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CHAPTER ONE





EVIE’S SOFT LIPS caressed my skin. 

One of my hands ran through her silken, red-gold hair. The uniquely colored strands danced in the afternoon sun pouring into the open space of the warehouse as they fell from between my fingertips. My other hand trailed familiar paths across her bare skin. The satisfied smile on her mouth, whenever her lips lifted off my skin, cemented one simple fact in my mind—I was one lucky sonofabitch. 

With my love in my hold, it was easy to ignore the worry that had filled me in recent weeks and relish the moment. To grin as excitement for what the future might hold flooded into place. Resting on my side, and savoring the fact that we were back together—at least for the moment—I marveled at the way things had gone since the first time I’d met my little phoenix. 

My life had taken some crazy twists and turns since then. So many of them had torn me from her arms, but the latest ones had lead me straight back to her, back to the warehouse where we’d spent seven magical days hidden from the realities of the world so many years ago. 

After everything we’d fought through to end up where we were, I knew without doubt or fear that standing at her side was exactly where I needed to be. Wherever life took us from the perfect moment we shared, we would traverse it together. With that certainty burning through me, each of our missteps and errors almost made sense. They’d all lead us here.

Over the years, I had spent time away from her and we’d shared time together—too much of one and not nearly enough of the other. All of it had led me back to her though, and left me with the truth of the world tattooed across my heart. Because of our forced separations, I knew more about the beautiful creature who’d granted me her love than I’d ever expected to or might have learned otherwise. Of course, it had also forced me to endure situations that left me with a head full of memories that would continue to haunt me until the day I died. 

With Evie at my side though, none of those recollections could hurt me. Instead, they made me certain that I could face anything, do anything, just so long as she was with me. We’d shared a blissful, but far too quick, reunion in the warehouse where we’d truly began the first time, and it was both a reminder of everything I’d been missing and a promise of things to come. 

It was exactly what I’d needed and more than I’d hoped for when I first left the note for Evie on her father’s grave. All I’d really expected to achieve was to warn her that in a little over a year, her unique ability to start fires would fade. It would see the loss of her greatest defense and increase the danger the world—my family—posed to her.

Her cheek brushed across my palm, so I cupped my fingers against her face. As she leaned into my hand, her loosened hair swept across her shoulder in a silken flow of red, gold, and bronze tones. Her lilac irises retracted as her pupils dilated in response to the sun. As our eyes met, I wondered what it might take to persuade her into another round of reunion sex. Probably not much based on the way her lips parted as my gaze trailed over them. 

When our gazes locked, I couldn’t help the shit-eating grin that split my mouth and lifted my lips. I was certain I’d smiled more in the little time I’d spent with her than I had in the last eighteen months. There was no way I would ever doubt her again, nor could I deny the strength of our love.

Even as I moved to kiss her once more, the blood drained from her face, and she leapt to her feet. It was a reminder that we weren’t a carefree couple. We weren’t able to claim anything more than a few stolen moments of happiness. In the next instant, she was standing with her jeans and panties in her hand, already re-dressing. My name fell from her lips in a concerned whisper. 

I pushed myself up to rest on my elbows and waited for her to continue. Something had her spooked, but there were no sounds nearby, so I didn’t think there was any danger. At least, nothing immediate. 

She sucked down a deep breath and frowned as she asked, “If you weren’t hunting me, who was?” 

Her question was enough to cause me to leap to my feet and follow her lead in getting dressed once more. We might need to flee the warehouse without notice. Better to be prepared and clothed than caught out naked. Once I’d pulled on my boxers, I saw the shiver of fear running through Evie’s body, and I had to ignore my task to comfort her. 

“I can’t say for sure,” I said to answer her question. I had my suspicions but had been too preoccupied with other things to let them develop. My head was too full of joy that Evie hadn’t run from me because she’d hated me, like I’d assumed, but rather because she’d overheard words of hatred I’d intended for my father. 

With her in my hold, we talked in circles about the different possibilities, but the one that made the most sense to me was my older brother, Ethan. 

Eth had spent so long trying to convince me of Evie’s guilt. Both he and my father had worked to convince me that Evie had captured me in some spell. As it turned out, they’d been right to a degree, but not the way they’d thought. When I mentioned to Evie the reasons I thought it might be Eth, the fact that he’d blamed her for what had happened after Detroit—after my sister’s death from a fire—she’d frowned. 

“I never meant for any of this to happen.” Even without the sorrow in her voice, I would have believed her. There wasn’t a malicious bone in her; I knew that . . . now. My certainty was born from my own experience, as well as a result of the research I’d undertaken about her ancestors. 

“I know,” I assured her as I moved to comfort her, lifting her chin so she’d meet my eye and then cupping her cheek. 

“I’m really glad you tried to find me,” she said, leaning into my touch. 

The sensation made me think of our blissful union just minutes earlier, and I longed to share that with her again before long. My tongue slicked across my lips as I thought about kissing her again. 

“Whatever the reason,” she continued, breaking my concentration on her full bottom lip, “I’m glad you did.” 

The words were a bucket of cold water over my lust. They were a reminder of why I’d come home from Europe and the reason I’d set up the elaborate trail to lead her to me. I broke apart from her before brushing my fingers through the shaggy brown hair that hung over my face, pushing it back out of my eyes. 

“Sit,” I said, moving to my bag to gather the notes I’d gotten from the professor of linguistics and mythology, Zarita Cristou, who I’d met overseas. As I pulled them out, I was almost ashamed my own terrible scrawl covered so much of the sheet. “I almost forgot.” 

When Evie was sitting, I offered the pages to her. 

“This is the reason I left you the note. This is all the information I found out about you, well, about where you come from—about the phoenix and the sunbird.”

“There’s so much here.” Her voice was quiet, and her face paled as she flicked randomly through the pages. “You probably know me better than I do.” 

“Like I said, I needed to know.” I wondered if I should tell her the truth. Or at least, how much of it I should tell her. Could I really explain that I’d gone in search of information about her past to try to figure out how she’d ensnared me? 

I didn’t know how to do it without running the risk of saying something wrong, something that might hurt her again. The peace we’d found in each other’s arms—peace I’d barely dared to hope was possible again—was so perfect I couldn’t risk anything disrupting it. I certainly didn’t want her to run from me again. 

“That you’d be okay,” I added so that I didn’t say more than I should.

“And you realized I wouldn’t be?” The pitch of Evie’s voice raised from the husky, lust-filled tones it had imbibed only minutes earlier, and I wondered exactly what she’d been through in our time apart. 

I reached for the documents and flicked it open to a familiar page. The text within detailed the legend of the sunbird. Evie reached for it and the twisted red scar that circled her wrist drew my attention. 

Without thinking, I reached for her arm and ran my thumb over the long-healed wound. An image of the warped and melted handcuffs on the hospital bed in Detroit raced through my mind. Had she been so desperate to escape that she’d injured herself so badly? The sight of the scar sent my stomach plummeting. How badly had she suffered? Just to escape me. I met her eye, ready to question her about that day and all the days since. 

In response, she shook her head as if silently pleading with me to let it slide. I could feel my mouth twist in disagreement but ended up letting go of her arm without any further comment. I could let it go. For now. 

“What’s this?” she asked, pointing to the word that Zarita had used in order to describe the indescribable—the love a phoenix ignites in her mate. The Greek word: agape. 

While I’d have to explain it to her eventually and tell her about the whole “true love” thing, I didn’t want to scare her away or overwhelm her. Plus, it wasn’t the most pertinent information. The fact that she was close to losing the protection of the sunbird’s fire was the most important thing. 

Instead, I sat beside her and explained everything that Zarita and I had uncovered while Evie scanned the notes.

Even as I spoke, my mind turned to Europe, to Zarita, and to Toni in Oxford, the other person who’d assisted in my quest to know more about Evie’s history. Toni had risked her grandfather’s wrath and her own reputation as a Rain elite to get me into a vault. I would never forget what either of those women had done for me. 

For Evie. 

While I turned over the memories in my mind, I told Evie some more of my discovery. I explained that the true nature of the sunbird was a protector, and how a phoenix passed the sunbird down through the female line. She knew that the sunbird was passed onto the generation by death, but was surprised when I explained it could also be by birth.

“Mom never knew this,” Evie murmured as she leafed through the pages. “She’d told Dad that she couldn’t have kids, not until . . .”

“It’s not surprising. There appears to be a long period where the sunbird passed through many generations without being woken at all. Then the last five generations have all died young. A lot of the verbal history was lost.” I told her about the lore that the Rain had, the lack of information in the books, and why they’d been desperate to capture rather than kill her. “They certainly never had anything that talks about the sunbird being a protector, about them being essentially good.” 

“I guess some people will only listen to what they want to hear,” she mused. 

Isn’t that the truth. 

While she continued to read through the notes, I explained a little more about what my life had been like since the discovery—the days spent trying to assimilate everything I’d learned into encrypted files in the Rain databases. 

“But as useful as that information is, it isn’t the reason I had to contact you,” I said when she stopped reading and met my gaze. “If these legends I’ve found are true, and I have no reason to doubt them, it means that all of your defenses will soon disappear. In little more than a year, the sunbird within you will rest.”

“Even if they do disappear, it doesn’t change anything does it?” she asked. She’d leapt to the exact same conclusion I had. She would never be safe. “The Rain won’t stop hunting me, will they?” 

As I shook my head, she looked at me with an odd, saddened expression, and I would have given anything at that moment to know what she was thinking. 

“What does this mean for us?” she asked after a pause. 

“I don’t understand.” 

“You’ve just told me that my life is about to become even more dangerous and that I’ll be defenseless.”

“And?” My heart started to pound as one possible outcome of her train of thought crept into my mind. She wanted to leave. Again. Just the thought caused a physical echo of the pain I’d experienced in the months without her to run through me. For so long, I’d survived, but I hadn’t lived. I wouldn’t do that again. There was no way I would let her leave. I couldn’t lose her once more, not when I barely had her back. 

“And I don’t want to force that on you.” Her statement confirmed the worst for me. 

My arms ached to hold her, to press her so tightly against me. To assure her that I would protect her with my life. 

“It’s not forcing if I volunteer,” I said as vehemently as I could. There was no way I’d let her go again without fighting as hard as I could to keep her beside me. I wouldn’t. “I can keep you safe. I will.” 

“You can’t be with me every second of every day.”

“Just watch me.” The words were instinct, and the second they were out, I could see that Evie was going to argue against the practicality of it. 

It had taken a window less than a few hours long for my twin sister, Louise, to destroy everything Evie and I had shared. Even though Lou had lost her life in the attack, a similar timeframe would be all it would take for another Rain operative to ruin it all again. I sighed at the hopelessness of our love. 

Evie opened her mouth to argue, and I pressed my fingers against her lips to stop her.

“But I didn’t mean it like that,” I added. “I meant I can teach you everything that I know about self-defense. You haven’t needed it before, but you will soon enough.” 

Instead of pulling away like I expected her to, she climbed into my lap and wrapped her arms around my waist, enveloping me in her warmth. I held her in return, wondering whether I could convince her to stay by holding her tight enough and simply refusing to let her go. 

“I don’t want you to risk your life for me,” she murmured. 

I held her tighter. “I could never live with myself if I could have saved you and didn’t. Won’t you let me save you?”

“You’re not going to take no for an answer, are you?” she asked. 

It was obvious she was giving in—if she’d even really had any fight in the first place—and I couldn’t help the grin that stretched my lips or the chuckle that rose from me. Even if Santa Claus himself had walked through the door, I couldn’t think of a single thing I wanted more than for her to say she wanted to stay by my side.

Within minutes, it was agreed that when Evie left the warehouse, I would be going with her, wherever that took us. My biggest worry was whether my cheeks might actually split from smiling so widely. 

Once we’d come to that agreement, she told me a little about what she’d been up to in the time we’d been apart. She even explained more about the fear she’d lived with as she’d run from the hospital. We each had a chance to explain the way we felt after Detroit. 

I held Evie tightly as I looked at the papers around us. As I did, the word agape leaped off the page at me, a reminder that I still hadn’t told her one of the most important—and hardest to explain—parts of everything I’d learned. 

Even though it concerned me that she might have a negative reaction to it, learning that everything we felt was out of our control, I had to tell her. She deserved to know so that she could make her own choices about it all. After some false starts and a game that sent us both toppling to the ground, I was able to find the words to explain that the sunbird only woke due to mortal danger or true love. 

She sat up with a laugh. “True love?” 

I sat up as well. My palm scrubbed at my neck as I tried to explain it without frightening her off. It had taken me a long time to understand it—could I really expect her to come to terms with it within minutes? “At least that’s the best English approximation.” 

“Is that agape?” she asked.

I was surprised she’d picked up on the connection so quickly. “Something like that.” 

“Like what, soul mates?” Her brow furrowed and she turned away from me. “Are you trying to say this was all fate or something?” 

The prophecy of the fae, passed down to Shakespeare, also leapt to my mind at the mention of fate. 

It has to be coincidence, that’s all. 

“It’s not really like that.” I tried to find words that Zarita had used, but because I’d been in such a dark place when she’d uttered them, I couldn’t easily recall the exact way she’d made it all make sense for me. I worried that I was explaining it wrong and wished I had her on hand to help. “At first I thought it might be too, but I read more about the concept, and that’s not what it’s about. It’s about finding the other part of yourself, the one who understands you. Or the part of you that holds the sunbird at least. Apparently, the sunbird mates for life.”

“But what happens when she sleeps?” 

“I don’t know.” It was something I hadn’t considered too much since learning the truth. I didn’t want to consider it too much. The thought was too depressing. 

What if everything we feel just disappears? 

It was what I’d thought I wanted when I’d first left for Europe, but now I could only imagine one thing that would be worse: if the passion we felt still burned in me but returned to slumber in her. If that happened, I would be forced to endure the agony of watching her walk away again. I tried not to frown as I sought to reassure her the best I could without offering outright lies. “All I know is that I love you and you’re the one that I want to be with. Since the very first time I met you, I’ve felt a connection to you. I’ve barely been able to get you off my mind since.” 

To my surprise, Evie seemed to come to terms with the concept relatively quickly. After the initial disbelief, she was soon declaring her love for me once more and lamenting that she hadn’t found the note on her father’s grave sooner. We stayed like that, together in the warehouse where we’d first declared our love, for a little while longer, wordlessly agreeing to delay our departure until after night had fallen just to be on the safe side. 









CHAPTER TWO





WHILE WE prepared to leave, Evie looked around the room. “It’s strange how much has happened since we were here last, isn’t it?” 

I laughed without humor as the years and wasted opportunities flew through my mind. “You’re telling me.” 

“Can I ask you a question?” 

“Anything.” 

“Why this building?” 

“Because it was the one place you’d recognize with the least words.” 

“No, I mean back then. This place is boarded up on all sides, and the sliding door at the front is the only way in or out. There’s no other escape route.” 

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Because it’s boarded up on all sides and the sliding door at the front is the only way in or out. That means it’s defensible.” 

She linked her hand with mine and rested her head on my shoulder as we walked. “You definitely do things differently to how Dad used to.” 

My smile fell away as I realized she was lost in the past. I hadn’t really considered the fact that being back in Charlotte had to be a reminder of her father and everything that she’d lost that day so many years ago. I’d been so focused on trying to arrange a reunion that I’d just said the first place I could think of. Somewhere that anyone else who might stumble across the call wouldn’t be able to easily identify from my cryptic clue but that Evie would understand. 

It made me pull her tighter against my body to offer her what support I could with my touch. 

“I meant what I said earlier. I’ll show you my way of doing things if you like.” I wanted to—desperately. The thought of her being caught after losing her ability to defend herself was nothing short of a nightmare for me. 

“I’d like that. I couldn’t imagine a better teacher. I have picked up a few tricks since Detroit though.” 

“Like stealing cars?” I couldn’t help myself. I had to give her a little dig over the fact that she’d so brazenly stolen mine. “What ended up happening to that car, by the way? It was one of my favorites.” 

I’d never bothered to ask Eth if they’d ever found it. Had barely given the car itself a second thought at all. What had been scorched into my memory instead was the look on her face as she drove off. 

She squirmed in my arms. “I may have burned it.” 

“You burned it? Ouch, that’s harsh.” I pushed her away jokingly.

Pulling me close again, she laughed. “I had to! For all I knew, it was lo-jacked.” 

“Of course it was lo-jacked. All the cars are.” 

“See, it was a smart choice.” 

I smiled. “Of course it was the smart choice. Even if things were said and misunderstandings happened, I always trusted you to look after yourself. It was the only reason I was able to make it to Europe at all.” It was partly a lie, but I couldn’t tell her the truth—that my European trip had been an attempt to break away from her supposed influence. Now that I’d returned to her, it was hard to recall just how deep my doubt in her—in us—had run. In fact, it seemed almost foolish in hindsight. “I knew you would keep yourself safe.” 

“I’ve had to do some terrible things to stay that way.” 

The security video of her entering the hospital room with the nurse who’d been found with a sliced throat entered my mind, and for a second, I wondered whether my faith in Evie’s innocence was misplaced. 

“Like?” I asked, a little too desperately as I wondered what she might admit to. “What’s the worst thing you’ve done?” 

She cast her eyes downward and rubbed absently at the scar on her wrist. “I’ve stolen from people. Money, cars, credit ratings.” She turned her eyes down. “I’ve used my abilities to get people to do what I needed.” 

Fighting a smile, I asked, “That’s the worst?” 

“Do you think there is something worse?” 

I couldn’t help the relieved laughter that rose in my throat. I should have trusted myself, and her. I’d known that there was no way she could have murdered that nurse. It was still an unsolved mystery, but I was happy with unsolved if it meant that my Evie wasn’t a cold-blooded killer. “No, and if it’s kept you alive, I don’t think you should be too ashamed of stealing.” 

She rolled her eyes and stepped ahead of me to open the roller door. “You sound like my father.” 

The sound of the door creaking open masked her statement, and it was easy to pretend I didn’t hear it. I wasn’t sure how to respond, or whether she even wanted me to. 

The air outside was still and quiet. The lights from the airport were a steady glow behind the warehouse, but the street in front of us was still mostly dark. Untouched and hopefully still unnoticed, the car I’d procured from the long-term parking lot sat at one end of the street. Assuming I wouldn’t need it again, I’d locked it and tossed away the key when I’d left it. Now that I did need transport again, I’d have to get it going in other ways. The thought gave me an idea—I wanted to see Evie in action. 

“Why don’t you show me your newfound skills?” I pointed to the car. Because I’d snuck into the office and stolen the key, I’d been able to take it in a matter of seconds. But as the keys were currently swimming in the nearby storm drain, it would be a good test for Evie to show me what she’d taught herself. 

She gave me the most wicked grin—one that made me want to drag her back into the warehouse for a few more rounds of fun before we moved on—and then nodded. 

“I bet we can be underway in less than two minutes,” she said. 

“Two minutes?” I couldn’t help teasing her. “That long?” 

She elbowed me in the ribs playfully as a giggle escaped her lips. 

“Let’s do this then,” I said.

Within seconds, she’d found a switchblade in her bag and stalked up to the car with practiced caution. Truthfully, there was more to my teasing than what I was letting on. I wanted to know what she knew, wanted to see what I had to work with when we started her survival training. When she split the rubber on the window and jimmied the lock in less than thirty seconds, I was pretty damn impressed—and more than a little turned on. She unlocked the passenger door, and by the time I was settled in my seat, the car engine was humming. 

“Not bad,” I admitted. 

She snorted a laugh, as if she saw through me and understood just how impressed I was even though I underplayed it. She probably had. “I’d like to see you do better.”

I wasn’t sure I could do much better, but I wasn’t going to admit that just yet. Or ever. “Next time,” I said with a wink instead. 

Once we were on the road, I was amazed that my life had come full circle, and I was running away with Evie again. Only this time, I wasn’t going to let it end—Eth and Dad could go fuck themselves if they tried to get in the way. 

After a number of hours driving, where I could do little more than stare in amazement at Evie and try to will away my unhelpful desires to make her pull over so we could get reacquainted again . . . and again, we had passed out of townships and into forested areas. 

The hills rose and fell, and I recognized we were nearing the Great Smoky Mountains National Park. Within a few more miles, we’d be out of North Carolina, into Tennessee, and then onto the rest of our lives. 

When a gas station came up in front of us, I convinced Evie it was probably time to stop. The chances for a gas stop could grow less frequent, and the last thing we wanted was for us to breakdown in the middle of nowhere without a plan. I watched Evie closely as she pulled the car over. Her knuckles grew tight around the steering wheel, and the corners of her eyes pinched in a way that indicated her stress. 

Despite the obvious concern she had, I found my lips tipping up into a smile. Regardless of the time that we’d been forced to spend apart, I still knew those little things about her. I doubted there was anyone alive who knew her little tells as well as I did. 

In order to ease her stress, I told her to stay in the car while I filled up. 

Instead of paying attention to the pump, I watched her through the passenger window and relished the small, unguarded view. Her body shook and her skin paled. She looked so vulnerable, and it took me a moment to realize that the scent of gasoline must have been torture for her. I cursed the memory of my sister. My heart constricted, and my resolution strengthened to do everything in my power to not only keep her safe but also to teach her how to keep herself safe. 

I can’t believe she thought I was hunting her. 

Panic followed closely behind the thought as it flittered across my mind. If it wasn’t me, who could have been hunting her? In the warehouse, I’d said it could have been Eth, and while I thought that it was possible, the more I thought about it, the less likely it seemed. He’d always been a company man, more of a soldier than I could ever be. If the hierarchy said jump, he’d ask how high. He’d never done any of that out of a sense of duty to the Rain though. No, there was something much more powerful that drove him: family.

It was his weakness and the key to all of his motivations. 

It was the reason I’d trusted he wouldn’t hunt Evie while I was in Europe. Even though he hated her, he would keep his promise to me. After all, he would have understood the fracture in our relationship would become irreparable if he harmed her. After what had happened in Detroit, and the words that were tossed around by both sides, he had to know that he’d never hear from me again if she’d died at his hand. 

Dad seemed a more likely candidate, but I doubted that even he would have the energy or desire to track Evie for such a prolonged period when I was out of the picture. Sure, he’d want her dead, but not to the point where he’d neglect his other duties or do the dirty work himself. 

I was still puzzling over it when I went inside the gas station to grab some snacks for the road. I walked in to find the line-up much longer than I’d expected from the number of cars outside. A young mother in front of me was watching a small TV mounted up in the corner with rapt attention. I glanced up to see what held her interest and was greeted with a headline about twelve missing campers. The police were keeping tight-lipped, but the reporter was overseeing a debate between a range of experts regarding whether the blood discovered at the scene indicated that the disappearances were the work of a serial killer or a bear. 

