need to be a little closer.”

And before I can even utter any resistance, he’s pulled me in flush with his body and starts us whirling around the dance floor.

There’s no opportunity for me to pull away or ask him to loosen his hold as he has us moving so fluidly and with twirls that leave me breathless. I eventually have to settle into the dance and the delight of a man who makes this all effortless.

“So, Finley Porter,” Pyke says conversationally. “Seems like you’re the savior to the Earth realm, huh?”

“Carrick told you,” I surmise.

“He told me the basic background, and I offered my services to help in any way I can,” he replies smoothly.

“Why would you want to help?” I ask curiously. “This has nothing to do with Faere or the Light Fae. At least that we know of.”

Pyke shrugs, glancing around before bringing his eyes back to me. “Let’s just say I love a good adventure, and Carrick and I go way back.”

“Your help is obviously welcome,” I say carefully, not wanting to commit to anything without knowing exactly what Carrick told this man. I’m going to assume not everything as he wants to keep my feather a secret.

At that moment, Carrick and Deandra sail past us. It happens in a flash, yet there’s a moment that time seems to slow down as golden eyes meet my own. They darken to amber, and his face is a mask of granite. I tilt my head, wondering why he seems angry. Then he spins, time moves regularly, and I get just a flash of Deandra glaring at me hatefully before they’re gone.

“It’s working,” Pyke says in a singsong voice.

“What’s working?” I mutter, looking over my shoulder and trying to catch a glimpse of Carrick and Deandra. I can’t find them as the crowd is too thick, and Pyke is spinning me another way.

“You’ve totally made Carrick jealous,” Pyke announces proudly.

“I have done no such thing,” I retort with indignation.

“Well, then I made him jealous, which is the same thing, and it’s what’s needed.”

“That’s ridiculous,” I sputter, and then Pyke slows us down so abruptly that I go crashing into his chest. The music has slowed to a swaying beat, and Pyke uses my momentum to bring his arm possessively around my waist so he can hold me tight to his muscular body.

His hand tightens on mine, and he pulls it against his heart to rest. Dipping his head down, he puts his lips near my ear. “If I didn’t think Carrick would kill me, I’d dare to kiss you right now. But as it stands, I’m going to be lucky if he doesn’t punch me in about three—two—one—”

And then I’m jerked out of Pyke’s embrace and facing a furious Carrick.

“About fucking time.” Pyke laughs and claps Carrick on the shoulder. “Now, you two kids go dance and have a good time.”

My head is swirling as I have no clue what just happened. I look around for Deandra, wondering if she’s going to come and jerk Carrick back into her arms.

“Let’s go,” Carrick growls, taking my hand tightly in his. We start to move around the edge of the dance floor, Carrick pulling me along like I’m a wayward child.

It pisses me off and I jerk back against him, but to no avail.

“I think I know how to find my way back,” I snap at him from behind.

“Not about to let you walk around this place by yourself,” he barks back, then starts to move more briskly once we clear the floor. My heels immediately sink down into the unnaturally colored grass, and I almost trip.

“Slow down,” I demand, and Carrick instantly complies. I glance back over my shoulder, but I don’t see Pyke, Deandra, or their parents. I assume Carrick will come back to socialize after depositing me in my room, for this party is in his honor, after all. For now, he has to put his wayward human back in her cage.

Carrick confidently navigates the castle, whereas it probably would have taken me hours to find the wing and floor where my room is located. When we reach the door, he propels me through, finally releasing my hand.

I take a few stumbling steps, right myself, and turn to glare. “What is your problem?”

Carrick takes two long strides, barreling toward me fast, but I hold my ground. He comes toe to toe to me, dips his head, and says on a low rumble, “My problem is how Pyke was touching you, especially with you,”—and here he pauses and runs his gaze down the front of my body—“looking the way you do.”

I have to restrain my natural inclination to cover myself because the silky tone of his last words has me feeling vulnerable.

It also has me feeling quite achy between my legs. “I offered to change outfits, and you wouldn’t let me.”

“I like you in that outfit,” he rumbles with clear appreciation in his eyes. “So not your style, but I enjoy watching you step out of your comfort zone. But all of that is beside the point. I told you not to move from that table, and you accepted a dance with Pyke.”

“So it’s okay for you to dance with a half-naked woman who has made it abundantly clear you two have been intimate before and wants to be intimate again, but I can’t have a lousy dance with Pyke?”

Carrick blinks, taking a tiny step back. “You were bothered by Deandra?”

“No,” I immediately blurt out—incredibly fake sounding, so I just decide to own up to it. “I mean… yes.”

“Why?” he demands, eyebrows pulling inward.

My mind whirls with an answer. I can’t admit I might have feelings for him. That would be stupid, because there’s no way in hell he would ever return them, and I would probably be crushed.

Instead, I lift my chin. “I find her to be crass. She irritates me.”

Carrick studies me thoughtfully for a moment. His voice is a bit gentler. “Deandra and I have been together in the past. It was casual and an awfully long time ago.”

I give a saccharine smile. “Clearly, she wants to keep it going.”

“I still don’t understand why that should bother you,” Carrick says, and I feel like he’s purposely trying to goad me into something.

Not going there.

“Not sure I understand why you were bothered that I danced with Pyke,” I reply, throwing the ball back in his court.

Carrick’s eyes flash brilliantly gold for a moment, then I see that red sheen within his pupils. His hand comes to the front of my throat, and just like he had done once before with me, he backs me across the room and into a wall.

Except this time, my head doesn’t knock against it but merely comes to a gentle rest.

Just like before, he cages me in by placing his palms beside my head and dips his face oh so close to mine.

And just like before, my heart feels like it’s going to burst out of my chest, and I’m filled with both terror and excitement.

“Maybe,” Carrick murmurs, but there’s a biting edge to it. “Just maybe, I didn’t like him touching you.”

“Why?” I manage a whisper.

Carrick’s head dips lower, tilts to the side, and his lips hover right over mine so that when he speaks, I feel his breath. He stares at me, eyes hard and resolute before they drop to my mouth. “Maybe I’m just feeling proprietary.”

I’d jerk my head back from him if the wall weren’t trapping me, so my tone is more than scathing enough to get I don’t like his wording. “You mean… like you own me?”

There’s just a flash of amused smile before Carrick brushes his lips over mine. It’s soft, so subtle, and yet the absolute best kiss I’ve ever had in my life. But then his lips are gone, leaving behind a faint tingle. My skin prickles when I feel his mouth grazing across my jaw, light as a feather.

My eyes flutter shut as I savor the feel of him touching me in a way that is far beyond the boundaries we have set. My heart pounds, my blood races, and I feel like my legs won’t support me, so I press my hands into the wall and dig my heels down into the rug. He’s barely touching me, yet I ache with such deep need I’m afraid I’ll be devastated if it’s not filled.

Carrick reaches my ear where I feel his warm breath, then the butterfly touch of his lips as he murmurs, “You’re not the type of woman who could ever be owned, Finley.”

I only realize Carrick has moved away when I feel the coolness on my skin without the heat of his body so near me. When I open my eyes, I find him halfway across the room, heading toward the door.

“By the way,” Carrick says over his shoulder, his voice devoid of emotion as if he didn’t just kiss me. “Pyke is dangerous. He’s one of the better ones, but he is Light Fae royalty.”

“And fae hate humans,” I mutter, having heard it incessantly.

An irrational need to cry hits me—that Carrick could one minute cause such deep emotion and desire within me, and the next order me about as if I am indeed owned by him.

“He wants you,” Carrick says, and the ominous tone causes me to jerk. “Try to never be alone with him.”

“Why?” I ask, my heart beating a little faster as I push away from the wall. “He wouldn’t force me, would he?”

Carrick shakes his head, expression somber. “He wouldn’t need to.”

I scoff, shaking my head. “I can’t be so easily swayed.”

“You could with Light Fae magic. It’s powerful, and you might be able to break it with your feather, but you might not. I don’t want you finding out the answer to that, so don’t be alone with him.”

“But you two are friends,” I point out, still not willing to believe Pyke would try to use magic to make me have sex with him. “He said you go a long way back and have had adventures together.”

“That’s true,” Carrick replies, taking a few steps back toward me. His hand comes up and I hadn’t realized it until this moment, but I love when he wraps it around the back of my neck like he does in this moment. It’s a proprietary and intimate gesture that a lover might do to his woman to hold her attention.

It’s a romantic notion immediately fizzled by his hard and serious expression. “Pyke and I are friends. He’s a good ally. He doesn’t hate humans the way that most Light Fae do. But he’s still fae, and I never trust anyone fully, and neither should you.”

“What did you tell Pyke about why we were here?” I ask curiously.

“I’ve told him generally what has happened from the moment I realized you could see under glamours until we came to Faere. Pyke spends a lot of time in the Earth realm and has many contacts, so I was hoping he’d keep his ear to the ground. The one thing I purposely left out was about your feather.”

It’s ironic Carrick has this level of piousness regarding trust, and it’s okay for him to withhold information from Pyke. Just as he’s withheld from me the fact he is a demi-god. I know this is something I need to confront with him, but I decided to wait until after we talk to The Scryer. For now, I think it’s best for me if Carrick assumes I’m stupidly in the dark on things.

“Now, I have to get back to the party,” Carrick says, dropping his hand from my neck. “I don’t want to offend Nimeyah and have our permission to travel in her land revoked.”

“Of course not,” I murmur, and I can’t help but adding. “Wouldn’t want to offend Deandra, either, for rushing out on her.”

“You can come back with me,” he offers, but it’s obvious he doesn’t mean it. Whether I’m just a thorn in his side that needs babysitting, or he really didn’t like Pyke’s attention on me, he’d rather I stay here.

I shake my head, wondering if I’m feeding him right back into Deandra’s hands. “I’m actually tired, so I think I’ll go to bed.”

Carrick smiles, and I do not like that it’s in an amused way. His hand comes back up. To my shock, there’s a small glass orb in it. “If you’re bored, you can continue to watch the party through this.”

I lean forward and peer at the thick glass, and before my eyes, the inside transforms to show the party going on outside the castle. The edges are a bit distorted, but the clarity is amazing for the most part. I see Nimeyah and her husband chatting with a group of people, and suddenly, the orb zooms in on her. I can’t hear the conversation, but can see them with crystal clarity. I wonder where Pyke is, and the picture spins to the right before zooming in again, right on Pyke talking to a beautiful blond fae. Interesting, it appears the orb will zoom in on the object of my interest, giving me the opportunity to spy on whomever I like.

My gaze moves from the glass ball to Carrick, who is watching me intently. “There is nothing between Deandra and me, nor will there ever be again,” he says.

His message is clear. I can watch him when he returns to the party, and I won’t have to wonder what happens.

I keep my hands to my sides, leveling a small smile. “No, thank you. I’m truly tired and think I’m going to bed.”

Carrick nods, drops his hand, and pivots away. When I glance down, the orb has disappeared.

He moves to the door and unlocks it. “I’ve got a ward on this door. No one can come in but me. I’ll try not to wake you when I return.”

“Return?” I exclaim, my heart starting to thunder again.

“We’re sharing this room, Finley,” he drawls casually. “I figured you knew that.”

“Why would I know that?” I retort, hating how shrill my voice sounds.

Carrick chuckles. “Did you honestly think I would let you stay in this castle alone with every fae wanting to rip your throat out?”

“You said I was protected on your word alone,” I point out.

“And the queen has laid down the edict as well,” he agrees. “But what have I always told you? Don’t trust a fae.”

“You should hashtag that,” I mutter even as I wring my hands together with worry over this news. My eyes go to the bed—which is huge—and move around the room. I see Carrick’s backpack in one corner. Had it always been there, and I missed it?

“Don’t worry,” Carrick says, and my gaze whips back to him. “I don’t bite.”

“But… there’s not a couch for you to sleep on,” I say hesitantly, wringing my hands with worry again.

“That bed is huge, Finley.” After he opens the door, he starts to back through it. He gives me a wink. “But if you find it’s a little too chilly, you are more than welcome to move in close and share body heat with me.”

I can’t even come up with a pithy response because Carrick is gone, the door shutting. I glance to the bed, then back to the door.

Once more to the bed.

It is huge.

We could both easily sleep in it semi-sprawled on each side and still not even touch one another.

And while Carrick says I could never trust Pyke not to take advantage of me if the opportunity presented, I know deep in my soul Carrick would never force anything on me. Hell, at this point, I’m back to even doubting that he likes me after the way he kissed me and then acted like it didn’t even happen.


CHAPTER 22


Finley

If I died tomorrow, I will have felt I’ve reached the pinnacle of success, for I am flying on the back of a gryffin over the lands of Faere, and it is incomparable to any other experience in my life. Of course, I’m sure whatever magical Xanax Carrick waved over me to take away my fear of heights has something to do with how magnificent the experience is, but I’m grateful for it.

In my world, gryffins are a fantasy creature, written in the history books as myth, but actually originated in Faere by the imagination of Queen Nimeyah. Carrick hypothesized to me this morning over a quick breakfast in our room that she must have brought them into the Earth realm—implementing herself into various cultures as a deity to worship—and so the legend was born and expanded after time wore on and Nimeyah didn’t return.

Last night was uneventful after Carrick left. I had no worries where Deandra was concerned, and it had nothing to do with the fact he had offered me the orb by which to spy. It was the fact that as I had observed their few interactions together since coming to Faere, it was clear the interest was one-sided on Deandra’s part. Carrick helped me realize that when he declared nothing would ever happen between them again.

On top of that, there was a spark of something between Carrick and me last night when he had me up against the wall and I had the distinct feeling it took all his willpower not to deepen that brush of a kiss. While we all know there are men who will gladly go around and kiss more than one woman on a single day, Carrick’s sense of duty and loyalty runs deep, so he wouldn’t do that to me. If he put his lips on mine, he would not put them on Deandra, and I felt confident in that knowledge.

At any rate, I fell into an exhausted sleep and didn’t even hear Carrick come back to the room or get into bed. I slept straight through the night, and only awoke after he started shaking me to get up.

After our breakfast, we meet Pyke down at the barn. He shoots me a devilish smile and no doubt just to rile Carrick, he says, “I really missed you last night. I wished you would have returned to the party, so I could have another dance.”

Carrick doesn’t reply, but I can tell by his scowl that he doesn’t appreciate the sentiment. I, on the other hand, seem to like that Pyke can provoke Carrick to what might be jealousy.

Pyke is nonplussed as he asks Carrick, “Assume you want to travel by horse?”

I pipe up with a question of my own. “Why don’t you just bend distance and teleport us there or whatever it is?”

Pyke cocks an eyebrow, shooting a chastising look at Carrick. “Someone has been teaching her about the Light Fae.”

Carrick shrugs without apology. “Everyone is the enemy until they prove they’re not, so she has to know what she’s up against.”

Pondering that just a second, Pyke shrugs. “Fair point.”

He then turns to me. “As you’ve clearly been taught, only the royals, nobility, and gentry can bend distance for travel. However, only those same fae can survive such an action. It would kill a human, so today we have to travel by less magical means.”

“Oh,” I reply, glad I now know that, and making a mental note never to be within arm’s length of a fae who could potentially take me somewhere by bending distance just to kill me.

“However,” Pyke continues with flourish as he claps his hands three times. “We can travel by gryffin if you’re not afraid of heights.”

“She’s totally afraid of heights,” Carrick says, but then adds. “But I can take that fear away from her.”

My head snaps his way to get a reading of his face, those initial thoughts that would tell me if this is a good idea to him or not. I am indeed afraid of heights, and I hope his offer to remove that fear is not just big talk. I hope mightily because—soaring on a lion-eagle-creature thingy is beyond my wildest imagination. If I can do so without fear of falling or puking, then my dreams would come true.

Carrick smiles and nods, confirming he can make me comfortable to fly, and that’s that.

Grooms in the barn saddle two of the creatures, the gray one, Cerida, that we’d met the day before for Pyke, and a chestnut brown that’s a good size bigger than the gray. His name is Warnuf.

“You’ve ridden one of these before?” I side-mouth to Carrick as we watch.