My stomach twisted at the vision of the torn tents and destroyed campsites. It didn’t feel natural. My instincts screamed that there was more to the story than was going to air, that it wasn’t a serial killer or a bear, it was a Rain case. 

A police officer flashed up on the screen next, telling people not to panic, and I saw an all-too-familiar gold raindrop pin on his lapel, identifying him as one of the civilian Rain wannabes. It meant my gut feeling was most likely right; there was almost certainly a case nearby. Far too close for comfort. 

My palms grew clammy, and I looked around at the people in the small store, anxious to confirm that none of their faces were familiar. I needed to get Evie far away, and fast. The night felt thicker through the windows, as though it was a palpable presence pressing against the glass and keeping me separated from Evie. 

The instant I’d paid, I raced back to the car and told Evie of my suspicions. She agreed to get the hell away as quickly as we could.

Although I was confident we could slip through the net around the disappearances relatively easily, mostly because the Rain wouldn’t be watching for a couple in a car, Evie seemed to grow more agitated with each mile. Instead of sticking to the main road through town, she took the car on a twisting route, turning regularly in a seemingly abstract pattern. 

I shifted in my seat to see whether there was some cause for her concern and saw a flash of white shoot past the rear window. I caught sight of a license plate number that set me on edge. The digits were ones reserved for Rain vehicles.

“What was that car?” I asked Evie, hoping she’d caught a better view of it than I had. 

“I think it was a Dodge truck.” Panic sounded in her voice, and I wondered what sort of living hell she must have been through since Detroit. “And I thought it was following us.”

I twisted to the other side, hoping to catch another glimpse of the license plate and confirm my fear. Even though I couldn’t see it any longer, I figured it didn’t matter. It was better to be safe than sorry, especially when it was Evie’s life on the line. 

Then, as I was shifting back into my seat, I saw that the truck had spun around and was closing in on us via a side-street. The license tag was in full view, and when I saw the small M surrounded by a crescent in the middle of the plate, it was clear it was definitely a Rain vehicle. 

“Go!” I shouted at Evie. “Now. Get us out of here.”

I regretted my tone instantly as Evie clutched tightly to the wheel and the air around her heated. With my actions and words, I tried to calm her, but as she flung the car recklessly around roads that were becoming more twisted by the minute, my nerves frayed. If I’d been driving, I would have felt in control, but instead, I was barely able to stay in the seat. 

As the truck closed in on us again, I shouted to Evie to keep going. 

Although I couldn’t be certain the Rain operative following us hadn’t just stumbled across our car while we traveled through the search area, it seemed more likely that the person in the other vehicle had been following us since we’d stopped for fuel. Maybe even sooner. I couldn’t believe my own stupidity. I’d left the country and just assumed that Evie would be safe because I was gone. I was an idiot. When I voiced my regrets to Evie, she thought it meant that I hadn’t believed her when she’d said she was being hunted. 

That wasn’t the reason for my doubt, or for my current stress. 

It was just hard to accept how impossibly close I might have been to losing her forever—how close I still could be. Instead of helping her, I’d been gallivanting around on the other side of the world with my head up my own ass. 

“They’ve been just one step behind for a long time,” she said. “If it’s Ethan, he’s definitely taken some time to learn my patterns and hideouts.”

“Probably,” I said. Although I still couldn’t entirely believe Eth was behind it, certain aspects of the hunt did fit his M.O. “That’s what they do. It’s almost like a game to some of them. My brother especially.” And Lou, I added mentally even though it caused a rush of sorrow over her death to race through me. 

“What did I do to deserve it?” 

My heart ached at the sorrow in her voice. 

“Nothing.” I tried to calm her with a gentle hand on her shoulder, but also used the touch to remind myself that she was still alive—and that it was now my responsibility to keep her that way. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault any more than it is mine.” 

I didn’t want to argue with her, but she was wrong. So many things I’d done over the years had put her in danger. Again and again, I’d made stupid choices that had thrust her back into the spotlight. 

If I’d just left her alone after she left me in high school, her father would still be alive, and she’d be so far off the Rain’s radar they would’ve barely acknowledged her existence. 

Instead, I’d had to charge back to her side, again and again, raising her notoriety each time. I turned in my seat so I could assess the damage and see what could be done about the truck on our tail. It wasn’t long before I understood there was only one option. 

I had to eliminate the threat.

“Whatever happens next, just drive,” I said. “Don’t stop the car for anything. Okay?”

“I wasn’t planning on it!” she snapped. I almost laughed at her ability to give me such sweet attitude during a race for her life. 

I unbuckled my seatbelt and reached for my bag, grabbed my recently purchased HK45 from within, and then set myself up so that I was leaning back against the dash and facing the car behind. With Evie’s safety as my primary objective, I wound down the window giving myself a clear line to fire some warning shots at the Dodge. 

As I loaded the gun, Evie touched my shoulder. 

“Be careful,” she begged in a whisper.

“It’s okay.” I tried to infuse my voice with as much confidence as I could. “Just keep the car steady.” The car went around a small curve, and I almost lost my hold on the seat. “And warn me if you need to turn.”

When I was certain Evie understood my intention and would let me know if there were any upcoming bends in the road, I anchored myself to the chair with my elbow through the hole in the headrest and leaned as far out of the car as I dared. I lined up my first shot and was just about to pull the trigger. 

“Hold on!” Evie screamed just as the car veered sharply to the right, sending me crashing headfirst into the seat. 

I fought to keep hold of the gun, being mindful not to squeeze the trigger in my struggle. 

“Want to give me a little more warning next time!” I growled as I worked to right myself again. 

“Sorry, you were distracting me.” 

If the situation had been a little less dangerous, I might have chuckled. As it was, I risked a quick second to lean across to the driver’s seat and kiss her inflamed cheek. “There. Now, focus.”

I climbed back into my precarious perch, once more anchoring myself as best as I could against the seat. Despite the initial misstep, I trusted Evie to warn me before any other major twists or turns appeared. 

Lining up my shot, I aimed for the tires of the Dodge and squeezed the trigger. The crack of the gun filled the cabin an instant before the car twitched slightly. I held on tight, ready to admonish Evie again for not warning me, but one glance at her stressed appearance—at the state of the steering wheel where her heated hands twisted the plastic into impossible shapes—made me bite my tongue. The gunfire had clearly pushed her that much closer to the edge. 

I sucked in a calming breath. She’s doing what she can. 

Once more, I thought of the way she’d run from Eth back in Charlotte. At the time, I’d thought her so wonderful and brave for getting away, but looking back, it was probable that what she’d done then was borne out of fear and not bravery. I hated myself for forcing her into both situations. 

Evie called out a “Left” and a “Right” and then an “Oh crap, left!” 

I held on through each one but didn’t have enough time between corners to get off any decent shots.

“They’re getting closer,” she hissed. 

“I know!” I shouted over the roar of the wind rushing past my ears. “We’ll get out of this though, okay?” 

I fired my third shot. I’d hoped to have taken out one of the tires already, but between the twisty road and the nervous driver, my shots weren’t really lining up as well as they would have if I’d been able to aim properly. 

“Left!” Evie shouted back at me. 

The wheels screeched beneath us, skittering across the road in a series of bumps as the tail of the car lost grip and swung wide. Clenching my teeth tight to stop myself from swearing, I held on desperately. The heat echoing out of the car was palpable, and I thought about the fire that had caused Lou’s death and sent Evie to the hospital. 

Maybe Eth was right. Maybe Evie did start it. 

I pushed the thought away as quickly as it came. It served no purpose. Even if Evie had set the fire, it had to have been an accident. Pushed to the breaking point, the flames would have erupted from her uncontrollably. It was happening right in front of my eyes within the cabin of the car, and I didn’t know how to stop it. 

“Evie? Are you okay?” I asked, trying to distract her from the stress of the moment. 

“Just get them off our tail, and I’ll be perfect,” she hissed through gritted teeth.

The Dodge was getting closer still. Unable to see the tires any longer, I aimed for the grill and squeezed off another shot. The bullet slammed into the radiator, and I looked up to meet the eyes of the driver, hoping to see who it was and take a moment to gloat that I’d disabled their car. 

The sight was impossible. 

Platinum blonde hair hung loosely around angular cheekbones that were as similar to my own as they were different. 

Steel-blue eyes filled with hatred met my muddy brown gaze. 

I was staring at the face of a ghost. She couldn’t possibly still be alive and breathing. I thought I said something, maybe even my sister’s name, but the words disappeared from my mind the moment they left my tongue. 

The world disappeared as I watched the Dodge carrying my sister fall away steadily in the darkness.

 








CHAPTER THREE





I HAD TO be seeing things. 

It wasn’t possible . . . was it? 

My hands shook, and it was all I could do to drag myself back into the car and rest on the seat. Evie may have spoken; I may have responded. I had no clue. The real world fell away, replaced by memories and lies. 

All I could hear was the echoes of the speech I’d had to give at Lou’s memorial. 

All I could see was my sister’s face. 

The face of the dead suddenly thrust back to life. 

It was impossible to reanimate a corpse. There were ghosts and revenants—specters that could cause injury to living, breathing humans—but although they could become solid when they needed to, they didn’t drive trucks. Only two possible solutions existed; either what I’d seen was a doppelganger or she’d never died. One thing was clear: I needed to find out more. 

Almost as soon as I’d allowed the possibility that she might not be dead into my mind, evidence of that fact flooded through me. Eth’s need for me to return home to sort things out because it was “all a big mess” and he didn’t think I’d be gone for so long echoed in my mind. His uncertainty when I’d relayed Dad’s words about Lou’s death. So many little things that in hindsight might have proven to have greater meaning than I allowed them to have. 

Unless I’m wrong. 

The familiar pull in the center of my stomach, a tug on my emotions that came from a place deeper than I’d ever been able to understand, confirmed the one thing that my brain refused to believe. It was her. 

I closed my eyes and saw the image again—the hatred-filled gaze locked onto me. 

“It was her,” I whispered, the words cementing the connections my mind was just beginning to make. “I know my own sister. I just . . . don’t understand. Why would they let me think that she was dead? Why would they make me give that stupid fucking speech?” 

I could tell I was becoming hysterical, but there was nothing I could do about it. I’d lost control of my mouth and was barely holding on to my sanity. 

“Was all of it meaningless?”

“I don’t know,” Evie murmured. She sounded as lost as I felt, but I couldn’t offer her any comfort. Couldn’t offer her anything. 

I turned to look at her and met her wide-eyed and terrified gaze. I was frightening her as much as the car chase had, and yet I couldn’t calm myself enough to even make an attempt at calming her. “I was at her memorial when you left. If she isn’t dead . . . why would they make me do that? Why?”

How different would that time have been if Lou hadn’t been dead? Would I have agreed to leave Evie’s side? 

My mind skipped ahead, jumping from scenario to scenario before stumbling as I recalled that I’d shot at Lou. I’d been aiming for the tires, and then for the radiator, but that didn’t mean one of my bullets couldn’t have gone astray and hit her, especially with the way the car had swerved and twisted as I’d fired each shot. 

I sank into my own mind and was lost. The car continued to move, and logically I knew we were continuing to get away, but my stomach was back with the stricken Dodge. My mind was lost in the past where my family had lied to me without remorse. To a time when they’d convinced me of a terrible loss for their own benefit. 

Evie spoke again, but I couldn’t understand the words, couldn’t make sense of anything—not even my own thoughts. 

“Clay.” The desperation in Evie’s voice finally broke through the fog in my mind. “I need you,” she begged. 

I turned to stare at her, but couldn’t focus without feeling an ache echoing through every inch of me. I looked back down at my hands and watched them shake violently. Forcing my fingers into tight fists, I hoped that would be enough to stop the quivering. 

“I’m going to stop the car up here, and then we need to run. They’re right behind us.”

I wasn’t sure why we were stopping or getting out of the car, but one thing was clear. 

Evie needed me. 

She needs me. 

She wouldn’t lie to me. 

She needs me. 

The words ran through my mind on a constant loop, the only thing connecting me to the here and now. Even that connection was tenuous at best. 

“Let’s go!” It sounded like Evie was talking to me through a tunnel. 

Clouds of doubt enveloped my instincts and threatened to endanger her life. I tried to shake them off, but it was hopeless. The discovery that my sister wasn’t dead left me reeling and I couldn’t recover. 

It was one lie too many. 

My family, the people I’d once trusted more than anyone else in the world, had lied to me. The speech I’d had to stand and deliver while still deep in mourning for my twin ran through my head again and smashed against my heart like a boat tossed around in a storm. 

“Run!” For a split second, Evie’s voice and her hand in mine dragged me back to the present and out of the car. My feet followed her instruction, racing as quickly as I could beside her. The warmth of her fingers entwined around mine kept me as anchored in reality as I could hope to be. We ran for countless seconds, racing through the darkness. I followed wherever Evie led. 

The instant she stopped running, the moment her hand left mine, I fell to the ground, broken by the willing lies of the people I’d cared about. 

“Are you okay?” Evie sat beside me, a dangerous move given the pursuit that was sure to be right behind us, but I couldn’t tell her to leave, to run and save herself, because I was relying on her presence too much. Looking up at her, I couldn’t find the words I needed to explain the mist that had enveloped me and strangled me so tightly, it stole my breath and forced my heart to race. 

Instead of demanding an explanation or telling me to suck it up, to get up, and get back into the fight, just like I’d heard so many times from my family, Evie shifted closer to me and guided my head to her shoulder. That small permission that she granted, the ability to take the time I needed to recover, caused an avalanche of emotion inside me that released in a loud sob. 

Not since my quiet counseling sessions with Zarita had I experienced anywhere near the level of peace I experienced when Evie took on the burden of my grief—even then, what Zarita had been able to offer wasn’t nearly as powerful. With Evie, I felt relief down into the very core of me. I worried I was holding her too tightly, pulling her too close, but instead of fighting free, she held me in return. 

Time seemed to suspend indefinitely as I sat in her embrace. Eventually, my mind returned to the present, and my emotions returned to their safe little bottle somewhere deep inside of me. When Evie loosened her hold and went to stand, I clutched onto her. 

She fought my hold and stood. 

“We need to keep moving,” she said, her tone apologetic as she offered me her hand. Her fingers trailed through my hair, and I closed my eyes as the feeling of it overwhelmed me.

The sound of the apology in her voice proved I was an ass. 

I was risking her life by having a fucking breakdown, and yet she was trying to make me feel better. 

“I’m sorry,” I said, placing the blame squarely back where it belonged. “I shouldn’t have lost it like that.” 

She was so understanding and gentle that I wanted nothing more than to take her back into my arms and pour the rest of my emotions into her in a way that was absolutely not healthy but would feel fantastic. The only thing that stopped me was the certainty that the end result of that course of action would be my family stumbling across us while we were in a compromised position and my bare ass was on display. 

Evie seemed so full of confidence—in stark contrast to the girl behind the wheel of the car less than a half hour earlier—as she forgave me for being stupid and dropping the gun before reminding me that, with her around, we had another defensive weapon. 

“So what’s the plan?” I asked.

“I don’t know. I do know that you need to tell me how things have changed now we’ve discovered it’s Louise who’s been hunting me.” The shift in her voice proved she understood I was returning to the present—to her. 

“It doesn’t really change anything, except I know that she will never give up.” I stood as my training and instinct took control. I thought of Lou and her behavior in the same way I would have once assessed the monsters I used to hunt. “If she was willing to let me believe that she was dead just so the Rain could get the chance to take you . . .” 

I couldn’t voice the words. It was deplorable that each member of my family let me believe that Lou was dead. Whether it was her idea or Dad’s didn’t matter, all three of them had gone along with it. And they’d obviously roped others into the plot. 

“We won’t be able to shake her by going to another city or even halfway around the world.”

“What are you saying?” 

I could hear the horror in Evie’s voice, but I didn’t care. She needed to know the lengths I would go to in order to keep her safe. Her life was a deadly serious matter for me. 

“We’ll have to get rid of her,” I growled. Evie looked at me through horror-struck eyes; fear lurked in the depths of her lilac irises, which stung me as certainly as a physical blow. I didn’t want her to fear me. She needed to understand. “It’s kill or be killed, Evie. She’s had a vendetta against you ever since she found out what you are, and it seems she’s only grown more obsessed with time. If she’s been hunting you for this long, she’ll probably know your next choice better than you do.”

I told Evie that whatever happened, I would keep her safe. The fact that Evie appeared to abhor the thought that I might destroy my family for the chance to keep her safe made me even more certain about the choices I’d made over the years. She was good. She wanted to preserve life, even the lives of those who wanted her dead. It made me want to draw her into my arms and thank her for being who she was. 

“Did you hear that?” Evie asked. 

The sound of feet rushing over concrete filled the air. I tried to recall whether we’d had to run over concrete, and when I found the memory deep in my addled mind, I calculated how long it had taken us to get to our current spot from there. The answer was not long enough. 

I bent and grabbed our bags. “Let’s get out of here.” 

It wasn’t long before I heard hunting calls that confirmed Lou had brought reinforcements in the form of my brother and father. Dad’s call was further away than the other two; it almost sounded like he was back on the road, and I realized he was probably waiting just in case we tried to circle around and escape back into one of the campers’ cars a little further up the road. The three of them were acting as though I was a threat that needed to be managed. Despite the situation, I couldn’t blame them—I had done the same thing to them. 

Evie and I fought against the foliage to head deeper into the forest, moving among thick shrubs and over large rocky sections. It was a hard trek, but I hoped it would offer us better cover than if we’d taken the easier paths. 

After I ducked underneath a particularly heavy bough, I caught sight of a set of grooves sliced into the trunk of a tree. I brushed my fingers across the surface. I didn’t like the look of them at all. They reminded me too much of the gash in my stomach and the cuts that the eviscerated the Evie look-alike dragged into Bayview during my retraining. 

The sight set my instincts on edge, but I didn’t want to give Evie more reasons to be afraid. It would be something to mention, something to worry about, after we’d escaped my family. 

The hunting calls of Eth and Lou grew louder and were closer than I would have hoped. Leaving Evie in the cover provided by a thicket, I crept forward to examine a cliff ahead of us to see whether we’d be able to scramble down it. The drop had to be at least sixty-five feet, although it was hard to tell in the darkness. 

I turned to warn Evie that it wasn’t an option for our escape and instead locked eyes with Eth. His lips turned up into a grin when he spotted me. 

Fucking hell. 

There was no way I could get Evie to safety with Eth so close. I had no real choice in my next decision—I would do whatever was necessary to keep her safe, even if that meant leaving her temporarily. I mouthed to her to trust me, and then I stood to give away my own position. 

Almost as soon as I’d stood up, Lou caught up with Eth and spotted me as well. The light was still low, but there was enough to show me scars twisting over her once pristine skin. The image was proof that, even though she hadn’t been killed in the Detroit apartment fire, she had been hurt. The scars were something Lou would’ve hated. Even if Evie hadn’t been something worthy of hunting just because of what she was, the damage to Lou’s body and face would have been a death sentence for her as far as my sister was concerned. 

Lou and Eth spent precious minutes doing all they could to convince me to turn my back on Evie, to once more declare her as the evil they believed her to be. Lou even showed me some newspaper article accusing Evie of murder. 

For me, it was no different than any of the other times she’d been accused of murder. Her father, the witches in Salem, the nurse, Louise—so many false accusations leveled in Evie’s direction. 

My family didn’t know the things I did, didn’t understand and weren’t willing to listen to the truth. They didn’t know about the sweet, loving woman Evie really was. As I tried to figure out a way to get her out of danger, I had to fight my desire to check on her—I worked so hard to keep my eyes from trailing over her hiding place. 

My stomach twisted each time I looked in the direction of my sister, who’d pretended to be dead just to convince me of an evil within Evie that didn’t actually exist. That she could be so callous, that my whole family could be, proved that my allegiance to Evie was well-placed. 

Formulating a plan on the fly, I tried to convince Eth that Evie had leapt over the side. As I approached the ledge behind him, I grabbed a rock. If I could convince Eth to peer over the edge, then I could knock him out when his attention wasn’t on me. 

Maybe it wasn’t a great plan, but it was the only one I had. 

I lifted my arm as he stared over the ledge, but before I could let the rock fall, he swung around and shoved the barrel of his revolver in my face. 

“Nice try, little bro,” he said, “but your reflexes are a bit rusty.”

Instead of buying Evie’s freedom, I’d only made it worse. I should have known better than to try to surprise Eth, but I had to do something. Without any further plans—good, bad, or otherwise—I tried to reason with him, but with Lou there, it quickly became impossible.

Regardless, I needed to make my family see that whatever they said, whatever they tried, it wouldn’t change my opinion of Evie. The only way they could tear us apart now was for them to kill us both. My brother and sister would have to sacrifice everything they were apparently trying to save. 

“I know you’re up here,” Eth taunted Evie while aiming his weapon at me. “Come out now, or I’ll shoot.” 

His fingers closed around the trigger, but it was all for show. I just had no real way of telling Evie that without giving away for certain the fact that she was nearby.

“You’d shoot your own brother?” I said in an attempt to show her how ridiculous the notion was. 

Moments passed with an absolute silence as Eth played the patience game as only he could. His hold on the gun never faltered. His arm didn’t even drop a fraction of an inch. In the deathly silence, I worried that Evie might decide that Eth might actually shoot, and give herself up in order to save me. 

I couldn’t allow it, so I broke the silence before she cracked. “Look, just let Evie go, all right? She hasn’t done anything wrong.”

“Lou’s right, that monster definitely has you under some kind of spell,” Eth said in a weak attempt to get me to reveal Evie. 

I never would. 

In response to his words, I stared steadfastly ahead, not allowing my eyes to fall on any patch of shrub around for fear of giving away her position. 

“The worst part is you don’t even see it, man.”

I couldn’t listen to Eth’s comments that Evie had me under some spell any longer. He thought I didn’t understand—that I didn’t “see” it, but he was so wrong. 

“I see it,” I said in a last ditch effort to get him to understand. “I see it clearer than I’ve ever seen anything in my life. There’s so much that you are blind to. She’s opened my eyes to the truth, and I see now that it’s the Rain that’s the lie!” 

Eth ignored me and looked around. The only thing my outburst had done was convince him that Evie was nearby. “I’m going to count to three and then your lover boy is going to experience heaven firsthand. One.” 