“A time or two,” he replies, but it’s with a teasing smile, so I know it’s more than just a few times.

He proves it to me when he easily mounts the mighty beast, then offers me his arm so I can swing up behind him on the chestnut gryffin. The minute I’m seated, my anxiety over flying suddenly disappears. A rush of warm comfort settles over me with the knowledge I’ll be perfectly safe. It’s magic I’m grateful that Carrick has.

Let me just say… it’s not a chore needing to plaster myself to him as the saddle isn’t overly roomy and I have no stirrups or anything else by which to hold on. So my arms go around Carrick’s waist, and I hold on for dear life as he gives a small kick to the creature’s flanks. Our beasts run several paces with long, galloping strides that get faster and faster until they both leap into the air with great wings flapping.

Unlike traditional methods of steering animals—say with a bit on a horse—everything is done by light touch on the animal. The saddle’s made with an arched bar—normally where a pommel would be on a western saddle—and it’s designed for the rider to hold on to. For guiding the gryffin, Carrick need only put some pressure on the side of the creature’s neck for it to bank right, or squeeze with his knees to go lower and maintain a certain altitude.

Admittedly, my eyes remain closed for about the first fifteen seconds. When I open them, I gasp at how beautiful Faere is from above. Down on the ground, everything looked so very fake, but, from above, it’s a riot of brilliant colors between the grass, the rivers, and the trees. It looks like a beautiful oil painting.

“Down there,” Carrick says, gesturing to the left with his head. Peeling my cheek away from his back where I had pressed it, but leaving my arms tightly—and I mean tightly—wrapped around his waist, I look down where he is indicating, and my belly doesn’t even flop once.

Below is a huge estate complete with a massive manor house—clearly belonging to a noble or gentry—that has to be at least ten thousand square feet. Dotted all around are smaller houses that are not nearly as refined. We fly on a bit, and the smaller houses become more clustered until we’re flying over a tiny village.

Carrick has to twist to talk to me, speaking loudly enough I can hear him over the rushing wind. “There’s no formal government here in Faere. Nimeyah is the one and only ruler, but the nobles and gentry will often lord themselves over the closest villages.”

It’s odd to me that things can run so smoothly with so little structure, but, then again, what is there to fight about? The rich and powerful have all their needs met, and the lower class will never have enough power to demand more.

With Pyke on Cerida leading the way, we fly over crop fields, forests, valleys, and rolling hills. I have no clue how far we’ll go, but there are purple mountains way in the distance that look like they have snow peaks.

We pass one large manor house that has extensive gardens in the back where I can see tiny fairies—like the kind I saw walking into the castle yesterday—flitting among the bushes, vines, and flowers, sprinkling a shimmery dust around.

“Are those little fairies actually fallen angels?” I ask Carrick, wondering how creatures in this realm could be so vastly different.

He shakes his head. “They’re just magical experiments by Nimeyah and evolution happening down there. The original fallen angels are Nimeyah and her husband, as well as the nobles. All others were birthed here or created by Nimeyah.”

“Zaid had told me before that not all Light Fae are beautiful, but I’ve yet to see anything less than ordinary. I mean, the fairies and the gnomes are weird, but you know what I mean.”

Carrick nods as he touches the gryffin on the left side of the neck to turn that way, following Pyke. “You have to remember that Faere is thousands upon thousands of years old. You’ve got simple evolution working along with Nimeyah trying to tweak things with her powers. Many fae were born with defects over the millennia. They bred and created new species of Light Fae. But going to your earlier point of the beauty of the Light Fae, there are many that are not easy to look upon. They’ve been shunned and live on the outer edges of the realm. They form their own little societies where they aren’t so different from one another, and they survive. Some choose to live in the Earth realm because they can glamour themselves and not be ashamed of their looks.”

“That’s horrible and sad,” I mutter sympathetically, remembering just how vapid the people at the castle were.

“I agree,” Carrick replies. “But isn’t that the way society functions in the Earth realm? Preference given to the beautiful, educated, and rich. Those who aren’t have to claw their way to make something of themselves or they don’t even bother.”

I ponder this as Carrick isn’t wrong. Knowing he’s a demi-god, and supposedly as immortal as the fae and daemons, I wonder how many different societies and cultures he’s lived in throughout the ages. It’s something I’m dying to ask him now, but I bite my tongue. I had decided last night that the time to confront Carrick with my knowledge was not in Faere where I was not exactly safe and welcome. For all I know, it could piss Carrick off that I’d eavesdropped, and he’d leave me here to fend for myself.

As we fly along, I’m grateful we’re at a low enough altitude I only have the minor shivers from the wind and cool air, made bearable by being able to press in tight to Carrick’s warmth.

I’m not sure how long we travel, but I know my butt is hurting and I’m hungry as we start to descend. Pyke circles us around a copse of trees to a small clearing on the eastern edge where a small domed hut made of branches and what looked like tanned leather hides sits. There’s a campfire built and burning hot with a pot held over the top on a tripod of sturdy branches.

Pyke brings us in low for a landing. It’s far bumpier than I had anticipated, but at least I stay seated. Carrick dismounts first, then lifts his hands up to help me down. Once my feet are planted on the ground again, I take stock of how stiff my legs and back are and my butt is numb. As far as experiences go, I’m okay if I don’t ride a gryffin again for a long distance.

Pyke and Carrick pat the gryffins on the haunches, which sends them loping several yards away into the trees.

“Will they stick around?” I ask.

Pyke shakes his head. “They’ll hunt for some food right now, but then return to the castle on their own. I’ll bend distance to get back, and you and Carrick will return to the Earth realm from here.”

We start heading closer to the domed hut, and Pyke calls out, “Greetings… Arwen… are you in there?”

When there’s no response or sound from within, Pyke moves a little closer. “Oy… cousin… it’s Pyke. Get your hind end out here. I brought guests.”

Cousin?

That shocks me, because if this Arwen is his cousin, then he’s nobility, which begs the question why he would live so far removed from the wealth of his family.

There’s a rustling at the flap entrance to the dome, then it’s pushed outward. To my surprise, when Arwen steps out, I see it’s a she rather than a he. I’m not sure why I assumed The Scryer would be a male, because well… I’ve never met a scryer in my life. Never even knew what one was before, and not sure I’m really clear on what one is now, to be honest.

Arwen is a creature to behold, but it’s not the beautiful strawberry-blond hair that’s parted in the middle and falls in cascades of waves down far past her hind end that has my jaw dropping. It’s not her smooth skin, delicate features, or the aristocratic way she holds herself that has me slightly in shock.

No. The thing that catches my attention is the fact she has no eyes. Her beautiful and perfectly proportioned face is marred by the simple fact that where eyes would be, there is smooth skin without a blemish or scar to behold, which indicates to me that her eyes weren’t taken from her.

She’s always been this way.

Once the initial shock passes, I realize she has a corncob pipe sticking out of the side of her mouth and she’s dressed very simply in a loose dress of pale blue linen, square cut in the front, and a pair of worn lace-up boots.

I’m stunned once again, though, when she looks right at Pyke and smiles in greeting as she holds her arms out. “Cousin,” she exclaims warmly. “It’s been too long since you visited.”

“Only about a hundred years,” he replies, and my mouth drops open again.

It’s hard to fathom how old these creatures are, and that a hundred years is nothing to them.

Arwen turns to me and Carrick, but despite the fact she has no eyes, I can tell she sees us.

“Hello,” she says sweetly, revealing perfect teeth. “Welcome. I’m Arwen.”

Before either Carrick or I can introduce ourselves, her head turns just slightly more in my direction and she tips it. “And you are Finley, accompanied by your protector, Carrick.”

My eyes slide to Carrick, then Pyke. Neither seem surprised she knows this, nor that she can seemingly see with no eyes.

There’s silence, then Arwen clasps her hands in front of her body, waiting for someone to say something.

I take a step away from Carrick toward her. “I need some answers. There’s so much that’s happened in my life, and I don’t understand any of it. I need help.”

“I can give you answers,” Arwen says softly, and even without her eyes, I know she’s boring her focus into me. “But you might not like the answers.”