“Evie, don’t!” I warned. He wouldn’t shoot me. At least not fatally. 

“Two.”

I held my breath and prayed she didn’t take the bait. There wasn’t much I could do to warn her.

“I’m here.” 

I closed my eyes as Evie’s terrified voice issued from her hiding spot. 

Within a second, she’d pulled herself to her feet and was at my side, trying to comfort me. Neither of my siblings seemed to find it even the slightest bit odd that this supposed monster was more concerned about my safety than her own. Idiots. They were so fucking blind. 

Eth looked between us and uttered the words that I just knew would be on the tip of his tongue. “Did you really think I would shoot my own brother in cold blood?”

“You lied to him about his sister’s death.” Evie stuck out her chin, stepped around me, and confronted him. “So I wasn’t willing to risk it.” 

I couldn’t believe that not only was she standing up to the man I knew she feared, but that she was doing it for me. The sensation that rolled through me at the thought was unlike any other I’d experienced before. Pure love—agape—redoubled within me to echo through my whole body and capture my heart. 

Each time I thought I’d discovered the greatest awe I could, Evie did something else to wow me again. Before I’d even had a chance to fully process the fact that she was willing to go toe to toe with an enemy on my behalf, I saw the murderous intent in Eth’s eyes. He wouldn’t hesitate to pull the trigger on her, especially if she continued to provoke him. 

“Eth, don’t do this, please?” I pulled Evie back, shielding her with my body as I turned to my brother to beg for her life—for our freedom. 

When he continued to stare past me, with his finger hovering over the trigger of the revolver, I turned to Evie to plead with her instead. As quietly as I could, I begged her to run. Told her the truth—that I’d step in front of the bullet for her. I’d do anything to ensure her survival. The fact was simple—I wouldn’t be able to cope with her death, especially not if it happened right in front of me. Because of me. 

Almost to remind me of the lies my family had told me for so long, Lou stepped closer to us, and Evie backed away. She may have been afraid of Eth, but she was terrified of Lou. 

What the hell did Lou do to her in Detroit? 

I clenched my fists at my sides as the thought raced through me. One day, I would make Lou suffer for the things she’d done. 

“There is no escaping this time,” Lou said. 

Evie clutched my hand and met my gaze. “I love you.” 

The words were fatalistic, like she was saying good-bye. “What are you doing?” 

“Louise is right, there is no escape. Not right now.” 

There was a defeat in her voice that I’d rarely heard before and it slayed me. Through everything we’d endured, she’d was brave—not fearless, but willing to fight for her life regardless of her fear—but now she was giving up. I frowned at the sight and reached out for her, but she stepped away from me. With a warning about how serious my brother and sister were on my lips, I tried to follow her. “Do you have a death wish? They will kill you.”

When I reached for her again, to pull her into my arms and offer what limited safety I could, her skin flamed hotter and hotter. It raged so hot that holding onto her for any length of time was like trying to rescue a burning log from a fire. Despite that, I tried. I held on until my fingers felt like they might melt if I held on any longer, and then I held on a moment more. 

“I don’t want to die,” she murmured as she put further distance between us; moving closer to Eth with every step. “But I won’t let you die because of me.”

“No,” I whispered, voiceless in my fear of losing her again—of having to watch her die. 

I focused on Lou as she closed in like a lioness stalking her prey until movement from Eth drew my attention. Evie was right, we were defeated, and there was no way around it. 

With the exception of Evie’s gift, which I doubted she would use because it might endanger me, we were without weapons. We had no chance against two armed assailants. If I tried to stop Lou’s knife, Eth would squeeze off a shot. If I reached for the gun, Lou’s knife would end Evie’s life. 

My mind reeled as I ran through every possible scenario I could think of, but every one ended with Evie’s death. Some ended with my death too, and I decided that if I could buy her even a second more, it was worth the sacrifice. I glanced back at Evie, my gaze mixed with an apology to her and anger at my family. She mouthed two words at me. “Trust me.” 

She has a plan? 

I couldn’t see any way out of the situation, but obviously, Evie could. 

She was close enough to Eth that she might have been able to topple him off balance, but I didn’t think she would do that. The heat radiating from her skin sizzled in the air; the fire over her body was almost visible in the night air. 

Before I had a chance to figure out what her strategy was, she lifted up onto her toes and then did a reverse swan dive off the cliff. Her name rushed from me in an exclamation of horror even as a shot from Eth’s revolver rang out into the night, whistling through the place she’d occupied not even a second earlier. 

“No!” I cried, flinging myself forward toward the ledge. 

Eth’s arm smashed around my midsection, stopping me from hurtling off the edge after her. Shaking loose of his hold, I fell to my knees as her name ripped from my chest on a sob. “Evie!” 

I barely had a moment to relive the horror of watching her purposeful dive off the cliff when a fireball-like explosion erupted from below. 

“And there’s the whoosh!” Eth said with smug satisfaction a second before I launched myself at him. 








CHAPTER FOUR





IT TOOK BOTH Lou and Eth to wrestle me into submission at the top of the ledge. Once they had, I went limp in their hold and then fell to the ground when they loosened their grip. 

“She’s gone.” Eth’s tone was a touch more sympathetic than it had been when he had celebrated Evie’s demise only a few minutes earlier. The difference could have been due in part to the moisture that stained my cheek and blurred my vision. “It’s over, bro.”

Unwilling to move from my perch near the rock edge, I muttered Evie’s name like a chant, as if uttering it enough times would create an incantation that would bring her back to me. I rocked back and forth on my heels and pressed the base of my palms against my eyes to stop the sting. Nothing helped; nothing beat back the pain of watching her fall. 

Of watching her . . . 

No! She’s not dead. 

“Clay, we need to get out of here,” Eth said, as he tried to pull me to my feet.

I fought free of his hold and moved toward the edge of the outcrop that had swallowed Evie. When I peered over the side, I was certain that I could see something shift amongst the carnage below. It could have been Evie, or it could have just been the smoke curling around the flames before emerging from the darkness to meet me. With the smoke rising from the ground and the raging fire below, it was impossible to see anything clearly. The ash lifted into the air by the heated wind burned my eyes and mingled with the tears on my face, smudging the world black. 

“Dad will be waiting for us.” Eth grabbed at my shoulder, prompting me to stand once more. 

“Dad can go fuck himself.”

“Clay!” My sister’s admonishment was too much for me to cope with. 

“All of you can go to hell,” I spat. “I just need to get down there.” 

“There’s no way down there, Clay,” Lou said, placing a hand on my shoulder. 

I twisted away from her touch, rolling over and standing just to avoid her being near me. 

“You—” I couldn’t think of an insult bad enough to cover how much I hated her. From the moment I’d recovered from her apparent return from the dead, there was no doubt in my mind that she had been the one tracking Evie. Whether she’d done it alone or with the assistance of Eth and Dad, I didn’t know, but I was certain it had been Lou who had ransacked Evie’s hotel room. 

I lifted my finger and waved it in her face while I tried to come up with something terrible enough to encompass the way I felt about her, but the words eluded me. And with the image of Evie leaping off the outcrop still in my mind, I didn’t care to waste a single second more on my sister. 

“You’re not even worth it,” I muttered as I walked away. 

Lou charged after me and grabbed my shoulder again, spinning me in place. “I did this for you.” 

I yanked my shoulder out of her hold for the second time and turned away. My voice was ice and death, not willing to play the happy family role any longer. “No, you did it for you! But you’re too much of a selfish bitch to even see that.” 

“Clay, please.” Her vulnerability broke through her mask. With the twisted scars that trailed along her neck and up onto her cheek, it was even more noticeable. 

It wasn’t enough to soften the hard edges of my anger toward her. Not now. Not ever again. 

“For the last year and a half, I thought you were dead,” I seethed. “Maybe you should have stayed that way. I preferred that sister to the one standing in front of me now.” 

“That’s low,” Eth said. “And not fair.” 

Spinning on my heels, I glared at him through the narrow slits my eyes had become. “Don’t even get me started on what’s not fucking fair.” 

I walked back over to the edge and crouched down, the movement sending a few loose pebbles skidding on the long journey to the bottom. With an effort, I took a deep breath and reminded myself that Evie had a plan. She hadn’t fallen. She hadn’t slipped. She’d leapt off the cliff in an almost graceful arc. Deliberate. 

It was possible her plan might have gone awry, but something, call it faith or intuition, made me suspect everything had gone exactly as she’d planned it. She wanted us to believe she’d died, or at least she’d wanted my siblings to believe it. 

“Trust me,” she’d mouthed just before she’d leapt. I nodded to myself. “I trust you,” I whispered as if my words would be carried down the ravine and into her heart. “Just please, don’t let me down. Don’t be dead.” 

“Where’s your GPS?” I asked Eth, knowing he always had one nearby when he was hunting. It was part of the usual toolkit. 

After giving me a questioning look, he tossed it to me. I added our current location and pocketed the device. As soon as I could, I would find a way to get back to the bottom of the cliff and find her. Right then, it was too dark to attempt to pick a safe path down, and I would probably break my neck trying. Killing myself would not have been part of Evie’s plan. 

After making my decision to return as quickly as I could, I stalked back in the direction we’d come from with both Evie’s and my backpacks slung on my back, one over each shoulder. Although I was no longer rushing, the journey was quicker without having to hide under the cover of the bushes. A few times, Eth tried to initiate a conversation with me, but I steadfastly ignored him and Lou. 

When we left the concrete tunnel that I could barely remember racing through to get into the forest, I saw the car that Evie and I had fled in and had to hold back the cry that threatened to escape from me. With my heart in my throat, I glanced back over my shoulder, as if I would still be able to see the spot where she’d fallen if I tried hard enough. 

I hope you know what you’re doing, Evie.

I prayed that I was doing what she wanted me to. Rushing headlong after her wouldn’t help the situation. The better plan—if she wasn’t dead—would be to sneak away when I had the chance and—if she was alive—reunite and try once more to escape.

The reality of the fire, and exactly what that meant for Evie, kept creeping back into my mind. For all I knew, she’d been battered and broken at the bottom of the outcrop until the flames had consumed her. 

Leaving a child to rise from the ashes. 

The thought almost sent me racing back to the place where she’d gone over. What if that had been her plan? To have me repeat her father’s life—raising a child who wasn’t my blood but that I cared for above any other just because of the link she offered to the woman I’d loved. I closed my eyes as the thought washed over me. Even if I’d wanted to, I couldn’t return yet. 

“I’ve never seen anything more pathetic in my life.” Dad wore a scowl as he assessed my appearance. 

It had been eighteen months since I’d seen him, and that was the first thing he could say to me. 

“Fuck you.” I pushed past him and up the road without a backward glance. If my family thought I had an attitude problem before, they hadn’t seen anything yet. I would make them all regret trying over and over again to destroy everything that Evie and I could share if they would just leave us alone. 

Dad spluttered for a second behind my back and seemed like he was about to say something more when Eth cut him off. “Don’t. Just leave him be. It’s been a long night.” 

Dad’s Chevelle sat on the side of the road, waiting to ferry the four of us to some unknown destination, but I wasn’t going to allow that again. There was no way I would willingly go with any of them. I started to walk along the road until Eth rushed up behind me and stopped my progression. 

“Dad and Lou are going to wait for a ride with the locals, let’s go.” He nodded toward the Chevelle. 

“Why should I go anywhere with you? With any of you?” I spat. “And don’t pull the ‘family is key’ bullshit, because obviously that’s meant jack all to the three of you in the last few years.” 

“We’re helping Atlanta with a case in there.” He indicated back to the forest behind us. “There’s a few of us all staying at a motel a little ways south of here. Come back and freshen up, you’ll feel better for it.” 

I sighed. 

“You can shout and rant at me all you want on the way.” 

“And how do I know that you’re not going to take a straight-shot drive to Atlanta to force me into more of the Rain’s particular brand of enforced loyalty?”

His mouth twisted into an unhappy knot. “After all I’ve done for you, that’s the thanks I get?” 

“What exactly am I supposed to think?” 

“It’s just me, bro. Not some conspiracy.” 

Glancing over his shoulder to where Dad and Lou stood in conference, I frowned. If it was either of them, I would have a reason to doubt them. However, other than keeping their secrets, Eth had never done anything wrong by me. He’d even helped drag my ass out of trouble often enough that I owed him the benefit of the doubt—for now at least.





“THERE’S NO way to make you stay with us, is there?” Eth asked after I’d showered and changed. 

Dragging my fingers through my hair, I leaned my head forward between my knees. “How can I? I don’t believe in this life anymore, Eth. I don’t trust the hierarchy or the information we’re given. I can’t even consider hunting people like Evie ever again.” 

“Man, what did you see when you were overseas?” He wisely chose to stay quiet on the issue of whether Evie was “people.” 

“The truth.” 

“Care to elaborate?” 

My mouth twisted. For a moment, I wondered whether I should show him. Then I recalled his words at the top of the outcrop. “Not while I know you’re not willing to see it.” 

He frowned. “Try me?” 

“I can’t. There’s too much at stake.” 

“Like?” 

Evie’s life. Toni’s trust. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” 

“Can you just promise me one thing?” 

I couldn’t promise anything without knowing what it was, and he seemed to realize that. 

“Just wait until morning before you go anywhere near that cliff again.” 

“We’ll see.” In truth, I planned to wait as long as it took for him to fall asleep, and then I would turn straight back around using the GPS location I’d saved as a guide. If I approached from a different angle, it was likely I’d be able to get to the bottom of the cliff without having to try to climb down. It wasn’t entirely sane in the darkness, but it was the safer option. The alternative was waiting until the sun had come up and leaving Evie there on her own all night, and that wasn’t even worth considering. 

“It’s not safe out there at night. Fourteen people have disappeared recently.” 

“The missing campers?” I recalled the news piece I’d seen while Evie and I were getting gas. “I thought there were twelve?” 

“Twelve people are officially missing, but we’ve lost two men as well.” 

And I’ve left Evie there by herself? I stood. I didn’t care about waiting for Eth to sleep. If he supported me even a little, he’d understand that I had to go. Now.

I’d just reached down to grab the GPS out of the pocket of the jeans I’d been wearing earlier when cold steel hit my wrist, and the click of handcuffs echoed through the room. 

“What the fuck, Eth!” I yanked my arm upward, but all that got me was a sore wrist as the other end of the set of cuffs was already attached to the headboard of the motel bed. 

“If you behave, I’ll let you out in the morning.”

I growled. “That might work for your whores, but I’m not into this sort of kinky shit. Let me out.” 

He shrugged and moved back to his bed on the other side of the room—outside of the area of my reach. “I’ve got to keep you safe somehow. Here’s some light reading for you while you wait.” He threw a newspaper at my feet, the headline screamed of the death of a mother and her son, the photo of the culprit was Evie’s. It was the same one Lou had tried to show me earlier, and I was just as disinterested as I had been there. 

“Goddamn it, Eth! Unlock me now!” I tugged at the cuff. I wasn’t going to stay silent while he tried to convince me, once more, that she was evil, not when I knew different. I would never doubt her again. 

I spent the next hour alternating between shouting blue murder at my traitorous brother and trying to find something to use to pick the lock of the cuffs. Unfortunately, Eth knew all of the tricks as well as I did. The bed was secured tightly to the wall, and I was secured to it. Eventually, I gave in and fell into a fitful sleep where I was forced to relive the dream I’d had in Canada of the wendigo consuming the fiery maiden that Evie had become in my visions. 

When I woke, hours before dawn, I began to scour a nearby map for an easier way to get to the bottom of the cliff—to the place where I was certain Evie would be waiting for me. 

The sun was barely creeping up over the horizon when I began demanding Eth let me free again. He couldn’t use his bullshit excuse about not having enough light any longer. Grumbling about having to get up so early, he placed the key on a side table just out of my reach and went to grab some breakfast. 

Keeping the key in my sight, I maneuvered myself until I could reach the side table with my leg. Balancing carefully, I drew my foot across the small table, trying to hook the key with my toe and drag it closer to me. The risk was that I would kick it further away, but considering all that meant was that I’d have to wait for Eth’s return, it was worth it. 

On my second attempt, I snagged it under my foot and dragged it toward me. 

I twisted and moved until I had the key in my hand. In an instant, I’d unlocked myself. Rubbing my wrist to relieve some of the pain from being secured overnight, I packed up the little I had and got ready to go search for Evie. 

Leaving the motel room, I eyed the cars in the parking lot. I walked a quick trail in front of them all, working out which ones belonged to Rain operatives. There was one Rain vehicle at the end that sat unlocked, and if I was a betting man, I would have put money on the key being behind the visor. I raced toward that car. The moment I slid into the driver’s seat, the passenger door swung open as well. 

“The way I see it, you have two choices. Take me with you, or have me on your ass with a team.” Eth slid into the passenger seat as if he already knew which option I’d take. 

I pushed Evie’s and my bags into the backseat. “Fine, but keep your mouth shut and no more bullshit stunts like last night.” 

He touched three fingers to his forehead. “Scout’s honor.” 

His statement reminded me of my promise to Toni, and the time she’d called my bluff. I called him out the same way. “You were never a Boy Scout, jackass.” 

He just grinned at me in reply. 

Once we were underway, he spoke again. “You know there’s no way she could have survived that fall, don’t you?’

“I don’t care.” It was a lie, of course I cared. I was just certain that she had . . . somehow. She has to be alive. “I have to go back.”

“I don’t understand why you’re willing to—” 

Without waiting for him to finish his sentence, I pulled the car over to the side of the road. “Get out!” 

He lifted an eyebrow at me. 

“If you’re not going to be helpful or quiet, then get out.” 

He held his hands up in surrender, and I pulled the car back onto the road. 

Eth stayed quiet for all of five minutes. “Listen, about Lou—”

“Shut it!” I snapped. “Just shut it. I don’t want to hear bullshit and excuses. I’m not interested.” 

After another couple more failed attempts to get me talking, Eth finally seemed to get the hint and stayed quiet for the rest of the trip. When I arrived as close as I could to the side of the forest where Evie had fallen, I pulled the car over once more, threw the keys behind the visor, and took off into the forest. 

“Clay, wait!” Eth shouted from behind me. “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” 

He rushed to catch up to me and was at my side almost instantly. 

“Evie!” I shouted as I moved through the forest. Even if I couldn’t convince him to let us go, with the two of us against Eth, we’d be sure to be able to fight our way to freedom. He might even be lucky enough to survive the encounter. 

Eth hissed at me to be quiet. “It’s not safe around here.”

“Well, you should have let me go last night, shouldn’t you?” 

“There’s something here.” 

“Yeah, Evie. And I’m going to find her.” 

I rushed away from him, trampling over the vegetation without care as I closed in on the spot I’d saved on the GPS. Before long, the sheer cliff face stretched above me. Seeing it from below in the soft light of early morning, it was hard to imagine Evie surviving the fall. 

Not fall. Jump. She jumped. She had a plan. 

Burned and smoke-stained rock covered the lower third of the outcrop, rising to caramel and brown colored stone at the top. 

“Evie!” I called again, more desperate than ever to find her. My anger at Eth’s stupidity—at him handcuffing me to the bed during the night—rose, and I was barely able to contain my emotions as I called for her over and over. 

I hunched over the burnt bracken, looking for any signs that Evie might have survived the night. Tears stung my eyes as all the evidence I found suggested she’d been killed by the fall. 

Maybe Eth was right. 

Recalling the fireball the previous evening, and looking around at the resulting devastation that littered the area, survival seemed impossible. I questioned whether I’d been completely out of my mind to even consider that she could have survived. 

Despite all of that, I’d felt something deep within me that had told me she wasn’t dead, just like I had when I’d heard the news about Lou’s death—it didn’t feel real. My instincts had been right then, and I had no reason to doubt them now. My spirits were buoyed slightly when I spotted marks consistent with someone crawling through the debris. 

I was scouring the patterns in the dirt when footsteps approached me from behind. They were too heavy to be Evie. A tug on my collar, followed by Eth’s voice warning me that we had to go confirmed that it was him behind me and not the one I wanted to see. 

“She has to be around here somewhere.” I wanted to force him to help me read the tracks. If they were Evie’s, he’d be able to find her in almost no time. I was okay at tracking, but Eth was better. He’d had more one-on-one time with Dad than me. The only thing that stilled my tongue was the concern over what Eth might do if he found Evie even a few seconds before I reach his side. Would he take the chance to kill her?

“It’s not safe here,” Eth muttered. I turned to look at him, and it was as if he saw something I didn’t. “If you hadn’t taken off like a bat out of hell, I could have at least grabbed some weapons. Now we’re out here unprotected. I don’t like it.”

Whatever he thought was around only made me more anxious to find Evie and get out of there. “I’m not leaving without knowing what happened.” 

“She died, man.”

“No!” The word rushed from me. It was impossible to even consider the possibility. “She didn’t die.”

 “Look at the evidence all around you. Remember, whoosh! Now let’s get back to the car so that I can at least grab my stuff.”

I refused to listen to him. Instead, I tried to make him see once more my certainty of her survival. 

He knelt behind me, and rested his hand on my shoulders in a way he probably thought was comforting, but only made me want to pull away, especially when he uttered his next words. “I know you think you felt something for her, but she wasn’t human. You know we have to eliminate all threats to humanity. That’s done now. She’s no longer a threat to anyone.” 

I shoved him away from me, sick and tired of his bullshit attitude. Sick of his assumption that I’d only imagined the way I felt. Tired of his same old arguments, which were nothing more than meaningless rhetoric. 

“You don’t get to talk about her like that! Not anymore! Not ever again.” 

As Eth tried to right himself, I pushed to my feet. For someone who was so cautious about the danger Evie apparently posed, he completely missed the real danger he’d been in the previous evening. Between her proximity to him and the fire that sizzled just beneath her skin, there was a number of ways she could have killed him or Lou—or all of us if she’d wanted to. 

“You don’t get it, do you?” I asked. 

“Don’t get what exactly?” Eth’s voice was frosty in response to the anger in mine. 

I tried to tell him the numerous ways his life could have ended the night before. I could tell by his expression that he’d thought he was in control the whole time. He was so focused on trying to convince me that Evie was an evil beast, he didn’t—couldn’t—see how good she really was.

“But—” 

“No!” I wasn’t willing to listen to any of his arguments, especially if he was unwilling to listen to mine. “You need to listen to me. She didn’t do that because she isn’t evil. The idea of killing the two of you was probably the furthest thing from her mind. It wouldn’t even have registered as a possibility because that’s just not how she thinks. Evie is a good person! And I don’t give a shit what you or anyone else thinks about her anymore.” My anger at everything Evie and I had been through coursed through my body, my hands shook, and my temples pulsed in time with my racing heart. It was almost a relief to let it all out, but I was panting by the time I finished my rant. I took a deep breath. “Okay?” 