“Maybe not,” I admit. “But it’s worse not knowing.”

Arwen inclines her head, sweeping her hand toward her domed hut. “Very well. Come with me.”

Pyke starts to move that way, but not Carrick for some reason. Arwen turns, holding her hand out, palm facing Pyke. “Only Finley.”

My gaze goes to Carrick. He gives me a short nod, and the message is clear. You can and should do this on your own.

It’s a definitive statement of his trust in me, and it means something personal.

Turning for the flap door, I duck my head and enter Arwen’s home.

The inside of the hut is glowing with light, coming from a handful of lamps hung from the interior log poles that provide the structure. There’s obviously no electricity here, so the assumption is that Arwen has the magic her noble birth would presuppose.

The ground is covered with several beautiful rugs in colorful patterns scattered around but all overlapping so there’s no grass or dirt visible. She has a bed up against one edge of the hut, a square wooden platform suspended just a bit from the ground by large stones. The mattress looks handmade, fluffy, and not exactly the shape of the square platform.

There’s a desk on the other side with a sturdy chair, and several wooden crates that look to hold her belongings. On her desk is a book and pen, but nothing else.

The last thing I notice is a low table that sits free standing at the end of her bed and on it is a simple wooden bowl that holds what appear to be crystals, which are glowing. They’re multi-colored, cylindrical, and varied in length. The column portions are smooth but the ends are pointed and look rough cut. I believe they’re nothing more than a decorative touch and I comment how pretty they are.

“Crystals have the capacity to channel power,” Arwen says with a fond smile at her bowl, but offers no other explanation.

While she seems to live with very little, none of this hits poverty level. The desk and chair are finely crafted, and the rugs look expensive. I have no clue if she has money to buy such things or perhaps her magic lets her conjure what she needs.

But really, I don’t care which it is. After Arwen helps me, I’m leaving Faere, and I don’t intend to ever come back.

“Let’s sit,” Arwen says, her voice soft and pleasant. She lowers herself gracefully down to the rugs and I follow suit, crossing my legs Indian style. Arwen removes the unlit pipe from her mouth, then sets it on the rug at her hip.

“Pyke called you his cousin,” I say, opening with conversation and to alleviate a mild curiosity. “You’re part of the royal family?”

Arwen smiles and nods. “Pyke’s father and my mother are siblings.”

“Why don’t you live with them?”

She actually chuckles, then shakes her head before waving a hand at her face. “Do you think the royals would accept a family member looking the way I do?”

“You were cast out?” I ask, aghast that such a thing could happen.

“No,” she replies softly. “My mother couldn’t bear having a disabled daughter, but my father wouldn’t let her send me away. It caused a bitter divide between them for I was never welcome at the castle and he would never go anywhere I wasn’t allowed.”

“He sounds like a great man,” I murmur.

“He was,” she says sadly, and the implication is clear that he’s no longer alive. “In fact, his death was the first glimpse of the future that I ever had. Of course, I didn’t know what I was really seeing. I thought it was just a dream, but I saw my mother kill my father and I didn’t realize I was seeing something that was going to take place until it was too late. After he was dead, that’s when I was cast out of our manor lands, and I’ve been living here ever since. Needless to say, I don’t have a relationship with my mother.”

“I… I’m not even sure what to say to that,” I say, miserable with sympathy. “That’s awful, and it must be terribly lonely.”

Arwen shrugs. “Not too terribly lonely. I’ve made friends with those who live on the fringe. I have a lover, and we’ve been together for a century. People come to see me with problems, and I help them. It’s a life I’m satisfied with.”

“And you can see… despite…” My words trail away, feeling crass for bringing up these morbid curiosities.

Arwen laughs, and it’s not bitter at all. In fact, I’d say she finds me somewhat adorable with my questions. “Despite the fact I have no eyes?”

“I’m sorry,” I mumble.

“I don’t mind,” she says with a quick wave of her hand. “But to answer your question, I was completely blind until the moment I saw my mother killing my father. After that event came to pass, I was able to see as clearly as if I had eyes.”

“And your mother was never prosecuted for what she did?”

“That’s not how it works here,” Arwen explains, giving me another lesson in how brutal the Light Fae can be. “My mother has blood ties to the royal line. My father was in disfavor with everyone for refusing to abandon me. When she killed him, nobody saw anything wrong with it.”

“That’s an abomination,” I exclaim, completely offended on her behalf.

“That’s life in Faere,” she replies with one shoulder raising in a shrug.

Now I clearly don’t know what to say to that. She seems so genuine in her acceptance of a very bizarre and painful life, and it makes me feel that perhaps I too can conquer the strange turn of events I’m facing.

“Do the nobility and gentry come to seek your services?” I ask her, curious if she has any value whatsoever in their eyes.

Arwen shakes her head. “Their lives are perfect, and they can’t see past that, nor do they want to. It’s mostly the poor and outcast I help.”

I nod, admiring her spirit and desire to help, especially when I haven’t seen that as a common value among the fae. “You knew I was coming,” I state, but it’s a curiosity.

“I’ve dreamt of you,” she says, frowning slightly. “Which is odd, because I don’t see realms past Faere, and I’ve never dreamt of a human.”

“And you have the ability to see my future?” I ask her hesitantly.

“I have the ability to see far more than the future,” she replies, holding her hands out to me. Without any misgiving, I place mine in hers. “I also have the ability to see the past. Scrying means I can piece together a story based upon past and future events, but there’s no guarantee exactly how much I can see or how well I can interpret it. Sometimes it’s clear, and sometimes I have to take some educated guesses.”

“And how does it work?” I ask her.

“Shh,” she replies, giving me an impish smile. “Be quiet and let me concentrate.”

I imagine if Arwen were a human on earth trying to see the future, this would be the point she’d gaze into her crystal ball or close her eyes in concentration.

She’s unable to do either of those things, but she goes unnaturally still as she grips my hands.

There’s no swaying, murmuring, or chanting. She’s not putting on a show the way Patty did back at Madame Beaulieu’s shop. Arwen is so still that I can’t even tell if she’s breathing.

And that’s when a red glow starts in the center of her chest. It’s subtle, and I can only see a part of it as her square neckline covers quite a bit. But it lights up from under the fabric and above it gets brighter, then it starts to get larger. As it does, the red fades to an orange, then a warm golden color that starts to expand outward, lighting up the entire domed hut. I gaze around, fascinated at what is a shimmer among the glowing light.

My attention goes back to Arwen, who hasn’t moved a muscle. Eventually, the glow ebbs from her chest, but the shimmering light remains everywhere inside the hut, permeating every square inch. It hangs, starts to pulse, then I watch in awe as it starts to pull in on itself. Coalescing tighter and tighter until there’s a ball of glowing gold above my head.

“So pretty,” I murmur, just as the ball shoots at the speed of light straight at me. It slams into my chest so hard that I jerk backward. There’s no pain, just a slight warmth permeating my entire body. Arwen doesn’t move, merely grips my hands harder.

I glance down to see my chest glowing brightly, but it doesn’t feel like anything at all. For several seconds, it just sits there, and I gasp loudly in shock when it punches loose of my body—again without any feeling really—and shoots back into Arwen.

She jerks, sucks in a lungful of air, and lets it out in a big whoosh. While she has no eyes, I can tell her focus is back in the hut with me. She gently releases my hands as the light in her chest dwindles and dies.

“Are you okay?” she asks.

“That was… weird,” I admit. “And incredible. Did you learn anything?”

“Yes,” she says, reaching down to grab her pipe. When she puts it in her mouth, there’s smoke coming from it, although she made no move to light it and I’m sure it wasn’t lit when she had set it down. She takes a few deep puffs, then blows the smoke out to the side. It smells like pine needles and bonfires.

“Your story is far more complicated than I ever thought possible,” she begins, taking another puff on her pipe. “It started at your birth when you lost your sister.”

“No,” I say with a shake of my head. “I lost my sister a few weeks ago when she changed into a Dark Fae.”

“No,” Arwen corrects me. “You lost her at birth. Your twin was taken. In her place, someone placed a changeling.”

“A what?” I exclaim, not prepared at all for this information.

“A changeling is a Dark Fae who is put in place of a stolen baby. It is supposed to be a catalyst for great magic.”

“But who would do that?” I ask, my mind reeling.

“I don’t know. I could not see that detail, but I do know there was an angel present at your birth.”

“An angel?” My voice is weak, and I feel like all my energy has been sapped. “You think an angel did this?”

“No, not at all,” Arwen says. “Something evil did this. That changeling was placed with your family to suit some awful purpose in the future. I just know there was an angel there at the same time.”

My stomach rolls with nausea as I must ask the most awful of questions. “Is my real sister… my twin… dead?”

“No,” Arwen replies softly. “In ordinary circumstances, they need to be kept alive to keep the changeling alive until it can turn into its intended form. After that, the human is really not needed.”

“But you did see that she’s still alive?” I ask, a bit of hysteria starting to settle in. Prophecy be damned, I need to know where my twin is.

“I’ve seen her,” Arwen whispers, her tone regretful. “She’s still very much alive in The Underworld.”

“Oh God,” I moan, crossing my arms over my stomach. I feel a sob wanting to break free, but I choke it down. Desperate for any information I can get, I lean forward. “You said a changeling is a catalyst for great magic. Could it have been used simply to bring this Dark Fae into the Earth realm?”

“It’s possible,” Arwen ponders with a frown. “But very unlikely. Placing a changeling that waits for twenty-eight years to emerge into a powerful Dark Fae tells me that it’s something bigger than just one fae trying to escape the Underworld. Just the magic it would take to place the changeling tells me whoever was behind this already had the means to get to the Earth realm. Because we know there’s a prophecy, I’m guessing there is significance in doing it that way, but it’s all supposition.”

“I need more than supposition,” I snap, then immediately hold my hands up in apology. “Sorry. I don’t mean to take this out on you. This is just a lot to process. What about the prophecy?”

“I don’t know what it is, but I do know without a doubt this Dark Fae who emerged is at the center of it. And you are the means to stop her.”

We had figured as much, but at least now we had confirmation.

“What is her purpose?” I muse, knowing Arwen doesn’t have the answer to that particular question as she’s as much as said so.

How do we find that information? Should we kidnap and torture it out of her? I know Carrick could do that. Or perhaps we just kill her, but what would be the unknown cost? If she’s in any way tethered to my real sister, I don’t think we can take that chance.

And fuck… I have a sister who was raised and lived twenty-eight years, literally in hell. What would she be like?

Mad?

Twisted?

Has she turned evil?

The thought is too horrific to linger on.

“The changeling… it was my sister for twenty-eight years,” I murmur, almost too afraid to know the answer to this question. “Was it evil all along?”

Arwen shakes her head. “No. That’s what it means to be a changeling. It took the form of an ordinary human baby, then grew into an adult human. The magic enacted changed it back into a Dark Fae. The time you spent with that sister was real and genuine.”

I’m not sure if that makes me feel better or worse. On the one hand, it revives the grief over losing Fallon, knowing that all of our memories and love were real. On the other hand, it helps to know that, despite those memories, she was never destined to be my sister. In fact, I had a real one stuck in the Underworld.

“What else?” I demand to know. “How can I figure out what to do next?”

Had she eyes, I know they’d be boring into me at this moment as Arwen holds statue still, her face aimed right at me. “The feather on your leg.”

I jolt, my hand going protectively to my right calf. “What about it?”

“I saw that, and I believe it holds the power to help you. You also have a light inside of you that is undefinable but important. This is where I told you that sometimes I have to make guesses, but my intuition tells me that angel at your birth is responsible for all the gifts you seem to have. I believe the path of your journey will be to find that angel.”

I shake my head back and forth. “No. No, no, no. There can’t be angels. I can’t handle one more paranormal entity.”

“There are Earthbound angels,” Arwen says, then qualifies, “According to our fae history books, I believe humans call them guardian angels.”

“Does that mean God has something to do with this prophecy? Did he send an angel to attend my birth? Give me this feather?”

“I’m sorry,” Arwen murmurs, her head bowing slightly. “I do not know that for sure, but I think it would be reasonable to assume He could potentially grant grace to you and your plight.”

“Why would He do that for me?” I wonder.

“Because to stop this prophecy, I have foreseen there is going to be a great sacrifice made. I think it’s going to be required of you, Finley.”

That knocks the wind out of me, because, in plain speak, that sounds very ominous. Regardless, I’m in too deep. I know there’s no backing out, and the path forward will only be made easier the more knowledge I can get. “What type of sacrifice?”

“I’m not sure. Only that it’s yours to bear.”

“What the hell does that even mean?” I mutter, wishing for more clarity and knowing I’m not going to get it.

Arwen stands, a subtle indication our meeting is over, and I follow suit. She starts to turn for the door, but I reach out and touch her forearm. “Is there anything else you can tell me, no matter how insignificant you think it might be?”

I get a smile from her, big and bright, and she seems eager to tell me something. “Yes. I’ve seen very clearly… you can trust Carrick with everything, but he’s the only one who should ever know all your secrets. You should not doubt him.”

Great. The enigmatic mystery of Carrick Byrne, who I vacillate several times a day on whether I can trust, continues to grow.

If Arwen is to be believed, I can at least take that stressor off the table.

“Finley,” Arwen says, head tilted to the side. “May I ask one thing of you?”

“Of course,” I reply. She just gave me so much information that we’d have never found anywhere else.

“A lock of your hair,” she says simply. “I know that must sound odd and I don’t know why I need it, but I just know that I do.”

Yes… that’s incredibly odd, but if she feels like she needs it and I trust that Arwen wouldn’t harm me, there’s no reason not to. I have lots of hair.

I agree and Arwen cuts a piece about six inches long and holds the wavy lock up to gaze at it. “Perfect,” she says before laying it on the table.

To my surprise, Arwen puts her arms around me and pulls me into a hug. As she holds me tight, she says, “Good luck and may the gods grant you favor. I know you don’t ever want to return to Faere, but, if you do, I hope you will grace me with a visit.”

That actually touches me, and my arms go around her to return the hug. “And if you come to the Earth realm, you can visit me as well.”

Arwen pulls back, grinning at me. “I shall keep that in mind.”

She turns for the flap door, but something else strikes me. “Wait. Are there vampires and werewolves? Everyone has said no, but you told me there was an angel at my birth, so I’m just trying to figure out what’s real and what’s not.”

Giggling, Arwen shakes her head. “There are no vampires or werewolves. I promise.”

“Phew,” I say with a dramatic wipe of my hand across my brow. We’re both laughing as we exit the tent.

Pyke paces while Carrick stands casually on the other side of the fire.

It’s Pyke who rushes forth. “What did you see, Arwen?”

“That’s Finley’s story to tell,” Arwen replies softly.

“And it’s a story I am going to hold tight to for now,” I say to both men.

Pyke frowns, but Carrick’s expression remains placid, as if he expected no less.

“Can we go home now?” I ask him.

He smiles and nods. Turning to Pyke, he holds out his arm and after a moment, Pyke takes it to grasp at the forearm. He doesn’t seem pleased I’m not sharing Arwen’s scrying, but he does clap Carrick on the shoulder. “I’m available to help whenever. Just let me know.”

“Appreciate it,” Carrick says, and the two men break apart.

Pyke doesn’t approach as Carrick walks to me. He merely extends a low bow as he says, “You’re welcome back anytime, Finley.”

Fat chance, but I smile and thank him.

Carrick takes my hand, glancing over his shoulder at Pyke. There’s no shimmering curtain created the way Stan opened the doorway into Faere. Instead, Pyke merely balls his hand up like he’s holding something and throws it past Carrick and me. A glowing circle forms in the air. While I can’t see anything past the illumination, I know without a doubt Carrick’s condo is on the other side.

I give a last farewell glance to Arwen, who smiles back at me. Then I follow Carrick into the glow and back to the Earth realm.


CHAPTER 23


Finley

When we exit the portal created by Pyke, my hand tightly gripped in Carrick’s, we step right out into his kitchen in the exact spot from where Stan sent us through. Except it’s noticeably different in that it’s dark outside even though it was daylight in Faere. Also missing is Zaid, but I’m sure he’s lurking somewhere.