Eth looked at me and blinked, as if uncertain how to process my tirade. He’d seen me angry before, most often at Dad, but he’d rarely been on the receiving end of my rage. He took a deep breath. “We do have to go though,” he said eventually. “I told you it wasn’t a coincidence that Dad and I were in the area.” 

 We spent the next few minutes hashing out some of the issues that had been boiling just under the surface for years, things we hadn’t been willing or able to discuss on the phone. If I could get him to see, to understand that Evie was sweet and precious—and as far from evil as anyone could get—he’d be our biggest ally. When he tried once more to get me to leave without finding Evie, or at least confirming what had happened to her, I refused. 

“You’re willing to become another unexplained death just to find out what happened to her?”

I was just starting to wonder if he would ever get it when I saw movement out of the corner of my eye. At first, I thought it could have been a hallucination—a flicker of red and gold hair, catching and reflecting the sun. But then, as she stumbled out of a cave in the rock face, the morning sun kissed against her honey-gold skin. 

Seeing Evie alive, against all the odds, made me feel so light that I might have been at risk of floating away if I wasn’t anchored by the weight of her name on my lips and of the need to hold her close, and prove to myself that she was safe. 

I thought my name would be the first beautiful word that I’d hear from her to confirm her safety, but instead she turned away from me almost instantly and held her hand out in a clear gesture indicating I should stay where I was. 

My confusion over her ordering me to stay away was a palpable presence in my body. As I tried to find out what was wrong, she turned toward me and took a step. When she moved, her ankle buckled beneath her. That small movement forced me to pass a more critical eye over Evie’s body, and I saw a litany of small cuts, angry purple bruises, and new blisters.

“Stop,” she demanded in a whisper. 

“You’re hurt.” Ignoring her request to stay back, I rushed to her. I was anxious to get her somewhere safe, somewhere I could apply first aid to her wounds, and then a special brand of healing to her heart. Looking over her relatively minor injuries, I was amazed. Considering how high the leap she’d made was, she should have been far more injured than she was, not that I was going to complain.

“Clay, there’s something in there,” she said, taking another glance back at the cave as I bundled her into my arms. 

I didn’t care about whatever was in the cave though. Considering the things I’d hunted in my life, anything that had left Evie unharmed overnight wasn’t frightening to me. Instead, I was desperate to find out how she managed to survive, but I settled for an easier question for that moment. “Are you okay?”

“I will be now, just get me the hell away from here. I don’t trust—”

She cut off, and although I wondered why, I was more than happy to comply with her request to get away from the area. 

“You are going to let us go,” I spat at Eth as I helped Evie past him. 

She stiffened in my hold, and I thought it was because she worried about my brother, but then she whispered my name in a voice quivering with fear. I twisted to see what had caused her concern and at once caught sight of a hideous beast creeping out of the system of caves that had been her hiding place. 

Eth and I spoke one word in almost perfect unison. “Fuck!” 

In one second, everything had become as clear as crystal. The fourteen deaths, the claw marks in the bark, the reason for Eth’s instinctive fear of the area. 

With slow, deliberate movements, a wendigo extracted itself from the cave and drew itself to full height as it surveyed the scene in front of it. Despite having no nostrils or eyes, the thing sniffed the air and looked around, sensing the prey nearby—sensing us. 

“Wendigo,” I murmured before turning to Eth to work out a plan. 

“The flares are in the car,” he said. “We won’t get to them in time.”

Shit! I should have paid more attention to his concerns before rushing in to try to get Evie. By being in such a ridiculous hurry to find her, I might have damned the three of us. 

Without weapons, the wendigo could finish us all off with barely a second thought. 

Briefly, the idea of Evie’s fire rushed through my mind, but with one look at the horror on her features, I couldn’t ask her to do anything. Not only was she too afraid, but I also couldn't have her risk her life that way. I couldn’t relive the emotions I’d been through over the last twenty-four hours. The most important thing to do was get her out of there, or I risked my horrific, wendigo curse-inspired dreams in Canada becoming prophetic. 

Before I was able to come up with a plan, the creature disappeared with the speed they were known for. While watching for movement around us that would signal an attack, I did my best to offer Evie a rushed explanation about what it was, trying to alleviate her concerns even as I desperately examined every possible option we had for escape. 

I was halfway through my explanation when my world went black. 








CHAPTER FIVE





FOR A SECOND, I couldn’t remember where I was. My head pounded in time with the slow beat of my pulse. The acrid taste of blood soured my mouth, and my tongue felt three sizes too big. Certain I needed to be doing something important, I tried to move, to lift myself up or shake my head . . . anything. Only, I didn’t have control of my body. Pushing through the darkness, I opened my eyes and attempted to fight off the grogginess. 

“Hey, you!” Evie’s shout cut through the blurry world and brought it into sharp relief. 

For a moment, I thought she was calling to me, but her voice was filled with a threat. When my eyes finally focused, I saw her standing over me but looking at someone else—something else. My blood chilled as the memory of the wendigo twisting itself through a fissure in the rock struck me anew. 

Evie took a step away from me. “Care for something a bit sweeter?” Her voice held an almost taunting edge, and with a great effort, I turned to follow her gaze. 

The thin, gray beast reared further back and sniffed at the air. Thankfully though, it ignored her call. Instead, it concentrated on Eth, held firmly within the grasp of its thin gray fingers. Sharp, terrible fingernails pressed against his skin as it toyed with him. 

“I don’t think it recognizes you as its food,” I said to Evie. Each word was torture and felt impossible to force past loosened teeth and a tongue too big for my mouth, yet my relief over the statement compelled me to issue them. 

Evie blessed me with a smile that was brighter than the sun. I expected her to fall at my side, to help me to my feet, something—anything—so that I could be useful. 

Instead, she said, “Well, maybe it will recognize me as a threat.” 

Almost as soon as the words were free, she started to move away. 

“Don’t!” I sat up, ignoring the throb in my head and the spots that crossed my eyes as I did, and grabbed for her. She was already preparing for battle and was so hot it was hard to touch her. I couldn’t make the mistake I had the night before though; I couldn’t let her take the risks. I had to hold on tight regardless of what damage doing so caused. “I already lost you once in the last twenty-four hours. I don’t think I could handle it again.” 

She turned with a gentle smile, brushed the hair back off my forehead, and trailed her fingers over the corners of my lips before promising me that she wasn’t going anywhere. I wanted so badly to believe her, but the vision of the wendigo consuming her—the image from the dreams I’d had so many years ago—haunted me, and I was unwilling to let the issue go without an argument. 

Eth called for help, and the spell between us was broken as she moved to help him. 

The crackle of fire filled the air as she readied herself to move away. I wanted to push myself off the ground to at least try to be useful, but my swimming head left it difficult to even stay seated. I had to watch on helplessly as she threw herself at the beast. 

Unused to such direct confrontation from an unarmed assailant, the wendigo appeared confused by her actions, and then its instincts seemed to make it react, forcing it to relinquish the hold on Eth. 

“Run! Help Clay!” Evie shouted to Eth as she pushed off on her good leg. She stumbled as her injured ankle gave way beneath her. 

“Evie, no!” Eth barreled into me, knocking the wind from my chest and silencing the words before they were formed. He pushed me away from the creature, half dragging me to a spot a safe distance away. Breaking loose of his hold, I rolled onto my stomach and tried to fight through the vertigo the movement had caused. I couldn’t get to my feet fast enough to do anything to help Evie, but when I glanced up to ensure she was still alive, I saw that she didn’t need any assistance anyway. 

Despite the sounds of struggle and screaming, which had made everything so urgent just moments earlier, Evie was in complete control of the situation. She’d focused the heat of her fire into her fingers and was forcing flames against the tinder-like skin of the wendigo. 

The shrieks belonged to the beast, who was trying to shake her hold, and not to Evie. A smile crossed my lips and the sight of her absolute power and control made me more than a little aroused, at least until I heard Eth beside me. 

“Badass!” Eth’s voice was a low whisper beside me, but it gave me a hope I’d barely dared to consider before. As desperately as I longed for the day my family would accept that Evie wasn’t a threat, I’d never honestly believed it would happen. Hearing the awe in my brother’s voice, without any trace of fear to lessen it, was astonishing. If nothing else, it was the first real step in the right direction. 

Evie pushed herself off the beast, leaving it to die in the flames she’d set. We were safe. And soon, we’d be free—only Eth stood between us and freedom.

When Evie stood, I noticed her skin was paler than I’d ever seen it—almost like all of her blood had drained away. She took a step away from the creature, moving to return to me, but her ankle twisted beneath her. An indrawn breath was the last sound she made before her eyes rolled back in her head and she fell forward over the fire-ravaged body of the wendigo. 

“Evie!” I screamed, throwing off the vertigo and pain, and launched myself across to her. Eth was at my side in a heartbeat, helping to draw Evie away from the fire that would destroy her just as surely as it had the wendigo. The instant she was clear of the flames, I assessed her condition as best as I could. She was barely breathing, and her heartbeat was slow and weak. 

“She needs a hospital,” I said.

“I have to let Dad know that we found the cause of the deaths,” Eth murmured. “That the case is closed.”

“No. You have to help me first. We have to help Evie,” I said. Tears sprung to my eyes at the thought of how close she might be to death. I needed to get her to a doctor. “Please, just help me get her back to the car.” 

He glanced between Evie and me. 

“Please?” I begged. 

His mouth pressed into a hard line, but then he nodded. With his assistance, I bundled Evie’s unconscious form into my arms and carried her as swiftly as I could back through the forest. The journey to the car felt at least three times as long as it had taken to get to where Evie had fallen.

When we got to the car, he opened the door for me and helped me to secure her across the backseat. I moved straight to the driver side and grabbed the keys from behind the visor as I settled into the seat. 

“Clay, wait,” he said. I thought he was going to argue that I needed to return to the motel—to Dad—but he didn’t. Instead, he reached into the car and popped the hood. 

Anxious to get moving and worried about what he might do to the car, I climbed back out and followed him. “What are you doing?” 

He was already bent over inside the engine bay. As I neared him, he reached into his pocket and pulled out his small utility knife. 

By the time I reached him, he had the knife in the engine bay and was cutting something. I yanked on his shoulder, certain he was trying to disable the car. 

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I repeated. 

When I’d twisted his body away from the engine, the thing he’d been cutting broke away. It was still in his hand when he looked at me. I recognized the small box as the GPS tracker for the vehicle and guilt over my doubt filled me. 

“I . . . I didn’t want Dad to catch up with you while she’s like that.” He nodded toward Evie, who was still passed out in the backseat. He tossed the unit into the long grass that lined the road. 

I nodded in thanks, overwhelmed at the fact that he was willing to help me but conscious that every second I delayed getting her to a doctor could prove deadly for her. “Sorry, I just . . . I need to get her to a hospital.” 

“Look, monster or not, she just saved my life. Will you let me help return the favor? We can work out the details later.”

“I can’t lose her . . .,” I murmured. 

 “I know.” He placed his hand on my shoulder before indicating that I should get into the passenger seat. “I know somewhere we can take her, and I’ll get us there quicker. You just do what you can for her in the meantime, okay?”

He made a phone call as he drove, holding the phone between his shoulder and head rather than putting it on speaker. It put me on edge, but nothing he said indicated that he was selling us out to the Rain. Instead, it sounded like he was setting up a little reunion of his own. 

“Where are we going?” I asked when he threw his cell onto the dash. 

“There’s a nurse I dated once, down in Knoxville. She’ll help us get Evie the care she needs without drawing unwanted attention. It’s a bit of a drive, but if we can avoid the cops, we should get there in about half an hour.” Despite the speed he was forcing from the car, he drove with so much confidence that he only had one hand on the wheel. His left hand rested in his lap. As much as I wanted to tell him to be careful, to use two hands, I didn’t want to push my luck while he was being helpful. Besides, I’d seen him drive more powerful cars faster with less concern. 

I reached over into the backseat and brushed my fingertips across Evie’s forehead, checking her temperature before pressing against her wrist to feel for her pulse. It was still weak but was much stronger than it had seemed when I’d checked it the first time. She stirred a little, her eyelids fluttered open and then closed as my name fell from her lips. 

“Relax, Evie, we’ll get you help before you know it.” 

Eth watched my tender ministrations with a strange look on his face. “She’s really never tried to hurt you?” he asked. 

I snorted in disbelief that he could even ask that after the display he’d just witnessed—she’d saved both our lives. “You saw what she did to that thing, Eth. Do you honestly think that I would’ve stood a chance against her if she’d really wanted to hurt me? Do you think that even you would’ve had a hope in hell of surviving against her if she’d turned on you instead of fleeing in Charlotte years ago?” 

He looked like he might argue, but I figured that was more to do with not wanting to admit his weakness rather than any true denial of her strength. 

“You’ve seen the files of what her mother did when she was cornered. You saw what happened to the apartment in Detroit when Lou forced her hand.” I pushed the issue because I hoped he might finally see what I’d been trying to make him understand for years. Evie was as far from evil as anyone could be.

However, the crazed and continued hunt by my family had landed Evie back in the hospital. Again. 

There was no question where my loyalty lay. At that moment, and forever more.

If I could get even one member of my family on our side though, it might help keep her safe. 

“But that’s my point,” he murmured. There was no malice in his tone, between that and the fact that he was currently in control of a vehicle traveling over a hundred miles an hour, I didn’t push but instead waited for him to continue. “She’s dangerous. Can you really guarantee that there isn’t any threat?” 

I turned the question back on him, the same way Toni once had to me. “How many creatures have you hunted?”

He seemed surprised by my apparent rapid shift in conversation, but I had a point that I had yet to make. 

“Lost count?” I asked when he didn’t answer. “I know I have.”

He shrugged. “So? They all deserved it.” 

I was willing to argue that point—especially the púca child that I’d left orphaned and he’d left dead—but I was wise enough to pick my battles. “If you were to shoot a creature in a city street, what would happen? Could you possibly kill innocent people? How about if you lost control of this car right now? Could someone die?”

Finally grasping the real point of my question, he rolled his eyes. “That’s different.” 

“How? You’ve killed more often in your life than she has.” 

“Not humans though.” 

“How many humans has she killed?” 

He started to roll off a list of the names attached to her file. 

I held up my hand to stop him. “Wait a minute. Her own father’s death is linked to her, and you know she didn’t kill him. Why would you assume any of those other deaths are different? I know Evie, and I know she’s never hurt anyone. She never would. Like you said, she saved you. Even though she knew you would kill her sooner than look at her, she saved your life.” I glanced into the backseat at her pale form. “Possibly at the expense of her own.”

He let a frustrated sigh escape his lips. “Don’t be so melodramatic. She’s not going to die.” 

I hoped to God he was right; I was certainly willing to draw on his optimism. “She couldn’t have known that when she attacked the Wendigo. You saw the look on her face as well as I did: sheer determination. She did what she had to in order to save us all.” 

“I can’t just turn a blind eye to the damage she could cause. We’ve done that once already and look where that got us.” 

“What? Louise cornering Evie in our own house is hardly turning a blind eye.” I grunted in frustration—just as I thought he might have been coming around, he fell straight back into the same thought patterns. “And by that logic, you might as well kill me too, and yourself. In fact, everyone in the Rain needs to die. We all have the same capacity to kill as she does. We’re probably worse because we don’t only do it when our lives are in danger.”

“Look, I—”

Not interested in hearing more bullshit and lies, I held up my hand to silence him. “Don’t! I don’t want to hear it.” 

I reached into the backseat and checked Evie’s vital signs again. Her pulse was strengthening; I only hoped it meant that she would be okay.

“It’s just a lot to accept,” Eth said, breaking the awkward silence between us. 

“There are others like me who understand this.” 

“That Toni chick from London?” 

I was surprised he remembered her so readily, but was willing to use her as an ally in this argument. “Among others.”

“You’re not going to change your mind about this, are you?”

It was better to show him the evidence I found rather than try to convince him with more words. It was time for him to see things for himself, to understand what I’d found overseas. It would have to wait until he wasn’t driving. “No. And once Evie’s safe, I’ll show you why.”

“Okay, Mr. Secretive, I’ll wait, but you owe me an explanation.”

“And I’ll give it to you in exchange for your silence.”

His lips mashed together as he nodded. “We’re almost there. Katie will meet us out front.”

True to his word, we pulled up in front of a small private hospital. Standing in front of the building, with a gurney beside her, was a blonde nurse. Her scrubs pulled tight across her chest, stretched taut over a pair of fairly realistic, but slightly too round to be real, boobs. Her hair was pulled into a bun and her makeup was light. She was pretty enough that I would have believed that she’d just walked off the set of some medical drama rather than out of an actual hospital. 

“So you two dated?” I asked as Eth maneuvered the car into place. 

He gave a shit-eating grin. “Well, we had some pretty hot nights. That’s the same thing, right?” 

I chuckled, knowing I’d never be able to explain to him how wrong he was. Yes, hot sex was great—and I’d literally never had it hotter than with Evie—but there was more to dating than that. Being able to open up to someone else, to share parts of yourself that no one else could see, that was what was special about dating. If I breathed even one word of that to Eth though, he’d wonder whether my junk had retreated inwards to form a pussy. I couldn’t help it. Being with Evie made me sappy. 

As soon as we stopped, I jumped out and rushed to pull Evie from the car. She shifted in my arms, leaning into my chest, and moaned in a manner that made me wish it was a hotel and not a hospital I was taking her to. Despite the increase in the strength of her heartbeat and the fact that her skin was returning to her normal temperature, I still wanted her to be checked over by a professional. 

The nurse, Katie, led Evie away from us. Eth put his hand on my shoulder to stop me from racing after them. “Just wait here. They’ll let you in to see her soon.”

It took every last bit of faith I’d ever had in him not to ignore his request.

“Thank you for helping us,” I said. “It . . . it means a lot.” I turned to him. “Holy shit, what happened to your arm?” 

His left wrist had ballooned to at least three times its normal thickness.

“It’s nothing.” 

The sight made the one-handed driving make so much more sense. 

Damn idiot. If he’d given me directions, I could have driven us. 

“It looks broken,” I said. 

“I’ll get Katie to look at it once she’s finished with Evie.” 

The name of my love uttered without an ounce of malice sounded strange from him. For so long, he’d thought of her as the enemy and treated her that way; now it was almost as if he referred to a friend. If he was willing to wait to have his injuries attended to, I was willing to share the information I’d been keeping hidden in plain sight. 

“Do you have your cell?” 

He gave me a look that questioned my mental capacity before tossing his handset to me. I called up the Rain databases using his login details and then opened the encrypted backend data I’d added to the lore on phoenixes. 

After I punched in the passcode I’d set to be able to access it, pages of research notes, mentions of their duty as a protector of their people, and a range of other information all opened for Eth to explore. I unlocked it all before throwing the cell phone back at him. 

He didn’t question my actions, just scrolled through the data I’d brought up. For a few minutes, he was silent as he read. “Is this for real?” 

“I got it all direct from the source myself,” I said, it was half a lie, but Eth didn’t need to know about Zarita’s involvement. 

“This is what Oxford was all about?” 

I swallowed heavily and nodded. “Some of that information came off items in Charles’ collection, which he’d had for over a decade. At least.” 

“Wow, so he was sitting on these items never knowing what was written on them?” 

I scoffed. “Oh, he knew.” 

“No shit.” Eth assessed me carefully, as if seeing me in a new light. I wondered whether it meant he saw that maybe I wasn’t as crazy as my family had always assumed. 

“Apparently he thought it would be bad PR if this sort of truth to get out.” 

Eth issued a low whistle. Then, before saying another word, he used his cell phone to make a call. 

I frowned in confusion. “What—”

He gave a small shake of his head to silence me before swallowing heavily when the call connected. “The fucker escaped me again, Dad.” 

He winked at me, and I shook my head. He could have at least warned me he was calling Dad. 

“She’s gone. The whole area is covered with fire.” He paused, no doubt listening to something Dad had to say. “No. There’s no way she could have survived. I think he sees that too. There’s something else. It was a wendigo that took those people.” He paused. “Nope we got it, but when I was cleaning up, Clay just took off. He was crying like a little girl, screaming about how he couldn’t stay if that creature wasn’t around. It was pretty pathetic really.” 

I gave him the finger, and he stifled a laugh. 

“I’ll try, but I don’t think we’ll see him again for a while.” He finished off the call after a few more similar remarks degrading my manhood. 

“You’re such an asshole,” I said after he’d hung up. 

He shrugged. “I had to make it convincing. If I said you skipped off singing a merry tune, I doubt he’d have believed me.” 

I was going to reluctantly thank him for getting Dad off my back, but our conversation was cut off by Katie’s reappearance. 

She gave Eth a scorching look that promised a reunion of sorts sooner rather than later, before turning back to me. “Your girl is in recovery. Besides the obvious cuts and bruises, she’s severely dehydrated and has a sprained ankle. If her fever breaks, the doc thinks she’ll be fine.” 

I couldn’t help smiling. If the fever was the doctor’s only concern, Evie would be just fine. “Can I go see her?” 

After nodding, Katie gave me the room number. She and Eth launched straight into a conversation about their past, and Eth mentioned his arm, but I was too focused on getting to Evie to care about what either of them said. 








CHAPTER SIX





I PUSHED OPEN the door, desperate to confirm for myself that Evie was okay. 

The machine beside her bed beeped a quiet rhythm, which was almost soothing because it proved that Evie’s heart was beating regularly. She didn’t have the feeding tubes and ventilator that had been present the last time she’d ended up in the hospital, which I took as a positive sign. 

Despite that, it still killed me to see her looking so fragile. It was a reminder that for all of her strength, for her ability to start fires and kill wendigos without any external weapon, she was still vulnerable. She could still die, and not necessarily at the hands of the Rain.

That knowledge scared the living shit out of me. I could have easily lost her forever. For the next hour, I watched as she appeared to hover close to the surface of consciousness. She tossed and turned a few times, issuing a small moan or cry as she did.

“Relax,” I murmured each time. Unable to resist touching her in some way, I would brush her hair back whenever her restlessness caused it to fall across her face. When she woke, it was with a start and a painful shout on her lips. I wanted to pull her into my arms, but with the injuries all over her body, I didn’t want to risk hurting her. Instead, I repeated the one word that seemed to have become a mantra while I sat a vigil at her bedside. “Relax.” 