I tug free of Carrick. “We have to talk. Arwen had a lot of information I need to tell you.”

“Thought you wanted to hold tight to it for a while,” he drawls.

Shaking my head, I explain, “Arwen said I was to trust you, and since she specifically didn’t mention anyone else that applied to, I wasn’t about to say anything in front of Pyke.”

“Sometimes I underestimate you,” Carrick mutters. “Want to go to my office?”

“Sure,” I reply, pondering the conversation we’re going to have as I follow him out of the kitchen. Because it’s not going to just be about what I learned from Arwen.

We’re going to put everything out on the table.

Carrick enters his office first, flipping on the overhead light. He eschews his desk in favor of us sitting in the furniture grouping. Reminiscent of the first night I came to his condo where he told me about fae and daemons, I had taken the couch and he the chair adjacent to it. Back then, we were both dressed in business attire, and now we’re both in casual outdoor gear and smelling faintly of gryffin.

Assuming his usual casual recline, propping an ankle on a knee, Carrick leans on one armrest and waits for me to divulge what happened.

But first things first. “Arwen told me to trust you, and I’ve decided that I’m going to do just that.”

“I’m glad,” he replies with a slight smile.

“But,” I continue with a pointed look. “I need to know you trust me back. So I’m asking you for the very last time, what are you?”

He blinks, eyes widening in surprise. But his expression almost immediately smooths out, and he counters with a question of his own. “You already know what I am, don’t you?”

“A demi-god,” I reply with a firm nod.

Sighing, Carrick rises from his chair and gazes down at me. “You would be right. Come on… I have something to show you.”

He looks neither upset I know what he is nor happy either. Possibly a little relieved as he walks around his desk. I follow. At the end of his built-in shelves that connect to the back wall, he reaches under the crown molding edge and pushes something. I’m stunned to see that part of the shelves swivel open, revealing a hidden passage aglow with sconce lighting.

“Whoa,” I breathe out.

Carrick sweeps his hand, motioning me in before him. I take a few steps and gasp as I immediately come to a spiral staircase framed in wrought iron with glossy wooden steps that lead downward.

They lead down exactly one floor, where there is a spectacular library so large I can’t see where it ends.

I’m so excited by this discovery, I go tearing down the stairs and come to a skidding stop at the bottom. Rows and rows of cherry-wood bookcases that stretch in both directions that look to take up the entire floor, each one filled to the brim with leatherbound books of various sizes. There are no windows on this floor, just mahogany paneled walls, yet it’s not dark down here at all. Hanging chandeliers hover over each row of shelves and sconces on the walls give a cheery glow.

Just off to the left is a large conference room table that seats ten, upon which several books are scattered, along with three bankers lamps interspersed down the middle to provide reading light. To the right, a comfy reading nook with two plush chairs in blue velvet with an ottoman before a fireplace. In between the chairs, a beautiful crystal floor lamp with a table base built around the stem. The perfect place to kick back with a good book and get lost.

I study Carrick as he casually comes down behind me. “This is the entire floor below yours, isn’t it?”

“That it is,” he agrees. “No one knows about it but Zaid and now you.”

“Establishing trust,” I murmur appreciatively. I sweep my hand out. “What are all these books?”

Carrick scans the area, a hint of pride on his face. “Mostly history books about any culture or civilization you could ever want to know about from the dawn of modern man. There’s also a huge collection on the north side of books on magic, mystics, fae, and stone-created realms.

Turning the other way, he nods. “On the south side are my personal journals. A historical chronicle of my life.”

This amazes me, and my eyes flare wide. “And just how long is that life?”

“Almost five thousand years, give or take a few decades,” he replies as a wave of dizziness passes over me. I know the gods are far older than he, because he said they’ve been in existence since the beginning of time, which is a whole lot older than five thousand years. I also know fae and immortals are ancient as well, but I never asked just how ancient. Hearing that Carrick is almost five thousand freaking years old is something I’m not prepared to process right in this moment.

Perhaps sensing I might be in overload, Carrick takes my elbow and leads me over to the reading nook, easing me down into a chair. He doesn’t wait for me to ask questions. Instead, he launches into what he presumes I want to know as a good-faith showing of trust.

“I was created by the gods in the year 2836 BCE,” he begins, and I do what I do best.

Blurt out an interruption. “BCE?”

To my surprise, Carrick’s expression remains patient. “Before the Common Era. It’s the same as BC meaning Before Christ.”

I did not know that, but I tuck it away. It’s enough to know he’s—by my rough calculations—4,855 years old.

I have more important questions though. “Created? What does that mean? Do they have sex and birth you? Form you from clay and blow life into you?”

“I don’t know,” Carrick replies with a casual shrug. “As far as I know… I just… was.”

I frown. This is so contrary to everything I know about the supernatural. Even fae—outside the original fallen angels—and daemons are born. “Are the gods your parents?”

“No. Not in any way. You can think of them more like my masters.”

“You’re a slave?”

“I was created to serve at their will,” he replies, and it all comes racing back to me.

That night my sister turned into a Dark Fae and Carrick told me about the prophecies and the gods, I had asked him then what he was.

And his reply was, “I am but a servant of the gods.”

I had thought he meant that he was a human lackey for them. Not an immortal they had fashioned.

“What do you do for them?” I murmur, hating to think this man has essentially slaved himself for the gods for thousands of years.

“I serve their whims,” he replies with a hint of bitterness. “Sometimes, that can be aiding in prophecies, but mostly in the ancient times, it meant fighting in their wars. Being invincible and leading an army into battle is quite the advantage.”

“And your brothers… Maddox and Lucien? Are they demi-gods?”

Carrick nods. “Created around the same time as me. We have fought many battles together.”

My gaze drifts off to the side, staring at the beautiful hardwood floors that resemble the ones upstairs. I have a million questions, and I’m trying to sort them in an order that will put Carrick and what type of man—I mean, god—he is into context for me.

“You said you were invincible going into battles,” I say as I turn my focus back on him. “What exactly does that mean? What can you do?”

Carrick inches forward on his chair, perching on the end of the seat with his elbows on his knees. It puts him closer to me as he leans forward. “I’m immortal to the extent it’s practically impossible to kill me. I can recover any wound unless you separate my head from my body and carry it a continent away, but, even then, the gods might put me back together so I can continue to serve them. But there is one sure way I can be killed, and that is by my creators. I imagine it can be done with a snap of their fingers if they so desired.”

That made Carrick more powerful than fae. A thought strikes. “What about magical abilities?”

“Obviously, you know I have some.” His eyes bore into mine without blinking. He wants me to know he is putting everything out on the table. “The gods granted a diluted version of their own powers. My strength makes me nearly indomitable. I can do protection spells and conjure items from nothing. I can compel humans to do my bidding, as you’ve seen, and I’m resistant to fae and daemon powers.”

I wonder if Carrick has ever used the power of compulsion on a woman, but looking at him now—the perfectness of him—I know that’s ridiculous.

“Can you bend distance?” I ask.

“Yes.”

“Move between realms?”

“Yes.”

Frowning, I ask, “Why did you need Stan to bring me to Faere?”

“Because while I can move freely in and out, I cannot bring a human into Faere. It would have killed you because Nimeyah created it that way. Other realms are more lenient.”

At this point, I’m thinking Carrick is about the most badass person I’ve seen since meeting Veda, but one thing doesn’t make sense.

“If you’ve got the power of the gods, and it seems you’re stronger and harder to kill than the strongest fae, how come your protection spell on my house was broken?”

Carrick’s face clouds, and I can tell I’m not the only one bothered by this. “There are a few ways it could have been done. My guess is with pooled magic strengthened with some sort of sacrifice. More unlikely is that whoever brought it down has a stone, but those are virtually nonexistent and haven’t been seen for thousands of years. Lastly, and the most unlikely, is that one of the gods did it.”

“But they’re not supposed to interfere,” I point out.

“Not in the prophecy directly, but you’ve seen for yourself by your visit with Veda that they don’t always keep their noses out of things.”

“But if a god did it, that meant someone wanted to hurt me,” I say, a fearful shiver running up my spine.