At first, she seemed disoriented, but soon panic overtook her, and she tried to convince me that we needed to leave. There was no way in hell I was going to let her run now though. After her collapsing on me, I was determined to make her stay for as long as the hospital would continue to give her a room and I deemed it safe. She obviously needed the rest and the fluids. 

To help alleviate her panic, I worked to convince her that no one was coming to find her any time soon—hoping like hell that I was right even as I said the words. It was clear she questioned my sanity and judgment, but I tried to make her understand. 

“Let’s just say you have more than one ally now, Evie,” I reassured her. “Things have changed, in ways I never could have imagined, but that give me so much hope. If the momentum continues, it could mean a whole new life.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

I struggled to find the right words to explain the fact that Eth had finally seemed to be coming around, trying to convince myself just as desperately. I explained that when you saved a man’s life, he couldn’t help but be indebted.

She frowned and lifted her hand to touch my cheek. “There was never a choice but to save your life. I still don’t see how that changes anything though.” 

I chuckled. Throwing herself at the wendigo to save Eth and me was just so ingrained in her that she didn’t understand how monumental it was. She didn’t think anything of it. 

Just as I was trying to find the words to explain what I actually meant, Eth’s voice came from behind me. “He meant me.”

The monitor beeping the precious rhythm of her heart went a little wild, proving that she was still afraid of Eth. For a moment, I debated throwing him out of the room. I didn’t want anything to stress her out so soon after her blackout. Before I could, Eth started explaining his turnaround, and did a better job than I ever could. 

Seeing Eth and Evie talking, really communicating, for the first time ever, made me feel more optimistic than I had in a very long time. Evie had once told me that I had an interesting way of looking at the world, a positive attitude she’d never before encountered. At some point over the intervening years, that optimism had been well and truly beaten out of me. I could almost feel it being reborn in the face of the potential truce between the two of them. 

There were a few tense moments as they talked, edging closer to issues Eth still had and worries Evie wore openly. Eth revealed the truth about her father’s death, something I’d always been too afraid to confirm for myself. It shouldn’t have surprised me that Lou had been the one to pull the trigger, but somehow it saddened me more than I could have expected. Even though we obviously weren’t identical twins, we’d shared so much for so long it hurt to think of her deliberately hurting someone so important to Evie. 

Eth pushed Evie for information about some of the other deaths linked to her file. I wanted to tell him to back off, but bit my tongue. So long as Evie continued to handle his inquisition as well as she was, it was probably better to get everything out in the open. For him to hear the truth from her mouth. Maybe then, Eth could satisfy himself that she really didn’t—couldn’t—hurt anyone. 

“You really didn’t do it?” Eth asked. His voice was still skeptical, but warming. 

“I assumed it was the Rain.”

“It wasn’t us,” Eth said. I could practically hear the eye-roll in his tone. Oddly, his slightly snippy tone was enough to put me at ease. It wasn’t anger or even irritation. It was the same sarcasm he’d used on me many times, and confirmed for me that he’d already adopted a friendlier attitude toward her than I could have hoped for. “That isn’t how we do things. We’re not murderers.”

Evie’s doubt about his statement was clear on her face, but she chose to keep it quiet. “It wasn’t me. Even though someone seems to be trying their hardest to make it appear that I’m a killer, that thing today, was the first . . . the first time I’ve . . . I’ve ever . . .” Evie’s breathing sped, and her skin started to warm. 

I offered what comfort I could as the full understanding of what she’d done must have been settling over her. She’d consciously chosen to kill another being and was now struggling with that choice—even though it had been intent on killing us. 

“Oh God!” She gagged, but her empty stomach offered nothing in response. If her obvious stress didn’t show Eth how far from a cold-blooded killer she was, nothing ever would. Her body continued to heat as she started to hyperventilate. 

“Hey,” I murmured, trying to calm her. “You had no choice. It was kill or be killed.” 

The last thing we needed was for her to react in fear and set the hospital bed aflame. Eth might not have been as forgiving about that. 

“Maybe,” she whispered back, not sounding even remotely convinced. 

“What about Lou?” Eth asked. 

I clenched my fists in response. He fucking knew that Evie never killed Lou. It was all just bullshit, and yet here he was throwing it at her as justification for his previous anger and fear. Before I could tell him to back off, Evie was already talking. 

“I never . . .” She stopped as tears glistened in her eyes. “I hated myself when I thought I’d killed her. That fire was an accident. If . . . if she hadn’t poured gasoline everywhere, it might have been different. It’s why I ran from Clay—I didn’t see how he could possibly forgive me for destroying his family. I never intended to hurt her. I-I tried to warn her. I told her to get out, but she wouldn’t. She didn’t.” Evie’s speech had dissolved into sobs by the end. 

It took everything I had in me to wait patiently for Eth to see for himself what I understood—what I’d known for so long. It was easy to see the guilt that Evie had taken onto herself even though it was Lou who had set up the circumstances for such total destruction. 

“There—” Evie cut off and took a stuttering breath. When she started again, she spoke with more confidence, revealing more than I’d ever expected but exactly what Eth needed to hear. “There is a part of me that I can’t control when I’m threatened with death, but I could never hurt another person on purpose.”

He believed her; it was clear in his relaxed stance and soft smile. I wanted to cry hallelujah to the heavens that he finally believed that she wasn’t the monster he had assumed she was for so long. 

It became apparent that even having Eth on Evie’s side wasn’t going to change much. Lou would never have the turnaround that he’d had. And Dad was more than a lost cause—he hated all others even more than the rest of us. In fact, talk soon turned to Lou, about her crazy vendetta and whether it was possible that she might have been the one who’d killed the people whose deaths had been blamed on Evie. 

“I just wish I knew how to make her see reason,” I said. Although that nurse was killed without anyone else in the room. How could even Lou make that happen? 

“It’s hard to trust a monster,” Eth murmured. 

Evie flinched, and I wanted to reassure her that Eth’s words weren’t said with malice. He was telling her how brilliant she was. Even though it was hard, he trusted her—at least, as much as we could hope he would for now. 

“I’ve been wrong about you, and when I’m wrong I admit it,” he said as he moved further into the room and offered Evie his uninjured hand. “I wish I could promise things will change, but I don’t think it will be that easy. I just don’t think it can.”

When Evie took his hand and shook it, I could have choked with joy. It was something I’d wished for so many times over the years but something I’d never truly thought I’d see. 

“I’m sorry for any pain my family has caused you,” Eth added.

Dragging her fingers from Eth’s grip, Evie reached over and entwined them with mine. 

“Your family hasn’t only brought me pain,” she whispered with such love and reverence that I couldn’t do anything but offer her a loopy smile. Things were going to get better. They had to.

When Eth left a few minutes later, he’d promised to give Evie a stretch of time alone with me. I had no idea what he meant or how he planned to do it, but when he asked that we give him two days to arrange it, I was willing to give it to him. 

Once upon a time, I might have thought it was a ploy to gain my confidence just to find a new way to attack Evie, but he’d used the same tone he had whenever he was bailing me out. The same one he’d used when we’d come to our understanding years earlier, where we agreed he’d take the lead whenever we hunted the creatures I couldn’t destroy. 

I actually wondered whether his new insight about Evie would cause him to rethink hunting all others. Regardless, I was happy that he would leave Evie alone. It might have been selfish, but ultimately it was her safety that was my biggest concern. 

Once Eth was gone, the atmosphere in the room lightened considerably. Neither Evie nor I had any reason to be on tenterhooks with each other, not now that the hurts, heartaches, and misunderstandings of the past were behind us. At least, we didn’t until she told me where her plan to leap from the cliff had originated. With a sheepish admission, she told me something Eth had said had given her the inspiration. “Ethan said I couldn’t have survived the jump unless I sprouted wings and flew away.” 

To say I was stunned would be the understatement of the century. Actually, I was pissed. I couldn’t believe she’d be so stupid to risk her life on such a throwaway statement. She had no way of knowing she’d be safe, outside of her belief that she “knew the limits of her body.” 

I could have lost her so easily.

My bewilderment and irritation were probably both printed clearly on my face. “You do realize that you aren’t actually a bird, don’t you?” 

She gave a quiet chuckle as she rolled her eyes. “Yes, I am in fact aware of that. But the sunbird is . . . or was . . . before we became what we are, if you know what I mean. I don’t really understand it all, but she heated the air to save me.” She laughed. The sound was so carefree and wonderful that it broke through my anger and concern and made me feel a little lightheaded.

I couldn’t help but chuckle in response. 

“I have absolutely no idea,” I admitted. “And if you’d told me that plan before you did it, I wouldn’t have let you do it.”

“I’m glad I didn’t tell you then, because it worked. At least, in a roundabout way it did. I’m sorry I didn’t come to you when you first called out to me.” 

“And run straight back to the person who held a gun to your head? I can understand that. I’m actually glad you didn’t, because it means you have at least some sense of self-preservation despite throwing yourself from a cliff.”

After a while, having effectively destroyed the conversation with concerns over my sister and justifying my faith in my brother, I convinced her to try to rest. She patted the bed beside her, inviting me to join her. Even though the hospital bed was tiny, smaller even than her single bed back in Charlotte, it was an invitation far too good to resist. I wrapped my hand around hers and waited until she’d fallen asleep. 

Even though I didn’t need any sleep myself, I was content to just lie beside her and listen to the music provided by the regular rhythm of the heart monitor. 





A SIGNIFICANT “anonymous” donation to the hospital ensured that Evie could stay for as long as required without having to complete insurance forms. 

Because of the heat in her body, high-grade antibiotics were pumped into her regularly, and she was still hooked up to the heart monitor. It was impossible to explain to the doctors that there was nothing wrong with her, which I could see eventually causing an issue. 

So far, I’d been able to buy off the nurses, but if Evie’s “fever” didn’t break soon, the doctor would demand more extensive testing and who knew what that would show. For all I knew, her unique nature might be evident in any bloodwork she had done.

Over the next two days, whenever Evie slept, I contacted Eth as regularly as I dared after the story he’d given Dad. When I asked him what he was arranging, he just told me to wait and see. He finally returned with an envelope bearing the Rain seal and containing everything we needed to escape back to Europe. 

It almost seemed too much for him to have arranged by himself, and I would have been worried that he’d had to call in some help from sources who might still view Evie as a threat, except I was aware of his significant reach outside of the Rain. 

Somehow, maybe because he was always brutally honest about what he wanted and unashamed about his man-whoring ways, he remained friends with a significant portion of the women he fell into bed with. That network of ex-lovers served him with contacts in so many interests. Add in all the people he’d befriended because of his boisterous personality, and he could organize practically anything without ever involving another Rain operative. 

Dad frowned, but he let it slide because Eth was one of his good children. If I’d attempted to build a similar ring of contacts, it would have been smashed to bits long ago. 

Trusting in Eth’s turnaround, I was ready to follow his instructions to the letter. There was little doubt in my mind that he finally understood I would fight to the death to save Evie. He didn’t want me to be hurt, and he’d seen firsthand how utterly Evie’s demise would destroy me. 

After he’d passed on the information he wanted, he left, but not before giving me a meaningful look that indicated he wanted to talk more to me when I had some time alone. 

When Evie had fallen back to sleep after Eth’s visit, I took a moment to call Zarita on her private line in Cyprus. 

“Young Master Clay, to what do I owe the pleasure of an actual conversation?”

My lips broke into a ready smile as I said the words I’d longed to tell her since I’d reunited with Evie. “I found my heart.”

“Did your information impress her?” Her question brought to mind our conversations at her small house in Cyprus. The whole time I’d been in Europe, I’d had to walk a tightrope between revealing enough information to convince Zarita to help me, without giving away the fact that the legends she researched were actually true. Considering we’d never had any major moments where she questioned my sanity, I could only assume I did okay. 

I chuckled. “You could say that. We’re together again.”

“What about your family?” She knew the rest of my family was in the Rain, and that they’d made Evie’s life difficult and split us apart. 

Talking to Zarita was a reminder once more of how much had improved in just the last few days. 

“Things might be changing there, but I still want to get her out of the country for a while, which is why I’m calling. I need to ask for another favor.” I’d already asked so many of her, it was unfair to ask for more, but I was willing to be selfish to keep Evie safe. 

“After what you did to liberate those artifacts, I fear the world still owes you a number of favors. As the keeper of your secrets, I feel it’s my duty to help repay them.” 

“Nonsense,” I said. The thought of my time in Europe had me itching to check that Evie was still okay. Part of me waited with baited breath for the moment she’d sneak out and leave me alone again, even though I was certain this time would be different. When I pushed the door open, Evie was still peacefully asleep on the bed. 

“I owe you so much more,” I said to Zarita as I watched the rise and fall of Evie’s steady breath. Satisfied that Evie was all right, I slipped back outside to finish the conversation. “I owe you everything.” 

“Let’s not debate that now. What do you need?” 

I read our expected arrival in France from Eth’s itinerary and asked whether she could be there to collect us from the airport. If she could take us even as far as Marseille, it would mean we could avoid having to hire—or steal—a car from Paris. 

“You don’t mind, do you?” I finished. 

She was silent for so long that I was certain she was trying to think of a way to politely say no. When she finally spoke again to say that she would, her voice held barely contained excitement. It took me a moment to understand why. She would be reuniting with the daughter of a long-lost friend. 

For the next few minutes, we spoke about her latest discoveries from the artifacts, and I explained that it was unlikely I could continue to distribute the information, but that she shouldn’t change anything because I would try to find a replacement. Once I’d confirmed again that she really didn’t mind collecting us from the airport, we said our good-byes. 

After I’d finished with Zarita, I checked in on Evie again. There were still a couple of phone calls I had to make before I could join her on her small hospital bed for some well-deserved rest. 

I dialed the next number with my heart lodged in my throat. When I heard the familiar Australian accent of Johno, the bartender at the Flying Dove, I tried to change my own voice and asked for Toni, praying that she was having a day around the office. Johno asked who I was and I responded simply with the codename Toni and I had agreed on the last time we saw each other. 

A moment later, I was put on hold before being transferred to her cell phone. 

“Well, if it isn’t the ghost himself. How the hell are you, Monty?” 

“I can honestly say that I’ve never been better.” I was certain my smile was evident in my voice. 

“Huh. Sounds like I missed something huge. Spill.” 

With the smile still lighting up my face, I told her about my reunion and my brother’s gift. “I’m doing what you said I should have in the first place. I’m whisking her the hell out of the States.” 

“But can you trust him?” 

“I’ve been asking myself that over and over, and I think the answer is yes. She took out a wendigo to save his life.” I gave a brief description of the wendigo fight.

“I told you that some of these others have abilities that can help us. If only we can get more people to listen.” 

“That’s actually what I’m calling about,” I said, unsure how she might feel about the next part of my admission. “I need to go deep. I’m not going to be able to get anything else out.” 

“What? But what you’ve got barely scratches the surface.” 

“I know, and it sucks, but I’m not going to do anything that will risk Evie’s life. Not again. I can’t, Toni. You saw what I was like. I can’t do it.” 

“Yeah, I understand.” She still sounded annoyed, which I hoped I could help alleviate. 

“Will you take over?” I asked. “I can e-mail you instructions about uploading the items. I haven’t exactly been doing the translations myself, so things will still be moving. I just won’t be able to risk logging in to the Rain systems.” 

“It’ll be risky doing it from the Dove, won’t it?” 

“It will, but if you cover your tracks, it should be okay. I haven’t been discovered yet, and I’ve had to log in remotely via unsecured networks.” 

Her uncertainty was clear in her silence. 

“You don’t have to if you don’t think it’s worth the risk, I just thought—”

“Slow down, cowboy. I never said it wasn’t worth it, just that I didn’t want to get caught red-handed. I’ve been working the inside track in other areas long enough to have some idea about not exposing myself.” 

“Will you do it then?”

“Wow, I left a comment about exposing myself wide open, and you didn’t bite back with a smartarse remark. It must be love.” 

“Must be.” I laughed. “So you’ll do it?” 

“Yeah, sure. Why not? Maybe I can get the fae to help.”

Much to her disappointment, I chose not to bite back at her teasing with the fae. Instead, I confirmed I’d e-mail her the information as soon I could. “I can’t thank you enough for this, Toni.” 

 “Yeah, well, if the two of you are ever in the neighborhood, stop in for a drink at the Dove, won’t you?” 

We both knew it was impossible. There was every chance that my e-mail to her would be the last communication we’d ever share, but neither of us were willing to say that final good-bye. “Definitely. Take care.” 

“You too, and remember, always look on the bright side of life.” She sang the last line before giving me a final chuckle and hanging up. 

Finally, I called the other person I needed to talk to. “Okay, what didn’t you want to tell Evie?” I asked when Eth picked up. 

“Bad timing, bro. I’m on a date.” There was a girlish giggle in the background, and I figured he was playing patient for the pretty nurse. 

“Too bad. Tuck it away and tell me your plan. This might be the only chance you get.” 

After a lot of cussing, he moved away from his date and then spent the next little while explaining his ideas for getting Evie out of the country and then through airport security in Mexico. I had to admit that his ideas had some definite merit and took them on board. He sounded almost excited about testing his plans, which worried me a little—I didn’t want Evie to become a guinea pig.

“You’re sure she’ll be safe?” I asked. 

“There're no guarantees, but I’ll make the passage as easy as I can.” It was obvious he meant bribes, so I didn’t push him for more information there. “And if you can get her to play the part, it’ll be easy.” 

“I appreciate it. I can’t lo—” 

“Yeah, yeah, I know. ‘I can’t lose her.’” He pushed his voice through his nose and made it sound extra whiney as he imitated me. 

“Eth?” 

“Yeah?” 

“Go fuck yourself.” 

“Tempting, but I’ve got someone else here who’s eager to help me out with that instead.” He laughed before his voice grew somber. “Hey, Clay? Don’t get dead, okay? And call me when you land.” 

“Yeah.” 

Satisfied that I’d done what I could to free up my time and dedicate the rest of my life to keeping Evie safe, I found my way back into her hospital room. 

A whimper was on her lips when I walked in, so I raced straight to her side before climbing carefully onto the bed beside her and drawing her into my arms. 

“Clay?” she murmured, her voice groggy with sleep.

Resting my chin on the top of her head and pulling her against my chest, I said, “I’m here, Evie. It’s okay. Everything’s perfect.” 

And for that moment, it was. 








CHAPTER SEVEN





AS THE TIME for our departure from the hospital drew closer, it became clear that both Evie’s and my wardrobes were severely lacking. We both needed new sets of just about everything to get us through to our arrival in Europe. 

I didn’t want to delay the plans Eth had set for us once we’d left the hospital, so I used one of Evie’s check-up times to slip out of the hospital for a quick shopping trip. While there, I raced through the men’s section, grabbing everything I thought I might need as well as a new backpack. 

Satisfied I had enough for me, I hunted through the ladies’ wear for items for Evie. Within minutes, it was pretty damn evident I had no idea what I was doing. I’d shopped for day-to-day clothes for her after her father’s death, but never with the plan of actually getting to see her in any of the outfits. Knowing I’d benefit from my choices, I took a little more time on this occasion. 

The first few items I grabbed were similar to stuff I’d seen her in often enough: T-shirts, jeans, hoodies, and the like. I tried to get pieces that would blend in rather than stand out, just like she usually wore. Then my gaze was drawn to a set of mannequins wearing clothes that Evie would probably never pick for herself, but that I would give my right arm to see her in. Well, maybe my left. My right might be needed to indulge in some fantasies about her dressed in the low-cut tops, matching bra and panty sets, and skin-tight jeans that I’d selected for her. 

If only I could convince her to wear them. 

When I moved to the checkout to ring up the items, I saw a stand filled with baseball caps. One cap in particular caught my eye. It was white with a small embroidered fire and the words “I put out” stitched just about the visor. I smirked at the thought of the look on Evie’s face when I gave it to her and added it to the pile of items to charge to Eth’s credit card. 

Once all the purchases were made, I carried them back to the hospital with a smile on my face. When I arrived at Evie’s room, she wore a frown and then growled in frustration when I asked what was wrong. 

“I’m sick of this place. I’m sick of the nurses poking me with a hundred needles a day. I’m sick of being on antibiotics for no good reason, and I’m extra sick of the goddamn awful food.” She crossed her arms and pouted like a petulant child.

I held back the chuckle that rose to my lips. It was hard not to find her frustration amusing when it wasn’t aimed at me. 

“Well, we’ll be leaving soon.” 

She shook her head. “The doctor came to see me, and apparently my fever”—she made air quotes as she said the word—“is causing concerns. They’re not going to sign a release form until it comes down to within a normal range. I told them I’d leave anyway, but then they said I needed to fill out that stack of forms there.” She nodded toward a small pile of paperwork on the small cabinet beside her bed. Tears sprung to her eyes. “I hate it here. Who would’ve thought, after everything we’ve been through, it would be hospital red tape that would keep me trapped.” 

I dropped the bags in my arms before rushing over to her and gathering her up against my chest. “We’ll get you out of here soon, even if I have to break you out myself.” 

“Promise?” 

I nodded. “We have a boat to catch, remember?” 

A watery smile lifted the corners of her mouth. “Where were you?”

“I was shopping.” I let go of her and retrieved the bags I’d dropped. 

She tilted her head in confusion. 

“I thought some new outfits were in order. Both of our wardrobes are a little worse for wear.” 

She looked down at the threadbare tee I had on and laughed. “Very true. Well, go on then. Show me what you got.”

“It’s all functional rather than fashionable.” 

“I expected nothing less.” 

“Except for this,” I said, drawing the hat I’d bought her out of the bag. 

For a moment, she was expressionless as she looked at the cap, and I worried I’d offended her. She dropped her eyes away. 

God, she hates it. Before I knew it, my palm was against the back of my neck. I’d thought she’d appreciate the humor in it—that she’d understand I didn’t mean any real offense. The hand that held the cap dropped away so she wouldn’t see the upsetting item any longer. “Evie, I’m sor—” 

She held up a hand to silence me, and I closed my mouth immediately. Her hand twisted, and then she twitched her finger to call me over to her. 

I crawled onto her bed. “Evie, I—”

She pressed her finger to my lips to stop me from saying anything else. Leaning forward so that her lips were against my ear, she whispered, “Get me the hell out of here, and I so will.”





DESPITE THE fact that getting a doctor to sign Evie’s release forms was impossible, we made it out of the hospital and were on the way to our escape from the country on time. 

It was an almost seven-hour drive to get to the marina where Eth had arranged a private charter, but we were careful not to draw attention in the stolen car as we made our way down to Savannah where the yacht was moored. When we arrived, I was more than ready to keep moving immediately because it already felt like we’d been stalled for too long. 

When we were at the marina, I pointed out the yacht we’d be traveling on, and Evie stood staring at the sleek hull in awe. 

“But who’s going to drive it?” she asked. 

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know how to use one of those things.” She pointed to the yacht, and her worried gaze darted between it and the harbor patrol boats moored nearby. “Do you?” 

I fought back a laugh. “Yes.” 

“See, what I m—” Her gaze swung toward me with almost comical speed. “Wait, you do?” 

The laugh I’d fought down bubbled to the surface. “Yeah. Is it really that unbelievable?”

“No, yes, it’s just . . . there’s so much I don’t know about you.” Her expression fell as she sighed. “I should know things like that about you, shouldn’t I?” 

“Don’t worry about it.” I pulled her into my side to reassure her that I wasn’t upset. 

In fact, I was the opposite. There were very few times in my life when I’d felt so free and loved. 

“We have all the time in the world to get properly acquainted. That’s what this trip is all about after all, right?” I reached for her hand and helped her into the yacht.

After getting our bags settled in the main cabin and giving Evie—and myself—a quick tour, I performed the necessary safety checks and ensured we had sufficient provisions for our voyage. 

At first, she seemed a little upset at the time I was “wasting,” but I refused to gamble with her safety if we weren’t going to be near land for the next week. When it came to water safety, there was definitely a case for taking the time to be careful. 

Once we were underway, Evie sat in the cockpit across from me. Her eyes were eager; taking in all the sights as I negotiated a path out of the mouth of the Savannah River and into the open ocean. It was only when we were well underway that it hit me that the simple action of heading out into international waters held so many firsts for her. The first time she’d been on a yacht; the first time she’d left the country. The first time she had to put her trust completely in me for her survival. It was a huge deal and one that I didn’t take lightly. 

Within a few hours, we were clear of all traffic and on our own. I called her over to join me at the helm, dragging her into my lap before kissing a path along the back of her neck. 

She gave a moan of delight, which left me with a very strong urge to anchor the boat and take her downstairs to the cabin. Instead, I pulled her tighter against me, letting her feel how hard her noises—her very presence—made me. She hummed and wiggled her ass against me in response. 

“Stop that, or we will never get to Mexico,” I murmured as I kissed her shoulder again. 

“Stop what?” She giggled as she shifted on my lap again, settling herself against my growing hard-on. 

I wrapped my arm around her hips and slid her pelvis over mine once more. 

“That,” I groaned. 

“You started it.” She laughed harder. 

“No, I didn’t,” I argued when she shifted again. It was hard keeping any attention at all on the instruments or the windows. “You absolutely started it.” 

She turned in my lap, straddling my hips before pressing kisses just below my jaw. I lifted my chin to give her better access. As my breathing sped, she kissed my pulse points, driving me insane.

“How do you figure?” she murmured against my skin. “You were the one who dragged me onto your lap.” 

“Yeah, but only because you’ve been tempting me for days.” 

“Days?” 

“Well, years,” I admitted as I trailed a hand along her spine, pressing her tight against my chest. 

She hummed, and the vibration reverberated through me. A moan of need slipped from my lips in response.

“I know the feeling,” she murmured. “I want you so badly right now.” 

“Soon,” I promised—myself as much as her. “Let’s just get a good distance away from the coast today. We’ll stop somewhere tonight.” 

She curled around me and held on tightly. “That sounds perfect.” 

“There’s not much to see now,” I told her. “You can go down to the cabin if you like? Try to get some rest.” 

She snorted. “I’ve been resting for too long already in that damn hospital bed. Now, it’s more important that I spend time with you.” 

While I pushed the boat to go as close to the limit as I dared without burning through too much fuel, she shifted in the seat so that she was sitting in my lap with her head on my shoulder. It made it a little harder to reach the wheel, but I wasn’t going to ask her to move for all the world.

“It’s faster than I’d thought it would be,” she said. 

“It’s quite a nice boat.” I thought about the other boats I’d traveled on and chuckled. I couldn’t remember a time I’d felt so carefree than I was with Evie by my side and the open air around us. “Much nicer than the ones I’m used to.” 

“When did you learn?” 

“We’ve had a couple of cases that required us to be on boats for long periods of time, so I’ve been around them almost as long as I’ve been an operative. On and off, of course. But if you mean how long have I been licensed. Well, just before we moved to Ohio, we lived in Alaska.”

She lifted her head off my shoulder and watched me with an intent gaze. 

“There were a few towns near us being stalked by a qalupalik—um, a creature who steals children that wander too close to the shore,” I added when she furrowed her brow in confusion. “Because we were spending so much time around the water, Dad wanted us to be able to escape in a hurry if we needed to, so he made sure we all had our boating licenses. We all had to learn to sail, kayak, and control a jet ski too. 

“After that, it was always easiest to add it to the list of documents for any of our aliases. You never know when you might need a watercraft to escape pursuit.” 

She was quiet, and I wondered whether the reminder of what my life had been—a constant battle with creatures that most humans didn’t even know existed—was too much for her. I held her close, hoping she would understand I’d given all of that up for her. That I’d make the same choice over and over. 

“Do you miss it?” The sound of Evie’s voice pulled me from my thoughts. She’d been sitting in thoughtful contemplation for a while. When she finally did speak, there was a trace of uncertainty in her voice. 

I frowned, trying to figure out what she was talking about. “The missions?” 

“Yeah.” 

“No,” I said. It was a little bit of a lie, because I’d actually enjoyed the jobs I’d been on with Toni and the crew from the Dove—mostly because they’d shared my ideologies, so I’d known I wasn’t going to be called to hunt anything like Evie. However, I was willing to cut that part of myself off completely to keep Evie safe. 

After a few moments, she excused herself and headed down to the galley to find something to eat. I had no complaints, especially when she brought me a sandwich too. 

When I stopped the boat momentarily to help her take the dirty plates back down to the galley, a rogue wave smashed the hull, rocking the boat and threatening to knock me on my ass. With a well-timed step, I managed to balance myself. Evie wasn’t so lucky and went tumbling against the co-pilot seat. 

She groaned as the boat settled back into position. When my gaze followed the sound, she looked a little green. 

“Are you okay?” I asked, somewhat uselessly because it was clear she wasn’t. I wasn’t asking about the state of her stomach though. My biggest concern wasn’t a touch of seasickness; I was worried she might have reinjured her ankle. 

“I’m not sure about the waves. I might take you up on that offer to go down to the cabin.” 

“Actually, that’s probably the worst thing you can do. The fresh air will be better to calm your stomach.” I helped her into the aft cockpit seating to lie down for a while. “Try to relax.” 

Feeling guilty for leaving her when she was sick, but knowing we had a timeframe to keep, I returned to the helm, fixed our course, and then got the boat back under power. When I thought I’d put enough miles between my family and Evie—long after she’d given up trying not to feel seasick and retreated to the cabin to sleep at nightfall—I let down the anchor. 

Happy with the progress we’d made and hoping to help Evie as much as I could, I stepped down the small set of stairs to the cabin. 

I stopped dead at the bottom of the stairs when I caught a glimpse of the sight waiting for me in the double bed. 








CHAPTER EIGHT





EVIE WASN’T ASLEEP like I’d thought she’d be. 

Instead, she was reclined on the bed, and the only thing gracing her body was my chain and pendant around her neck.

“I’ve been waiting for you,” she purred. 

My gaze trailed over her skin; the exposed olive plains seemed to shine against the white linen. I swallowed heavily at the sight of her erect nipples and body ready to be claimed. “I can see that.” 

“Aren’t you going to come over here?” She pulled herself up into a half-reclined position. 

I nodded. “I just want to enjoy the view for a moment first.” 

It had been far too long since I’d seen her naked. I hadn’t initiated anything in the hospital, much to Evie’s disgust, because I didn’t want to be the cause for any delays in her healing process. Our too-brief clash in the warehouse in Charlotte barely counted because it had been desperation and need—lust, not love—that had driven it. Now, it was desire and love causing my shorts to tighten as I took the time to trace my gaze over her body and relearn all of her curves in the soft cabin lighting. 

The wounds from her latest brush with death still littered her shoulders. Most of the bruises over her body, including the one on her ankle, were now the soft yellow-green that indicated healing. I was certain the discoloration would be gone completely by the time we arrived in Mexico. 

The biggest change, and the greatest concern for me, was the scar that circled her wrist like a bracelet of puckered red skin—the result of her escape from the handcuffs while escaping the hospital in Detroit. My venomous words, intended for my father and not for her, had caused her to run. Just one more fuck-up in a laundry list of them for the two of us. It served as a reminder of what we’d battled to get where we were and made me more willing to take my time and make love to her the way she deserved. 

“Obviously you’re feeling better?” I asked. Without taking my eyes off her body, I closed the last of the distance between us. While I moved, I tugged at the hem of my T-shirt, pulling it over my head, and tossing it into one corner of the room. 

“A little.” She grimaced.

I paused. “Enough?” 

The sound of her laughter echoed in the small room. “Actually, I was hoping for a distraction.” 

Humming with desire, I reached for her scarred wrist, which she offered to me as soon as she understood what I wanted. 

“I think you’ll find I can be very distracting.” I murmured the words between kisses against her skin. 

Holding onto her hand, I pulled her into a sitting position. The fingers of my free hand found their way beneath her jaw, tracing soft lines over her smooth skin before guiding her chin up so that I could meet her eyes. I dipped to kiss her, claiming her lips with reckless abandon. 

We were free. 

My chest tightened at the thought that this, now, was really the beginning of the life we could have together. It wouldn’t be like our attempt to settle in Detroit, we’d be far enough from my family that we could truly live a proper life. Add in the fact that Eth would do what he could to keep Dad and Lou off our trail, and I was certain this time nothing could break us apart. We’d been through the worst of it, and neither of us had reason to doubt the other again.

At least until the sunbird sleeps. The unhelpful thought pushed aside the happiness brewing inside of me. In less than a year, the sunbird that resided within Evie’s soul would return to slumber. 

The notes Zarita had shared about the sunbird and the phoenix indicated that the sunbird mated for life, but didn’t mention what might happen between the phoenix and her mate when the time ended, and the sunbird returned to slumber until the next generation. I pushed the unwelcome thought from my mind. 

If something happened and Evie’s love disappeared when the sunbird returned to sleep, I would just do what I had to in order to win Evie’s heart again. 

She wrapped her hands around my neck and tried to drag me onto the bed with her, but I resisted. God, I needed her, but I wanted to love her the way she deserved. Before I would make love to her, I wanted her panting my name and desperate for me in every way. 

“What is it?” she asked. “I thought you wanted to distract me.” 

I grinned at her as I pulled away momentarily. “Baby, there is so much I want to do to you.” I shifted my kisses to the column of her throat, using one hand to caress her breasts, and the other to hold her in place. “But if you want to me to distract you properly, I’m going to need some time before we do that or it’ll all be over way too soon.” 

She squirmed under my ministrations. 

“How much time?” The words were throaty and needful. 

“Hours.” I moved my kisses further down until I peppered them against her clavicle. “Hours and hours.” 

Moving lower still, I trailed wet, open-mouthed kisses over her pert breasts before drawing a nipple into my mouth. When Evie dropped her head back and bucked her hips forward, I dragged my teeth along her skin, relishing the taste. It was something I hadn’t been able to appreciate fully during our reunion in Charlotte. A mistake I planned on rectifying. 

“Days,” I murmured as I grabbed her hips and began to rub small circles with my thumbs. “Maybe even years.” 

“I think I can handle that,” she half whispered, half panted. 

Letting her know what I wanted with a gentle touch, I pulled her hips closer to me as she fell against the mattress. My lips trailed small kisses along her inner thigh. “Good, because I’m never giving you up again.” 

Just as I pressed my tongue against her clit, Evie shifted, no doubt about to say something, but whatever it was came out as a garbled cry. My eyes drifted closed as I explored her body with my tongue, lapping at her heated flesh. I hummed against her body, the taste of her so much better than I remembered. 

Her breathing accelerated and her hands found my hair as she bucked her hips forward against my mouth. While my tongue continued to massage her clit, my hand stroked her thigh. With each pass I made, her thrusting grew more intense, as though she was desperate for me to massage away the sweet burn that must have been running through her body—just like it was through mine. 

After making another pass over her body with my fingertips, running them from her chest to her thigh, I finally surrendered to her desire, pushing two fingers into her. She clutched at my shoulders as a needful moan left her lips. 

With my fingers dancing within her, I trailed kisses up her body before claiming a nipple with my mouth. I rolled my tongue across the pebbled surface and breathed deeply of her scent. 

“Fuck, Evie,” I murmured as I pulled away to glance over her body once more. “How did I ever get so lucky?” 

Her reply was a breathy moan as I slid my fingers out to brush against her clit. The sight of her beautiful face, her eyes closed in ecstasy, spurred a need in me, and I rushed forward to claim her lips. I swallowed every perfect sigh I drew from her lips and tasted the needful words that coated her tongue. 

Even though I had more plans, so many things I wanted to do, I couldn’t resist any longer. I pulled away from her just far enough to shed the last of my clothing, and then I grabbed hold of her hips and dragged her body closer to me. Without hesitation, I pulled her hips against mine. We fit together with matching cries as I leaned forward to cover her. 

With my body entwined with hers, my heart was whole. Complete. My movements slowed. The desperation to be closer to her—to connect with her—no longer fueled my every action. I was able to take my time and lavish the attention on her that she deserved. 

My hands traced the once familiar lines of her body, recommitting every inch to memory. Her lips parted and a breathy sigh left to fill the silent void between the rhythmic waves slapping against the bow. 

As her body responded with mine, the need to possess grew in me again. I reached an arm around her waist, angling her hips so I could bury myself deeper within her body.

A cry of utter delight rushed from her mouth seconds before I claimed her lips again. Every inch of me pressed against every inch of her, and I couldn’t think of a more perfect way to celebrate our freedom. With hard, deep thrusts, I brought her closer and closer to the edge until we were perched on it together. When she met my eye and gave me a smile that proved how perfect the moment was, I tumbled over into oblivion. Into her. 

Her arms wrapped around my neck, and my lips found their way back to hers. The heat from her body surrounded me. It sought me out, filled my lungs, and radiated throughout me. It tugged at my heart, sending an echo through me. The sensation was one I’d felt before, but I hadn’t recognized it then, hadn’t understood what it truly meant. 

The day Evie was in danger, the day Lou’s stupidity almost cost both their lives, I’d felt the pull toward Evie. I’d inherently known she was in danger, and my instincts had tugged me toward her. It was so similar, and yet so different to the way my soul had always been able to sense Lou’s proximity. 

Recalling the words I’d spoken to Evie the first time I’d tried to find her, about the ache in my chest at the thought of having to leave without her, an understanding grew within me, deeper and more profound than anything I’d experienced before. 

Things that I’d felt during our time apart floated into my mind, and everything snapped into crystal clear focus. I drew away from Evie as my pulse quickened. 

Rolling to one side, I broke the connection between us. Instantly, my fingertips yearned to run along her body. My palms ached to caress her skin. With a contented sigh, I pulled her body closer to me. 

I opened my eyes to glance at her. The emotions Evie had instilled in me had somehow tied themselves to my instincts, drawing me to her in ways I never imagined.

I couldn’t believe I hadn’t seen it earlier. Felt it earlier. 

The connection between us was more intense than I’d ever thought it could be. Now that I’d stopped fighting it, it echoed deeper in my core than I could have ever believed possible. 

Maybe Dad and Eth had been right all along; Evie really had cast an enchantment over me, just not in the way they thought, or in a way I could ever regret. My lips left hers as a chuckle rose in my throat.

Evie’s hum was more curious than needful. 

“It’s nothing,” I assured her. Moving my hands to cradle her hair, I took a moment to just drink in all her features. “I love you,” I murmured between kisses. 

Meeting my eye, she replied in kind.





AFTER HER initial bout of seasickness, Evie seemed to settle into a routine of life on board the yacht fairly quickly. Except when we had to stop to refuel, I had to relegate her to our cabin. It was that or send her ashore, and I wasn’t certain I could cope with that. 

Thankfully, she understood that her heat and the possibility of gasoline fumes weren’t a great combination. In fact, the mere mention of refueling was almost enough to send her into hiding. 

It didn’t take long for Evie’s favorite pastime to become sitting in the aft cockpit seating watching me at the helm and torturing me with her latest outfit choices. Each of the outfits I’d most desired to see her in were rolled out day after day. One day, it was something as simple as a black V-neck singlet, which was cut low enough to show a hint of the black lace bra she wore underneath. I was desperate to keep the boat moving so we’d make our port in time for the flights Eth had arranged, but it was just as tempting to say fuck it all and ravish her on deck. As much as I enjoyed seeing her in the top, watching her peel it off later that day had been even better. 

Almost too soon, our trip was over and we needed to return to the real world of trying to get off the continent for good. 

After mooring in Mexico and following Eth’s instructions to the letter about the return of the keys, I led Evie to a small hotel for the night. The stress that she’d finally managed to shed over the course of our cruise came back tenfold as we spent the night trying to ignore the danger we’d be facing the next day. While we planned the trip, I made one request, and that was that I could select her outfit for the day. Although she’d been confused at my desire for sartorial control, she’d agreed and I’d picked the black top and bra set that she’d used to torture me on the boat. 

Combined with her “I put out” hat, I hoped it would give the men at security something else to focus on. The best-case scenario would be that her outfit would draw their attention away from her hair. The last thing we needed was a Rain wannabe stumbling onto the discovery of his career and turning Evie in. I had no idea how we could distract any female guards that may be there, but I hoped I’d inherited enough of whatever genes had turned Eth into a ladies’ man to be able to bluff my way through—it hadn’t failed me so far. 

Before we checked out of the hotel, I asked Evie to put her switchblade in her pocket rather than her bag. 

“Are you freaking crazy? You do realize we’re about to go to an airport, don’t you?” 

“Of course I do. I have a plan though and would rather you be armed.” 

“An airport,” she repeated as if I was stupid or hadn’t heard, “with guns and cameras and guards and dogs and—”

I pressed my lips against hers to silence her fears. 

She pushed me away. “I can’t go in there with a knife in my pocket.” 

I caught her gaze and held it. “Do you trust me?” 

She paused for a moment and my face fell at the thought that she didn’t believe her safety was my number-one priority. Obviously realizing that her pause had hurt me, she placed her hand on my cheek. “I do. It’s just hard for me to put that much faith in someone else again. I haven’t had to do that since . . .” 

She trailed off, but her face gave away the path of her thoughts: since her father’s death almost four years earlier. 

“I’ll have my piece on me too, if that helps. I wouldn’t tell you to do it if I didn’t think it was for the best.” 

“I’m not sure the knowledge that you’ll have a gun strapped to your body in a place where they are pretty serious about people not having weapons helps at all if I’m honest.” 

I chuckled and brushed my fingers along her jaw. “Do it for me. Trust me.” 

She relented and thankfully didn’t press for too many more details about what my plan was. I wanted to avoid spilling the beans on the presence of the Rain for as long as I could. There was no point in both of us being stressed about that issue, especially not when her stress coincided with an obvious rise in the ambient temperature in her immediate vicinity. 

The closer we got to the airport in Mexico City, the more worried Evie appeared to grow. Her leg bounced as we weaved through the crowded streets, and the inside of the VW Beetle that was acting as our cab was heating rapidly. In fact, the temperature was increasing so quickly I worried the cab driver would become suspicious. 

I considered whether I should have warned her about the Rain operatives that were sure to be stationed at the airport, or whether I was right in my assumption that it would cause her extra concern. It was the one part of the plan that Eth had only a limited amount of control over—he’d greased some palms, but even he didn’t have enough reach to guarantee that a certain person would be at a certain gate at the right time for us to pass through. He trusted that between his bribes, my instincts, and the chain around Evie’s neck we’d be able to get through unscathed. If not, I had my piece strapped to my back and I’d get her out. 

Whatever the cost. 

When I saw that Evie was barely keeping it together, I was thankful I hadn’t told her about the risks just yet. I hated keeping it secret, but all it would do was stress her out; which would in turn increase my stress levels as I worried about her heated skin giving us away. Instead, I tried to distract her with soft touches and murmured assurances. It worked through the remaining trip and while I arranged the boarding passes. 

Once I returned to her from the check-in area, she was earning a few glances, partly for her outfit, but also because of her nervous fidgeting. She needed to belong, to think less of everyone around her—or at least give the air that she did—or we’d be in trouble. The elite did what they wanted, they went where they wanted, and they didn’t answer to the likes of a Rain wannabe posted as an airport security guard. Unless Evie could give that attitude, we’d be in trouble. 

Maybe I should have told her more? Guilt ate at me. The fact was, if she knew, she could have affected that air long ago—or she might have melted into a puddle of concern. 

I decided to do whatever it took to help her relax, and then I’d tell her the truth. 

“Let me get a good look at you,” I murmured when I approached her. 

When I was close enough to her, I lifted my hand and dragged my fingers over her shoulder, moving toward her chest until I snagged the chain. Ensuring my skin remained in contact with hers the whole time, I lifted the pendant out from underneath her shirt, moving it so that it was resting on top of her singlet. She let loose a sexy little sigh—her breath quivered as it released. 

My tongue crept forward, slicking along my bottom lip as I stamped down on my desire, and then I lifted my hand to tuck in a few loose strands of hair. I noticed, not for the first time, that she hadn’t rushed off to the ladies’ room to double check her cover when I’d told her it was okay. Whether that was because she trusted me more or just because she was afraid of another forced split between us, I wasn’t certain, but regardless, her trust made me happy. 

Now I just had to prove her faith in me was warranted. 

“Perfect.” I grinned at her.

And she really was. 








CHAPTER NINE





AFTER I WAS happy that Evie looked the part, I confirmed that she still had her small weapon in her pocket. I was relieved when she nodded and murmured something about being lucky she trusted me. Although I had to agree with the statement, I hoped I wasn’t going to be facing her wrath and the loss of her trust when I admitted how dangerous the situation was. 

My pulse quickened at my worry over Evie’s possible reaction to my news. Instead of coming right out and saying it, I skirted around the issue. I told her that she needed to pretend she belonged. 

“You need confidence—arrogance even—more than anything else right now,” I said. 

She was instantly on edge, and her eyes darted from side to side. “Why?” 

“Because you’ll look out of place if you don’t look like you have everything under control.” 