“Perhaps,” he muses, but he doesn’t provide any clarity to that hypothetical.

I slouch in my chair, blowing out a breath of frustration. I want to know so much, yet I’m so overwhelmed by it all I can’t think clearly.

Carrick nods over my shoulder at the stacks of books he indicated were his journals. “You are free to read any of my journals if you want. In your free time if there is any.”

My eyebrows rise, and I straighten. “Really?”

He smiles, tipping his head. “It’s mostly boring recollections of battles, but yes… feel free.”

“I can’t imagine how you’ve had to re-invent yourself over the centuries,” I murmur, wondering how someone moves from lifetime to lifetime. Something I find incredibly interesting, but it’s late and we have other things to talk about.

“Let’s talk about Arwen,” I say, getting my head back in the game. I tell him that Arwen said I had a twin who was taken at birth and replaced by a changeling. Plus, there was an angel present, but she couldn’t tell who made the switch.

“Changelings are usually switches made child for child,” Carrick says. “I’ve read about them, but have never known one to actually happen.”

“She said my sister is still alive. In the Underworld.”

He hears my tone, reading the blatant need I have to put finding my sister first, and he shakes his head. “You have to focus on the prophecy, Finley. But I promise I will do everything in my power to help you find her.”

I nod, swallowing past the lump in my throat and trying to dismiss my lost twin from my thoughts. It’s too painful to think of her growing up in such an evil place.

“Arwen thinks the angel that was present gave me some sort of powers through this magical tattoo. She mentioned a light in me, just like Echo did, but she didn’t know what it meant. She has no clue what the prophecy is, but she’s confident the Dark Fae who took over Fallon is the key to it, just as I am. She suggested finding the angel should be our next move.”

“A guardian angel isn’t going to be easy to track,” Carrick says, tapping his finger against his jaw. “I’ve got some resources to tap, though. I agree. That has to be our next mission as he or she might be able to tell us why the changeling was placed.”

“Then we have somewhat of a plan,” I murmur.

“We should get some sleep,” he suggests, starting to rise from the chair.

“I have another question,” I say, one that had been niggling at the back of my thoughts ever since we came down here. It didn’t seem overly important in the grand scheme of things because I decided I could trust Carrick.

Now I just want to know because I’m nosy. “Your reward for helping me is Ascension. Veda said you deserved it. Does that mean you’ll become a god if you’re granted it?”

Deep pain flashes within Carrick’s eyes, and it doesn’t quickly dissipate the way his emotions normally do, so I don’t doubt what I’m seeing. But his voice is strong, and there’s no sadness or regret in his tone. “No, that’s not what Ascension means.”

He says nothing further, so I have to poke him. “Put it all out there for me, Carrick.”

Taking in a breath, he lets it out. “Ascension is granting me the right to be no more. Just as the gods created me, and I came to be, by them letting me ascend, it means I’m undone. I won’t exist anymore.”

Horrific pain cuts through me at the thought. “But… why would you want that?”

Carrick laughs mirthlessly, a tiny bit of genuine humor in his eyes. “You live almost five thousand years and come talk to me about how tired you are of everything. How boring the hundreds and hundreds of years passing are in between the gods calling on you for something. How nothing surprises you anymore, and there’s nothing to look forward to. I’m just tired, Finley, and I want peace.”

I remember when I first met Titus and learned he lived in a realm where he never aged, and I had thought that was so cool… to be immortal. Carrick had said back then that some people just get tired of life.

In some ways, that makes Carrick have something in common with my father, a thought that is actually too terrible to consider.

“Will you go to Heaven or something like that?” I whisper.

Shaking his head, he repeats. “I will just be undone. No more.”

That can’t be. He can’t do that. I don’t want him to do that. I have found these past several weeks that I’ve come to admire and respect Carrick, and he has saved my life.

I’ve come to have more than just respectful feelings.

“You kissed me,” I blurt out, remembering back to our room in Faere when he had me caged and his lips brushed over mine. I know there was a moment where he wanted it to go deeper, and so did I. “Didn’t that surprise you? Does it give you something to look forward to?”

“Finley,” Carrick says regretfully, leaning in a bit closer. I can hear the let down in his tone, and it slices deep. “There’s no way for an immortal and a mortal to work. It’s impossible. And yes, I had thought about taking it further, but it was fleeting and it’s gone.”

“Not true,” I say with a censuring tone. “You’re lying to me, and I want you to tell me the truth. This is about trust.”

It’s so very shocking, but Carrick reaches out and takes my hand in his. The first genuinely comforting move he’s made, and he looks down at it a moment while grazing his thumb over the back. The contact is electric, not soothing.

“I’m not lying,” he says neutrally before bringing his gaze up to mine. “It is impossible for an immortal and a mortal to have a relationship. I don’t need to spell it out for all the reasons it won’t work. You’ve watched Buffy. You understand.”

“I hear truth in that,” I admit softly, but I let my words sort of drift off, meaning I know he hasn’t told me everything.

“But I did lie when I said the desire for more was fleeting and gone.” His eyes bore into mine, and hope leaps into my chest. Maybe we just need to start with a kiss and worry about what comes later.

Instead, he dashes my hopes when his eyes fill with sadness. “But I can’t let it happen. You shouldn’t want it to happen because it won’t work in the long run.”

“Okay, yes… maybe we’d only have some years together, but—”

“I’m going to ascend at the end of this, Finley. I won’t be here to have years with you.”

And the finality of that statement feels like someone just dropped a ton of bricks on me. I’m utterly crushed as I realize Carrick’s reward would lead to my devastation if we were to let anything happen between us. Carrick would be nothing… undone as he says. I’d be left behind with nothing but memories.

But one more thing Arwen told me comes to the forefront of my mind, and I think I had forgotten about it until this moment. I pull my hand away from his. “Actually… I won’t be here either to have years with you. Arwen told me that thwarting the prophecy would require great sacrifice, and it would be mine to bear. I think that means my death.”

I expect that to jolt Carrick, but instead of evoking emotion—even if just a bit of sympathy—his golden eyes lose their luster, and his expression goes almost blank. Maybe that information is just a bit too much for him at this moment.

Searching his eyes, I wait for something to appear, even if it’s just outright indifference. Instead, I get a forced smile.

He stands from the chair. “Prophecies can be fuzzy, and there’s always more than one way it can turn out. I don’t think it necessarily means you’ll die.”

Nice words and I appreciate the sentiment, but even I can hear in his voice he doesn’t mean it.

“We need to get some sleep,” Carrick says, his eyes averted from mine. “Tomorrow, we need to sit down with Zaid and start figuring out how to find the angel that was at your birth.”

I rise from the chair, and we’re both silent as we climb the spiral staircase. After Carrick pushes the swiveled bookcase shut, he shows me where the button is to open it. “Feel free to go down any time you want,” he reaffirms.

“I will, thank you.”

We stare at each other, so many things between us that weren’t said and probably never will be. But there is one more thing he needs to know.

“You never asked me how I knew you were a demi-god,” I say.

He shrugs, tucking hands down in his pocket. “I assume someone told you in Faere. Most likely Pyke while you were dancing.”

“I overhead Nimeyah say you were a demi-god when you were talking in the throne room,” I say. “It’s the last secret I have to tell you.”

Carrick’s eyebrows rise. “You mean you had your ear pressed to the door and eavesdropped?”

“No,” I say with a sly smirk. “I didn’t have my ear pressed to the door, but I eavesdropped. I’m able to hear supernatural beings from long distances.”

Eyebrows knit, chin drawn inward, he asks, “And just how long have you had this ability?”

“A while,” I say with a chuckle. “Since before the feather appeared. I’ll tell you all about it at breakfast tomorrow.”

“Fair enough,” he says, and the smile he gives me is easygoing. At the least, I think we are now friends, for however long that might be.

I bid Carrick good night before heading to my room.

Kicking off my tennis shoes, I settle on top of the comforter and shoot a quick text to Rainey and Myles to let them know I’m back from Faere. They’re not coming back from Arizona until tomorrow, and I ask them to come by for some coffee at the shop if they can.