“Out of place?” I could almost see her mind making the connections. Her eyes widened as her focus snapped back to me. “Are there Rain here?” she asked, her tone pitching with each word. 

I couldn’t deny it, nor did I want to. Her understanding had saved me a heck of a lot of explanation, although I could tell by the way her lips pressed together in a tight line that I still had some details to clarify—and maybe some excuses to make. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” If the look on her face, the set of her lips and the wide-eyed glare, hadn’t been enough to warn me of her rising irritation, the warmth surrounding me when her heat flared did the trick. It wasn’t less than I deserved, but it didn’t make it easier to cope with her anger.

My fingers twitched with the need to comfort her, to soothe the fierce lines on her forehead. I just wasn’t sure whether the touch would only burn me rather than help. Instead, I used my words to convey my apology. “Because you would never have agreed to come here if I had.”

“You’re damned right I wouldn’t have.”

“It’s not as bad as it sounds,” I said, trying to get her to listen to my calm tones. I wasn’t stressed because I didn’t need to be. If I thought there was anything more than an absolute minimal risk for her, I would never have agreed to the plan. “There’s always a handful of Rain operatives working security at every airport,” I explained. “They’re easy to identify, and if they think that you’re Rain too, they’ll let us pass, even with the knife and the gun. Especially with them—it’ll seem out of place if we don’t have weapons.”

“But won’t they know what I am? Won’t they recognize my phoenix qualities?” Her lips formed the word phoenix even though she didn’t make the sound. 

An involuntary chuckle left me before I could help it. To make the explanation easier on Evie, I’d called the Rain stationed around the airport “operatives,” but it wasn’t quite true. Most of the guards were actually Rain sympathizers, hopeful failures who had the desire to help, but not the aptitude or skills. Most of them wouldn’t be able to tell a wendigo from a werewolf if it was chewing them in half. I’d met some over the years that I doubted would recognize Evie’s phoenix qualities even if she had her hair down and flames dancing in her palms. 

Of course, they weren’t all that stupid, and if we were unlucky, we could end up with a shrewd sympathizer who would know what Evie was in a heartbeat. 

She was going to keep arguing, but I asked her one simple question. “Do you trust me?” 

After a deep breath, she nodded. 

I smiled at the faith she showed in me and led the way through to the queues to get through security. While we walked, I scanned the guards for signs of Rain sympathizers. When I saw two who wore the gold raindrop shaped pin on their jacket, I guided Evie into that line. 

Eth’s instructions came into my mind. He’d told the Rain headquarters nearby that there would be two elite operatives passing through posing as a honeymooning couple. It was the perfect way to explain why I was touching Evie in ways that would generally be considered inappropriate for two elite operatives, but it would also help the guards recognize us when I showed them the dove on the pendant around Evie’s neck. 

When I was certain it would draw the attention of the guard, I whispered to Evie to play along, and then kissed her the way I’d been dying to all morning. She relaxed into my arms and issued a small, wanton sigh that rushed through my body and made me wish we weren’t in the middle of an airport. The best part of it was it was in keeping with our disguise while also being exactly the distraction she needed at exactly the right time.

The sound of a throat-clearing nearby pulled my attention from Evie, and I looked up at the guard with what I hoped was a winning smile. I did what I could to draw his attention to the chain around Evie’s throat, hoping that he’d been briefed on our “mission.” 

He called Evie forward to walk through the X-ray machine, and my nerves spiked for her. Although I was certain we’d be fine—I’d been in many worse situations before—I was aware how big a challenge it for Evie to be at an airport at all, let alone passing through a security checkpoint armed with a knife. My guilt skyrocketed. What had I done to her? 

“Looks like it’s down again,” the guard called to the other one with the Rain pin. They gave a quick nod of agreement to one another before the first guard called Evie forward for a manual “scan” that he faked. A second later, he waved her through and then turned to me. Calling me forward, he once again pretended to run the scanner over me. 

“How’d you score an assignment like this with a partner with a rack like that?” he asked in a whisper. 

“Just lucky I guess,” I said with a chuckle. 

“Some people get all the luck,” he muttered. 

My lips twitched in response to the open jealousy in his voice. The truth was that he was right, I was a lucky sonofabitch to have Evie by my side. 

Once he’d ushered me through, I rushed to Evie—relieved we’d got through one more step in the plan to whisk her away from danger. 





EVIE WAS still nervous from the passage through customs and an apparent sighting of an unknown man at the airport that her body temperature was higher than normal—even for her. 

When she’d told me about the man, after we’d made it through customs and were waiting for the flight, I’d tried to catch a glimpse of him as well, but didn’t see anything. 

Because I hadn’t caught sight of him, I asked her to describe him. My initial concern was that it was a Rain operative who’d happened to stumble onto us, but I hadn’t met any that matched the description she gave. Not that I’d met every operative, but I knew the ones we needed to be most worried about. 

My worst fears were imagined when Evie said she’d seen him before. That he’d disappeared almost in front of her eyes then as well. There weren’t too many creatures that looked almost human and could do that. The ideas about what it could be—if not a human—played in my mind. 

In order to break the tension and distract us both once we were on the flight, I’d tried, and failed, to convince Evie that we should join the mile-high club together. I was half joking, but if she’d agreed, I would have been there in a flash. 

Instead, she turned back to me with a concerned expression on her face. “What if they don’t believe it?” 

I felt like I was half an hour behind in the conversation. Maybe she’d said more, but the thoughts of her and me squeezing into the small lavatory to see what interesting positions we could dream up had been distracting me. “What if who don’t believe what?” 

“Your family. The Rain,” she whispered before casting a glance over her shoulder, as if the flight attendants would come charging down the aisle with guns blazing at her words. “What if they don’t believe I’m dead? I know you said that’s what they thought, but won’t they eventually realize that I’m not?” 

“Probably,” I admitted. 

“Aren’t you worried about what they might do when they find out?” 

Part of me was, but only because I couldn’t lose her again. I didn’t care who or what I had to face to keep her safe; it would be preferable to that. 

“Not as much as I could be,” I said, hedging my concern. 

“Why not?” 

“Even if they realize you lived, even if they trace you to the hospital you stayed at, there’s a long trail from there to here.” 

“But what if Ethan—”

I preempted what she was going to say and cut her off. “He won’t.” 

“How do you know that though? He lied to you about Louise.”

It was hard to explain to her the relationship that I shared with Eth, but without any doubt I trusted him with Evie’s safety. I’d tried to explain it to her in the cab on the way to the airport, but it was hard for her to understand. 

I was positive Eth had been railroaded into the lie because Dad had set it up that way. If Eth hadn’t followed suit, if he’d contradicted Dad’s lie in the frame of mind I was in, it would’ve pushed me out the door that much sooner. He’d done what he’d thought would reunite the family the quickest, I was sure of it. 

Each time our family became fractured, Eth ran damage control. Now that he knew how good for me Evie was, now that he’d seen how much we loved one another, I was certain he’d do what he could to protect that. After all, Dad wouldn’t hate him for protecting my secrets as much as I would hate him for giving me up. I decided that rather than trying to explain it to Evie, I’d be better trying a different tack. “You trust me, right?” 

“Yes,” she said without hesitation. 

I smiled. At least some good had come from all of the bullshit we’d had to face over the years. “I trust him.” 

“I just keep expecting someone to burst out from some hidden place and . . .” Her lip quivered as her voice trailed off. She dropped her head and stared at her lap. I was certain she was reliving all the times we’d been pulled apart. 

“Nothing’s going to happen. You’ll see.” 

The rest of the trip was fairly uneventful. Evie seemed to grow less nervous the closer the little plane icon on her in-flight entertainment system got to France. I didn’t remind her that there would be security at the other end and customs to clear; she didn’t need that added stress. Maybe I was lying by omission again, but I couldn’t ruin her mood. 

When we finally landed in Paris, her mood lifted substantially. I wanted to lean over and whisper, “Told you so,” but I refrained. Instead, I grabbed our bags from the overhead compartment and told Evie to be patient and let everyone else off first. I’d traveled by plane often enough to know about the lengthy lines and crushes caused when everybody rushed to get off all at the same time. 

The last thing Evie needed was to be caught in the press and have her stress levels rise. Eventually, we made it off the plane and into the customs line. When the guard at the express terminals spotted the pendant around Evie’s neck, she waved us through her counter, giving us the bare minimum of questions before releasing us into the main terminal. 

“Why was that so easy?” Evie asked me as we walked toward the exit from the terminal. 

“Easy?” The actual process from start to finish had been more nerve-racking than any other travel experience I’d ever had—with the possible exception of arriving in Gatwick after being on the run for months, uncertain whether there would be a garrison of Charles’s men ready to throw me into an oubliette. 

“It’s been bugging me since we left the states. I’ve seen it on TV, you know. The whole process of having to take off shoes and everything metal to get on the plane, and then emptying your bag for them to inspect everything when you get off. Dad warned me about the guards and how zealous they can be. I just expected it to be . . . harder somehow.” 

“You have a golden ticket. It allows you certain privileges.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“You really don’t know?” I wondered if she really didn’t understand what she had around her neck. Her dad had recognized it instantly. Surely he’d warned her about what that symbol represented?

“Don’t know what?” 

“The pendant you have, it’s special, even in the Rain.” 

“What makes it special?” 

“That symbol is only used under two circumstances these days, ceremonially and by certain families.” 

“Why?” she asked, almost reverently. 

“It represents the aristocracy for want of a better word. The elite families who have been members of the Rain for time untold.” 

It had been over two centuries since the dove carved like the one on the pendant had been the official Rain seal. Over time, operatives complained about the time it took to render it when under attack, so it was simplified and watered down until only the “M” shape, and the crescent moon remained. Of course, at the same time, the families who’d used the symbol for centuries refused to conform to the change and began to hold tightly onto the original as a symbol of their superiority and length of servitude to the cause. 

Before long, that dove symbol had become the symbol of the elite, marking those who bore it as coming from a lineage of Rain that stretched back farther than many could imagine. The split still existed, although almost all operatives—including the elite—now used the short-hand version for warning others about lurking danger. 

“Why do you have it then?” she asked. “Wouldn’t you get in trouble for—”

I was taken aback. It wasn’t the first time she’d expressed such palpable doubt in me and my abilities. It made me wonder exactly what impression I’d left her with after our last meetings. Did she think I was just some bumbling idiot who’d fallen for her? Did she think I was exaggerating when I told her I’d be able to keep her safe? Did she not realize just how ingrained the hunt was in every part of me and how I’d struggled with my emotions for her for that exact reason?

She blinked as the knowledge that I was one of those whose blood was washed with the Rain from almost the time of Noah sunk in. I snorted at her dumbstruck expression. “I’m really not sure whether I should be insulted that you think so little of me.”

“It’s not that,” she said, a little too quickly. “It’s just . . . It just surprises me that’s all.” 

“That’s why my family isn’t very sympathetic toward nonhumans generally. The years that the Jacobs’ line has served the Rain is exceeded only by the number of lives that have been lost in the service.”

To my surprise, she moved swiftly and closed the distance between us, pulling me into her arms. “Thank you.” 

“For what?” I asked, wondering what exactly had prompted her sudden move. Not that I was complaining about the attention. 

“For seeing past all of that, for loving me, and allowing me to love you.”

I frowned, certain I’d explained enough about her nature and what our first kiss had caused to make it clear that I had little choice but to see beyond what she was and what I was supposed to do about that. Obviously, I hadn’t done a good enough job, but I decided that was an issue for another day. Instead, I settled with saying, “There was never another choice for me.” 








CHAPTER TEN





WHILE WE WALKED through the airport, I kept an eye out for Zarita. It was only after I spotted her that I told Evie I’d arranged a lift. I’d avoided the topic of what would happen next because I hadn’t wanted to earn Evie’s ire. As I said the words to warn her, I didn’t make eye contact and hoped like hell she would understand. 

When Zarita first bounded up to us, with the enthusiasm I was used to after my time with her in Cyprus while I learned Evie’s secrets, Evie backed away a little. Her warmth spiked, and I wanted to comfort her, to grab her hand and tell her it would be okay, but Zarita beat me to it. She clasped both of Evie’s hands between her own. “I can’t tell you how thrilled I am to meet you.”

I introduced the two of them before turning to whisper to Evie an explanation of how I knew Zarita. “Zarita spent hours interpreting the old texts and artifacts to help me. Of course, she didn’t believe any of it was based on actual fact.”

“Nonsense,” Zarita said, her hearing clearly better than I’d expected. “I just allowed you to believe that so you would let me help. After all, what academic in their right mind would think that the personification of Ba`alat Gebal walking the Earth could actually be true.”

“Who?” Evie glanced at me and then back to Zarita.

“Ba`alat Gebal? Anat? Hathor? Astarte?” Zarita’s eyes narrowed at me before she listed the other names for the ancient god who apparently resided within Evie. “Didn’t he tell you any of this?” 

She clucked her tongue and led Evie away as she explained the legends of the origins of the sunbird. 

“Wait,” I called after them as my brain caught up with what just happened. She knew? Through it all, she’d known the truth that the texts she was translating were at least partly based on reality? That Evie was a phoenix? “You knew what you were reading was true?” 

If I’d known that, I wouldn’t have asked for her help. 

“What’s true?” She waved off my concern as though it were nothing. As though she hadn’t misled me the entire time we’d known each other. “I’ve had a few encounters with the supernatural in my time. Why else do you think ancient mythology interested me so much?”

I ran through every conversation I’d had with her, and in hindsight, I could almost see that she’d been willing to accept so much on faith. Too much maybe. She’d allowed me to believe that she was clueless mostly because I’d needed her to be. I wouldn’t have shared so much with her if I’d known she’d believed in the creatures I hunted. 

Following the pair of them to the parking lot, I was struck with guilt as Zarita asked after Evie’s father. Evie’s face grew ashen at the question, and all I could do was shake my head to let Zarita know he was gone. 

I didn’t say the words that were on my tongue—that it was my fault. I dropped my head and watched my feet as I continued to walk, lost in thought. The depth of my selfishness and stupidity hit me like a slap in the face; Zarita had gone to university with both of Evie’s parents, of course, she’d want to know how they were. She had to have known Emily’s fate but would have never learned about David’s death. 

During my last visit, I’d been too wrapped up in my own guilt and anger, my own desire to prove Evie was some kind of monster who’d ensnared me, to take even a single moment to let Zarita know that David had been killed. That my family had killed him. I was just thankful Evie didn’t let slip that I was responsible for his death. 

After loading our bags into the trunk of Zarita’s VW Polo, Evie moved to climb into the backseat, but there was no way I was going to let her. Zarita seemed to be of a similar mindset, waving me into the rear. I was long used to cramped car rides, having ridden in the back of Dad’s Chevelle for so many years. 

Once Evie climbed into the car, she went to adjust the seat forward. It was such a simple movement and yet the love it evoked in me was astonishingly strong. My heart swelled, and a lump took up residence in my throat. She was one of the only people who’d ever tried to accommodate me or make me more comfortable. One of very few who cared. It may have been over something stupid like leg room in the back of a car, but it meant more to me than I could ever explain. 

The knowledge of how far she would go out of her way to make me comfortable made me feel like a total dick. That feeling only grew stronger when she started to praise my actions of traveling through Europe to find out more about her and of stealing the artifacts from Oxford—not that she knew all the details there. 

Turning to look out the window, I tried to control my breathing. I didn’t want her admiration for a choice I’d made in anger. “Don’t, Evie. Don’t worship me for things you think I’ve done.” 

“Clay, not now. Let’s wait until we’re out of the car,” Zarita said with a shake of her head. It was clear she was worried about the heat that was already rising rapidly, but she didn’t know Evie like I did. Evie wouldn’t let her fire take her over in the small, confined space, especially not while Zarita and I were with her. 

“I don’t understand,” Evie murmured.

“I have to say it,” I told Zarita, ignoring the quiet plea in Evie’s voice for just one second. When Zarita’s gaze left mine in the rearview mirror, I turned back to Evie. “I have to tell you the truth.” 

I had to tell her everything, the good and the bad. I just had to trust that she’d be able to control her fire through it all. 

“The first time I came here, I didn’t come for you. I didn’t do it with any reunion in mind. If anything, it was the exact opposite of that. I thought us being together was impossible, and for a while, I wasn’t even sure it was what I wanted anymore. In fact, I had planned never to try to find you again because that is what I thought you wanted. Instead, I came for me. I needed . . .” I trailed off, worried that maybe I was putting too much faith in her self-control. The temperature in the car was steadily rising. I couldn’t stop though, or I risked making it worse. “I needed to know.” 

“To know what?” Her voice was a breathless and confused whisper. 

I couldn’t find the words I needed to say. 

“To know what?” she asked again, her tone leaving no room for denials. 

“You have to understand. From the very first time I tried to find you, Dad was convinced I was under some sort of spell,” I explained. “Lou too. They all . . . they thought I changed too much too quickly to have actually been in love. They tried for so long to convince me that you’d somehow ensnared my heart. When you left, when I saw your fear and desperation to get away from me, the hole in my chest was so gaping that I began to wonder . . .” I couldn’t finish the sentence. I couldn’t even voice the incorrect accusations I’d had just a few short months ago. 

How could I tell her that I’d wondered whether she was the monster they’d accused her of being? Even though she was supposed to be the evil one, she’d suffered so much because of me and the danger I’d brought to her life.

“You had to find out whether it was true? Whether I’d forced you to have feelings for me?” She turned away from me, cutting me off from her expressive eyes, and making me wonder whether my statement had hurt her. 

Knowing I’d already angered and saddened her, but feeling cleansed by the cathartic nature of my confession, I told her the worst of it. “And I wanted to know how to break it if you had.” 

“Then you found out about the sunbird mating for life thing,” she whispered to the windshield. I wanted to be able to erase the agony in her tone, but the only way to do that would be to hurt her more first. 

I closed my eyes and leaned my forehead against the back of her seat as she correctly guessed at my frame of mind when I’d learned the truth. 

“I was so angry when I first found out,” I admitted. “I thought it confirmed everything my family warned me about. There was a time when I wanted to hate you because it would have been easier.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know I did anything.” Her tone was one of horror and shock; I’d picked the wrong words, but it was too late to take them back. 

“You didn’t, Evie,” I whispered, pressing my hand onto the back of the seat, wondering if I should risk reaching for her, which was all I wanted to do. “I just didn’t know that then. I’d just lost you and my sister within a short space of time. I wasn’t exactly thinking straight.” Before I’d actually decided I would comfort her, my fingers reached for her arm, running smooth trails along her skin.

When Zarita saw that Evie wasn’t going to fill the car with fire and incinerate us all, she took over the rest of the tale, explaining to Evie what she’d shared with me when I’d been at my darkest. 

After my admission and Zarita’s details to help Evie understand, the rest of the trip went smoother, and I began to relax, secure in the knowledge that whatever else life had to throw at us, we’d find a way to make it through.

Hours on the road passed in a relative blur as lack of sleep, combined with a minor case of jet lag settled in. I dozed on and off in the backseat while Evie and Zarita talked in the front. When we closed in on Zarita’s house, I sat up and forced myself to shake off my remaining lethargy so that Evie and I would be ready to move on again as quickly as we could. I wasn’t comfortable staying in one place so soon after we’d landed. 

Once Zarita had parked the car, she led us up to her apartment. I’d planned on showering, changing, and being back on our way within an hour. Before I could tell Evie my plan, she moved through the house. 

Evie’s eyes were wide as she took in the furniture, and her voice wavered when she offered Zarita a compliment about the tasteful design. 

Her words forced me to glance around the room. I hadn’t really paid much attention to it the last time I was there. I’d been far too focused on getting into the Oxford headquarters and learning what I’d need to look for once I found the private collection hidden there. 

“You don’t live here all the time?” Evie asked Zarita after the older woman waved off the compliment. The idea that such a beautiful house would stand vacant for so many months of the year was clearly a foreign concept to Evie. It was understandable given she’d barely even had a roof over her head most of her adult life. The sorrow buried deep in Evie’s tone made me want to give her a slice of relative normalcy even though it was impossible. 

One day, I would find something permanent like that for her. It wouldn’t be soon; there was too much for us to fight through first, but one day. Clearly sensing the weakness in me, Zarita had used Evie—specifically her desire to learn more about her heritage—to try to coerce me into staying for a few nights. Between that and my desire to give Evie a taste at normalcy, I gave my reluctant agreement to stay. Just for a few days, long enough to take Evie to the La Vieille Charité to view the items I’d procured from Charles Harrison in Oxford. 

Once it was agreed that we’d stay for a few days—a week on the outside—I decided it was time to call Eth to let him know we’d arrived safely. I trusted him to keep our secret, but I didn’t want to give him a reason to doubt Evie. That meant keeping him in the loop as much as I dared, especially when I’d promised I’d call after we’d landed. After I’d assuaged Evie’s fears about Eth finding out where we were, Zarita gave me directions to the nearest payphone.

The night was somewhat cool when I headed out into the inky darkness. The intermittent street lights did little to fight back against the darkness. The moon was hidden behind clouds and did nothing to help. I dug my hands deep into the pockets of my jeans as I covered the steps to the phone as fast as I could. 

While I walked, I thought to myself just how goddamned lucky I’d become. Twelve months earlier, I’d been in such a dark place—on the run from both love and the Rain. Now, everything was almost perfect. 

Soon, Evie and I would disappear completely, and the rest of our lives would begin. I was lost in fantasies about what that would entail when I found the phone Zarita had directed me to. Using the international phone card Eth had put into the envelope he’d given Evie, I dialed his mobile number. 

He didn’t even say hello. “Everything went to plan then?” 

“Everything went great. Evie played her part to perfection. I was a little worried she’d fall to pieces at the airport, but you should have seen her, Eth. She charmed her way through, and they didn’t even look twice at her.”

“You sound . . . happy.” 

Happy? I supposed I was, although happy didn’t really cover it. I laughed. “I’m over the fucking moon.” 

“Huh,” he said quietly. “You know, even though you tried to make me see, I never realized just how much she means to you.” 

A smile curled the corners of my lips. “She’s everything to me.”

“If that’s the case, keep her safe, because I don’t want that moody fucker you’ve been lately turning up on my doorstep when you screw it all up.” 

“Trust me, her safety is my number-one priority. That’s something I needed to talk to you about actually.” I mentioned the guy that Evie had seen at the airport, even though I had nothing concrete to work with. I hadn’t recognized the description as a Rain operative; in fact, it sounded suspiciously like something much worse, but I wanted to see what Eth’s take was on it. 