Laying my phone face down on my chest, I put my hands behind my head and stare at the ceiling. I really should take a quick shower, put on some pajamas, and try to get some sleep. I have a feeling the coming days are going to be crazy.

But I don’t move, instead replaying all the things I learned in Faere today, as well as tonight about Carrick being a demi-god. I take stock of the disappointment that any relationship with him is impossible because at the end of all this, he wants to cease to exist, and I’ll most likely be dead.

I’m not sure when it happens, but, at some point, I close my eyes and fall dead asleep.

*     *     *

My phone ringing brings me out of my slumber quickly. I’m instantly alert and as I lift the phone from my chest, I see I’ve only been asleep a few hours. It’s almost 4:30 am.

It’s a number I don’t recognize and in my former life, I would have ignored it. But these days, I can’t afford to ignore anything.

“Hello,” I say softly, even though Carrick’s room is on the opposite side of the condo and I’m in no danger of waking anyone up.

“Miss Porter?” a man says, sounding a bit older and with a distinctly serious tone.

“This is she,” I reply, sitting up on the bed.

“This is Officer Janson of the Seattle Police,” he informs me, and I can hear two other men talking in the background but can’t understand what they’re saying. “Your security alarm at One Bean went off, and the police were notified. The security company says they tried to call you, but you didn’t answer.”

“I was sleeping,” I say, swinging my legs off the bed. Had I missed the call somehow because I was so tired?

“Well, I’m at your shop with two other officers,” he continues. “We did find the alley door had been jimmied open when we arrived. It doesn’t appear there’s any vandalism, but we can’t tell if anything was stolen. I’m going to need you to come down to do a walk through with us, then sign off on our report.”

“Um… yeah,” I exclaim, popping off the bed. I look down. I’m still fully dressed. “I can be there in about ten to fifteen minutes.”

“See you soon,” he says before disconnecting.

Carrick’s condo isn’t that far from the shop. I easily walk it on days with a good forecast, but there’s no way I’m doing that in the pre-dawn hours by myself. It’s a good thing the valets in The Prestige operate 24/7.

I grab my keys off my dresser, then slide my phone in my side pocket. As quietly as I can, I make my way to the elevator, wincing as the doors hiss open. Still probably not loud enough to wake anyone up, but I know Carrick has to be as tired as I was.

Or maybe not.

Do immortals need sleep?

Adding that to question #3,977,320 to ask him.

The valet retrieves my car in under three minutes. Ten minutes from there, I’m pulling into a parallel spot in front of the shop. The main lights in the front aren’t on, but I can see the one coming from the very back storage room which leads to the alley out back. The police are probably waiting there for me, but I walk in through the front door so I can take a look at the equipment and registers.

At closing time, we leave a set of recessed lights on along the perimeter of the shop that provides a subtle glow and makes our place look inviting even in off hours. The late-night wanderer might look in and think to himself, “I need to come back here for a cup of coffee.”

As soon as I unlock the door and open it, I yell, “Hello… Officer Janson… it’s me, Finley Porter. I came in through the front.”

No one responds back. I strain to listen for any sounds, but it’s utterly quiet. I reach out to flip the main switch by the door, which will turn on the industrial lighting that runs the length of the main room, but nothing comes on.

I flip it back down, then up again.

Nothing.

I do it again, several times in a row, and with each successive flip without any resulting light, a pit starts forming in my stomach.

“Officer Janson,” I yell, this time so loud I bet I can be heard the next block over.

No one answers.

“Shit,” I mutter, glancing out the front door to my car. I should go.

But what if the cops aren’t even in the shop, but in the back alley waiting for me?

What if they’re sitting in their cars, and that’s why they couldn’t hear me call out?

In order to see if that’s true, I’d need to walk through the dim shop to the back storage room, or I could go out the front door and drive my car back there.

I could even call Officer Janson back, which is what I decide to do, but before I can even reach for my phone, someone steps out of the storage room into the long hallway that houses my office and the bathrooms.

The person is cloaked in complete shadow, but I don’t need to see details to know who it is. I’d recognize that form anywhere, as well as the horrendously evil vibe she’s putting off.

Dark Fae Fallon.

While I’d been able to turn off these vibes and ignore them since my trip to Faere, Fallon’s are so strong I can’t seem to push them away. In fact, they’re so disgusting, I feel like vomiting.

She strides toward me, wearing a dress that hugs every curve and high-heeled shoes. When she steps from the darkened hallway into the shop, she halts under one of the recessed lights and stares at me.

I don’t even bother looking at her glamoured self, but make myself take in her fae appearance, which is still beautiful, still evil, and still terrifying.

But I don’t know if she knows I can see her true self, so I play it cool. “Fallon… what in the hell are you doing here? The police called to say there was a break in.”

“Don’t act like you can’t see the real me, Finley,” Dark Fae Fallon sneers. “I’ve heard all kinds of interesting information about you, and it seems you’re more than the twit I originally thought I’d have to kill. You know, sort of like an annoying fly that buzzes around.”

“I’m guessing there was no break-in,” I say dryly, dismissing her taunt. It’s clear that DFF knows way more than I hoped she’d ever learn about me. At least if she thought me a pesky sister who would stay out of her way, there was the chance I’d be reasonably safe. That’s all moot now.

Dark Fae Fallon leers at me, a husky laugh permeating the air. “You’re so gullible, Finley. And now that I have you here all to myself, I’m going to make you regret that gullibility.”

Shit. Oh, hell. Why didn’t I bring my backpack? Why didn’t I tell Carrick or Zaid where I was going?

How did I, once again, foolishly underestimate my situation?

I don’t dare take my eyes off her since she stands no more than twenty feet away. The door is to my back, unlocked, and only two feet away.

Can I make a break for it? I have no weapons to fight her with, and I don’t know the extent of her powers, but I do know that she’ll be strong enough to crush my bones.

Before I can calculate the risks or consider an alternative plan, DFF snaps her arms out at forty-five-degree angles. Fear spears through me when two fireballs appear, one on each palm about the size of softballs.

“Fuck,” I mutter under my breath, taking a step back toward the door.

“Don’t bother trying to run,” DFF warns. “It would be futile.”

Yeah, well, to hell with that suggestion. I’m going to run my ass off and very soon. I’m going to hope like hell I can make it to that door and get it opened before she incinerates me. I’m going to further hope like hell that she won’t follow me out onto the streets while sporting balls of fire in her palms, but not a great chance as the city is still asleep.

“Ignis magna,” DFF screams and to my horror, the balls of fire grow to the size of basketballs.

She raises her hands and I start to bolt, but to my shock, she shoots not at me, but out to the sides of the shop, one catching a clutch of tables and causing them to explode, and the other hitting the set of wooden shelves against the wall that contains retail products for sale. They go up in a whoosh of flames and start to burn bright.

DFF laughs maniacally. “Gotta burn this entire shop to the ground so there’s no suspicion on me when they find your charred body.”

I look around in horror as the flames spread, licking up walls, engulfing the wooden tables and chairs. Thick black smoke starts to waft toward me, causing my eyes to sting and water as I watch a part of my life being burned away.

I blink a few times. When my eyes clear, I see DFF has two more fireballs in her hands, both as large as the previous ones she shot out. She’s not paying attention to me at the moment, instead gleefully taking in the carnage she’s created.

I’ve got to move. There’s no saving my shop, but my life is what’s important. With Fallon distracted, I start to turn for the door, only to come to a freezing halt.

“Oh no you don’t,” DFF snarls with a tsking sound. I try to move my body, but I am completely immobilized by what I’m guessing is her magic. My mind starts the process of accepting that this is probably it for me.

I’m going to die very soon.

I wonder if my mom and dad will be waiting for me, wherever it is I might be going. I wonder if the prophecy will go forward, and all my loved ones remaining here will be destroyed.

I wonder if Carrick will even care that I’m dead.

DFF raises her hands, cocking them back slightly behind her shoulders.

Prepared to launch fire straight at me.

I try to struggle against her hold, but not a single muscle is able to move against her magic. When I try to access power in my feather, I only get dead feeling.

“Nice knowing you, Finley,” DFF taunts before she pushes her hands forward and launches the fireballs straight at me.
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