“That’s no one I know. If anything, it sounds like that case a few years ago, back in New York.” 

“The shadow people?” We hadn’t been involved in it, but Ben—the son of the leader of the New York division—had told us all about it when we’d visited. It was one of the last times I’d been out socially with him. 

“Yeah.” 

Neither of us mentioned the obvious. According to all known lore, once a shadow started to pursue a victim, there were only two ends—madness or death. Was he part of the reason Evie had felt hunted? 

“I’ll keep her safe,” I said after a beat of silence, promising us both. “Whatever happens.”

“I’d expect nothing less.”

“You know we’re going to have to disappear, right?” I was sure he understood on some level that it was likely to be our last phone call, but he hadn’t said anything to indicate that he did. “It might be months, maybe even years, before I can get this information out and know that Evie will be safe.” 

“I get you an all-expenses-paid trip to Europe, and this is how you thank me? By telling me that I have to choose between having a moody, morose prick here and an entirely absent brother there?” 

“No. I’m saying there isn’t a choice. I just wanted to tell you that so you don’t send in the cavalry thinking that I’m in trouble.” 

“Dude, this sucks.” It was as close to a teary good-bye as we’d get. 

“I know. I’ll call if I need you.” 

“Yeah, I know how it is.” 

“Sorry.” I would have felt guilty that I was so willing to use him, except I knew he would be the same if the roles were reversed—only he’d never have fallen for someone who wasn’t human. 

“You’re not really, and we both know it. Now go get yourself some hot sex. Get it? Hot? ‘Cause she’s a—”

I growled, cutting off his words. “Shut up, man.” 

He laughed. 

“Well, I guess this is good-bye,” I said with more sincerity. 

“Just remember, this ain’t Oprah. There’re no bullshit tears, no matter how manly it might be to cry these days.” 

“Fuck off.” 

“You too.” 

As I ended the call, my stomach twisted. It was possible it would be the last time I spoke to Eth. Even though I’d miss him, and all my family to a degree, I kind of hoped it would be. I was determined to do exactly what I’d said we would—disappear and only contact him if there was trouble. 

At the thought that Evie and I were so close to our possible happily ever after, I practically ran back to Zarita’s house, covering the distance as quickly as I could without drawing undue attention to myself. 

It was only once I was at the door, greeted by screams and my name shouted in terror by Evie, that I had any indication that maybe we were already in trouble. My heart pounded as I threw open the door to the building. 








CHAPTER ELEVEN





I TOOK THE stairs two at a time, charging up them with desperation. I needed to find out what was happening and help. 

“No!” Evie’s scream was bloodcurdling, bouncing around the walls and into my heart, causing my feet to move quicker still. 

When I reached the top of the stairs, the sight was almost enough to bring me to my knees. My heart leapt into my throat as I took in all the gory details of the scene. 

She knelt in a pool of blood near the large, white table. The high-pitched keening she issued was intermixed with broken sobs that made me certain she must’ve been hurt. Without a thought for my own safety, I rushed forward to see what injury she’d endured and offer what help I could. 

“Evie! What happened?” Moving closer, the table revealed the secret it hid, and I met Zarita’s lifeless gaze. A laceration had been torn across her stomach, the contents of the cavity spilling out of the wound onto the floor. A knife with a curved blade, at least eight inches long—without a doubt the instrument of Zarita’s destruction—rested in the pool of red viscous liquid. The light in the apartment glinted off the blade as though it winked conspiratorially at me. 

I lifted my gaze back to Evie, who was doubled over on the floor, sobbing with a sorrow I would have thought impossible to feel for someone she barely knew—except it was for Zarita, and I knew firsthand how quickly she was able to find a place in your heart. 

Unwilling to trust that Evie was unharmed, I looked for any signs that she was wounded. A sigh of relief left me when I saw none. 

Only once I was satisfied that Evie was unhurt and certain that there was nothing more I could do for Zarita, did any concern for my own well-being strike me. I glanced around for an assailant and listened for any sounds besides Evie’s desperate sobs. 

“Are you okay?” I asked when I was certain we were alone.

Her face turned up to look at me, but I didn’t think her eyes saw me. Even though it was fresh, her sorrow ravaged her features. Tears soaked her lashes and glued them closed for a beat longer than normal when she blinked. Her normal olive complexion was washed out and ashen. Her hands, drawn tight into her lap, were coated with blood—bright red in places and already congealing into a deep maroon in others. It covered her hair and stained her singlet.

She whispered soundless words, but I could guess at their meaning even if I couldn’t hear them. A lament for Zarita. I fell to my knees to comfort her. Holding her against my body, I let her cry out her grief as I tried to coax the information I needed out of her. I had a suspicion over what might have happened, but I needed to know for sure.

When she told me the man from the airport had made an appearance out of nowhere in the apartment to attack Zarita, it all but confirmed for me that Evie had a shadow person stalking her. 

It made me wonder whether it was possible Lou hadn’t been the one endangering Evie. Maybe she hadn’t been hunting Evie. Or at least, maybe she wasn’t the only one. Shadow people were masters at both tracking and instilling paranoia in their victims. Which one was responsible for the trail of deaths that had followed Evie?

Escape now. Analyze later. 

The thought was enough to get me moving. I tried to warn Evie of the danger, to tell her about the shadow, but she didn’t understand. 

“We need to go,” I said, pulling myself to my feet and trying to guide Evie up as well. “If it’s a shadow, he could be anywhere. He could be watching right now.”

I didn’t voice it, but it was likely that if he was nearby, watching and maybe even enjoying what he saw, it was possible we were both in danger. 

“We can’t leave her like this. She helped you! She helped both of us! You can’t leave her this way!” What had started as a low murmur escalated quickly into hysterical screams. 

More than anything, I wanted to help her, but I couldn’t. I had to look at the situation from a cold, heartless place or I would risk repercussions that would come back to haunt both Evie and myself. 

My instincts were already screaming at me to leave immediately, but first I needed to fix things so that nothing could place Evie at the scene of the crime. 

I knelt back down and wrapped my palms around her cheeks. “We can’t stay. The neighbors will have heard the screaming. For all we know, the police are already right around the corner. Now think, what did you touch?”

As Evie gathered her thoughts as best as she could and listed everything that might bear her fingerprint, the Rain’s motto for leaving a crime scene the way we wanted it found ran through my mind: clean, corrupt, contaminate. When we couldn’t be certain that someone with insider knowledge of the world we existed within would be the first on the scene, the first priority was always to make sure there was no evidence of paranormal activity to be found. 

In this case, it would be impossible to hide all traces of our presence—after all, I had called Zarita a few weeks ago, she’d arranged to come to Paris for me, and I had no doubt there was information about my itinerary somewhere around the apartment that I wouldn’t have time to search for. Zarita wasn’t stupid though, and she knew the risks. She would’ve covered her own tracks with her research, but that didn’t mean the police—or more importantly the Rain—wouldn’t discover her link to me somehow. If they had to search too deeply to find the link, it was likely the connection could be made back to Evie’s file. 

With the trail of evidence impossible to remove completely, there simply needed to be a redirect. If the police and Rain had a ready-made suspect, they would be less likely to look deep enough into Zarita’s past to discover the link to Evie’s mother. There was only one thing for it: I had to make myself the murderer—a ready-made suspect they could blame. 

While Evie washed up, I grabbed the items she’d said she held and wiped them down. 

Next, I cleaned off every surface of the room she’d been in. Only after the other evidence was contained did I do the one thing I’d been dreading. Kneeling beside Zarita’s body, I closed my eyes and reached for the knife that had killed her. Holding the weapon in my hand, I could almost feel her pain within my own body—like an echo from the past—and the sensation made my stomach churn. The grief that I’d been barely holding at bay bubbled to the surface, but I pushed it all down to keep Evie safe. Letting it overwhelm me could wait until later, when we were both far away. 

After I’d ensured my prints were on the murder weapon, I dropped it back into the pool of blood. Swallowing as often as I could to stop myself from being sick, I used the residue of the blood on my hands to make some clear prints in not too obvious places, under the lip of the table, on the edge of a chair—places I might have reached for if I’d actually been a desperate murderer trying to flee. 

They were places the police would naturally stumble across in an investigation, but would still congratulate themselves on finding. In my experience, nothing made people more likely to overlook inconsistencies than being too busy patting themselves on the back. 

To the police, Zarita’s death would appear as nothing more than a random act of violence. They might be able to link it back to the Interpol notice issued by Charles, but it would eventually be swept away from the civil system, and her death would become just another cold case. 

Within a few weeks, my name, fingerprints, and photographs would disappear from the investigation. The Rain dealt out their own justice and wouldn’t want just anyone stumbling across me, especially if I could make it seem like the crime was revenge for the “fae-inspired” robbery I’d performed in Oxford. If they believed that, I was likely to escape any penalty. 

It would be easy enough to get Eth to cover for me on that front. 

I hoped. 

Grabbing Zarita’s phone, I called his official mobile, knowing that the police would check the calls but also that the Rain would be able to trace it back and it could get their interest in the case that much quicker. Before he’d even had a chance to say hello, I spoke over him, “I killed the bitch who set me up with the fae.” The words felt dirty in my mouth, speaking them was a betrayal. It had to be done though. To keep Evie safe. 

“Clay?”

“Who else would it be, Eth?” 

“And you killed who?” 

“I found out who set me up in London and I killed her.” 

“Okay. Good?” The confusion in his tone indicated I’d have to call him again sooner rather than later to explain, but he played along, confirming his understanding of what I’d said and telling me to be safe. 

When the Rain came to him for information, he’d be able to tell them I was on a personal mission for vengeance. Knowing his propensity for embellishment and embarrassing me, I had no doubt he’d make up some excuses about how Evie’s death pushed me over the edge. Providing he didn’t mention Evie still being alive, it should give them an open and shut case. I could only hope that would leave the link between Zarita and Evie’s parents undiscovered. 

After I hung up the phone, I grabbed Zarita’s car keys from the bench. It wasn’t ideal to take her vehicle, but it was the easiest option available just then. It would just mean we had to dump it that much sooner than I’d ideally like.

Satisfied I’d done what I could, I went in search of Evie. I found her in the bathroom, dry-heaving in the sink. My heart broke for her. She’d had to bear so much more than should ever be expected of anyone. We both had. 

Wrapping my hands around her shoulders, I guided her away from the bathroom. She’d done a decent enough job cleaning herself off, but it was clear she was obviously so far beyond okay. I wanted to hold her, to let her break down in my arms, and to finally let myself fall to pieces at the same time, but it still had to wait. I led her down to the car. 

Once she was safely in the car, I returned to the apartment to wipe down the bathroom, grab our bags, and jimmy the lock so that it looked like I’d forced my way into the house. 

When I came back to find Evie curled on the passenger seat with her knees tucked up against her chest and her face buried, I stopped and assessed her. Despite the ache in my heart, I promised myself I would find a way to make her smile again eventually. 

Our bright future together might have been tarnished, but it wasn’t yet completely dimmed. 





THE RUSH from Zarita’s house was one of the worst drives of my life. 

After a while, I worried that I’d left too many obvious clues and that someone would dig deeper simply because the case was too open and shut. On top of those worries, my mind raced with concern for Evie’s sanity. Although she was talking again and her tears had dried up, it was clear she still wasn’t handling Zarita’s death very well. Added to all of that was the thought that Eth might take matters into his own hands if I didn’t contact him soon to explain the phone call I’d made, and that only heightened my already stressed state. 

The quiet that had settled over the car was heavy with grief, but eventually, Evie asked me more about how I’d met Zarita and I was forced to choose between telling her of the database that held information about her mother’s death and lying to her. After everything we’d been through, I wanted Evie’s trust more than anything else, so I chose the truth, even though it would be the most painful in the short term. As I’d expected, she was angry at first, but it soon fizzled as she dissolved into tears once more. 

When we stopped for gas, I grabbed a cheap pre-paid cell to contact Eth. The instant we were back on the highway, I called him on his other number—the one he kept for his other network and that couldn’t be traced by the Rain. 

“You’d better have a damn good explanation for what happened before because I am seconds away from telling Dad where you are and who you’re with before coming over there to kick your ass myself.” 

“I don’t have long, but Evie’s definitely being tracked by a shadow,” I said in response. Evie didn’t need to know about his rant—which was more about him needing to know I was safe rather than any real desire to reveal my secrets to Dad and Lou. 

“No shit?” He blew out a breath. “Wow. Is she there?” 

“She is.” I was a little guarded in my response; I couldn’t be sure of his reaction or hers. 

“Can I talk to her?” 

Even though I wanted to say no, it was a positive sign that he wanted to speak to her. God, I hope I’m not making a mistake. “Sure.” 

Holding out the cell phone, I offered it to Evie who shrunk away from it as though it might bite. Certain she just needed a moment to calm herself, I held it steady. After a moment, she reached for the handset and raised it to greet my brother. 

I listened to the one-sided conversation and guessed what Eth was asking based on her answers. If I guessed right, he was thorough in his investigations, as he would for anyone else. Breathing a sigh of relief, I allowed myself to relax for the moment. 

“He could have tonight, but he didn’t,” Evie said into the phone before pausing. “He was right next to me. H-He had a knife, but he . . .” 

Her breathing sped and the smell of singed plastic filled the car. I rested my hand on her knee to calm her. Unfortunately, Eth needed to know everything if he was going to help us. Drawing my eyes off the road, I turned to her, anxious to let her know I was there for her. 

The devastation I saw when I met her gaze, and the guilt it sparked in me, forced me to look away. 

When she continued to panic and the heat rose further, I grabbed the phone back from her. We’d get nowhere if she destroyed the phone before we could get the information I needed. 

“He killed someone else instead of Evie.” 

“So you saw it? Was it—”

“No, I wasn’t there. I didn’t see.” 

He paused, and when he spoke again, it was with a cautious tone—whatever was coming, I wasn’t going to like it. “Okay, I know I’m supposed to be Team Evie now, but how do you know it wasn’t her who—”

“Of course I know it wasn’t,” I said to cut him off. How could he even ask that after what he’d seen her do? After she’d saved his life? I should’ve known better. I should’ve guessed he’d be straight back on the “she’s evil” bandwagon. 

“But how can you be sure?”

“Because it wasn’t.” 

“You have to admit; first the nurse, now this death. Maybe there’s—”

I cut him off. “Just trust me, will you?” 

Risking a sideways glance at Evie, I saw her clenched fists and her squared jaw. She’d gone from sorrow to anger in a heartbeat, and I couldn’t blame her one bit. 

“Okay,” he conceded. “Well, I did a little more digging about shadow people after our earlier conversation. Just in case, you know.” 

Whatever he’d dug up might help Evie, so I put him on speaker phone. Before he’d had a chance to tell us how we could kill the shadow stalking Evie though, the phone cut out. 

Maybe I should have bought one with more included minutes, but I hadn’t been expecting a long conversation. Of course, if Eth hadn’t spent so much time trying to blame Evie for Zarita’s death, we might have had time to talk about the more important things. I clenched my fists. Blood surged through my body, and the tide of grief grew harder to hold back. The only way I could was to allow anger to take its place. As the bubble of irritation grew, I hurled the phone out of the window. At first, Evie was shocked, but she understood when I explained that we didn’t want the Rain tracking the number back to us. 

After a moment of stifling silence, Evie asked the obvious question—had Eth thought she’d committed murder. To my surprise, she followed up by asking why I hadn’t doubted her. The thought that she might have been the one to hurt Zarita had never even entered my mind. 

Once more, she proved what a terrible impression I must have left her with over the years. I wasn’t stupid after all. There were dangerous things in the world; I knew that better than most. But I also knew the look of a killer. Not only from monsters, but I'd also seen it on the faces of my family often enough. 

There hadn’t been a doubt in my head that Evie was innocent, because when I’d seen her, she hadn’t worn that look. She’d been a crumpled, bloody heap sobbing over Zarita’s body; monsters didn’t do that. Hers were tears of grief, not remorse or regret. Either Evie was innocent or a fucking award-winning actress. 

After a while, I was able to convince her to try to get some rest. She’d already been exhausted, and it was clear crying over Zarita’s death had to have taken the last reserves out of her. 

Once she was asleep, I rested my arm against the window and cradled my head. Even though I was beyond tired, I was used to dealing with it. I had a few more good hours left in me before I would be completely wasted and utterly useless. What kept me going was the knowledge that it wouldn’t be long before Zarita’s body was found, and I wanted to be as far from her apartment as possible before that happened. 

While Evie slept, my mind turned and my stomach roiled. Thoughts danced through my head, diving in and out of the darkness before I could fully address each one. I was worried over Toni and what might happen when there were no new translations arriving. 

Would she connect the dots and see Zarita was my translator? Would she believe I’d murdered Zarita to keep some dark secret she’d discovered hidden? If so, would she tell her grandfather about our deal? About Evie? 

Blind panic rushed through me, but I tried to breathe through it. There was nothing I could do about it now, possibly ever. I didn’t want to risk stopping for more calls. I especially didn’t want to call the Dove while I was so close to the UK. 

Other questions followed. Why hadn’t the shadow taken the opportunity to destroy Evie? Had he been responsible for the nurse in Detroit? For the boy and his mother? For every death that Lou and Eth had both been so eager to pin on Evie?

Turning to glance at Evie, a small ray of light pierced through the darkness and illuminated me from within. Zarita’s death was certainly nothing to celebrate, but it occurred to me that it could have been so much worse. I could’ve returned a few minutes later and found two bodies with matching wounds as they were consumed by the fires that would follow Evie’s death. As I drove, I made a promise to myself to never let Evie out of my sight until the threat of the shadow had passed. 

With me at her side, she at least stood a chance of surviving an encounter. Eventually, my head began to dip, and my eyes were closed more frequently than they were open. When that happened, I gave up the fight to keep driving and was ready to give in to sleep. There was one last task I needed to do first—secure a place for us to sleep. 

By the time I was ready to stop, we were somewhere in Germany, but I had no idea exactly where. There were mountains and darkened forests nearby, which looked like they might be accommodating if we needed to get off the beaten track, but what I needed most—what Evie needed too—was a bed and a bathroom. 

I drove through a small town and saw a building that looked like it might have rentals available. German wasn’t one of the languages I knew, so I had to blunder my way through as best as I could. Although the people in the office weren’t able to help me with short-term accommodation, they pointed me in the direction of someone who could. 

A little over half an hour later, I had keys and the directions to a small cottage in the middle of the black forest. 

Pulling up to the house, all I could see at first was the red tile roof nestled among a sea of green. It would definitely suit us for as long as we stayed. We couldn’t count on anything more than a few days, but those few days would be heaven. 

“Hey there, sleeping beauty,” I murmured to Evie after I’d turned off the car. “It’s time to get up.” 

When Evie woke, she seemed disorientated at first, but the situation settled back over her too fast. In almost no time, she admonished me for not sleeping. I would have smiled if I wasn’t so bone-tired. Even as she ordered me to sleep, she tried to convince me that she should go find somewhere to dump the car, but I couldn’t risk her leaving me. 

After everything I’d faced to return to her and then to get her out of the country, I couldn’t be apart from her. Maybe it was needy and codependent, but I didn’t give a shit. 

I needed her, and I wasn’t too proud to admit it. 

Even if I was going to be unconscious for the better part of the next few hours, I needed her by my side. I was determined to hold firm to my promise to myself and keep her safe from the shadow.

Relenting on the issue of the car, she led me inside. 

“It’s time for a quick shower and then into bed with you, mister.” Her hands were firm on my shoulders as she guided me into the bathroom. 

“You might have to help me,” I murmured. “I’m just too tired to—” I yawned. I was completely exhausted, but I was also having a little fun with her. We both needed a distraction from the unspoken sorrow that hung over us. 

She narrowed her eyes at me. “You’re just trying to get me in the shower with you.” 

“Would I do that?” I leaned my head onto her shoulder and nuzzled my nose against her hair. 

“You would absolutely do that.” 

I planted a few sloppy kisses against the base of her ear. “Are you complaining?” 

She squirmed in my hold. “I—” I kissed her throat. “I guess . . .” She released a shaky breath. “I probably need to have a shower too anyway.” 

“And it’s just good environmental policy to save water.” 

She chuckled. “I’m okay with doing what’s good for the environment. But it’s just a shower. No funny business, okay, because you need to sleep.” 

I pouted, but honestly, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to do much more than shower anyway. 

She gave a small laugh, which barely hid the grief that ran as an undercurrent in her voice, before tapping my ass. “Now get your butt in there and get naked.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

While in the shower, I did as she asked. I spun when she told me to spin so that she could massage her fingers into my scalp as she shampooed my hair. 

When we finished, I dressed in what she gave me to dress in and headed to the bedroom when she pushed me that way. Taking orders from her, even under those circumstances, was hot. If I hadn’t been about to collapse on the spot, I would have begged her to order me around all day. 

Instead, I fell into bed with a raging hard-on that I was too tired to do anything about. 

Once I’d slept though, she’d be in trouble. 

Or maybe I would be if my begging paid off. 








CHAPTER TWELVE





A GUNSHOT CRACK and bloodcurdling scream ripped me from my peace. 

With my still sleepy brain, I assumed it was nothing more than the lingering memory of a nightmare. Recalling the events that led up to the moment I crashed to sleep, I reached for Evie. 

Instead of finding her soft body, my hand met no resistance and fell to the bed. Pushing myself up, I woke fully in an instant and assessed the room around me. The other side of the bed was vacant, the screams came from outside, and instead of fading with consciousness, the commotion grew louder with each passing second. 

I threw back the cover as my heart pounded in my chest. Without another thought, and certain Evie was in trouble, I tore from the bed and raced to follow the sound. My heart pounded as I called out for her, desperate to confirm she was somewhere close by, and the sounds from outside had nothing to do with her. A few seconds later, I had to admit the horrid truth to myself—she wasn’t in the house like she’d promised. 

Please don’t let her be hurt!

Pulling on more suitable clothing as I went, I raced outside and then sprinted with everything in me toward the forest that backed onto the property, the direction the sound was coming from. I’d barely had enough sleep to function, but I didn’t care—not if Evie was in danger. Slowing just enough to ensure I didn’t cause the situation to become worse, I trailed deeper into the forest. 

I only stopped when I saw Evie, panting and desperate, with my gun clutched tightly in her white knuckles. Before I had a chance to assess the scene further or find out if she was injured, she whirled around and fired the gun at me. 

“Shit, Evie!” 

For a moment, I was certain I was a goner, but the bullet raced past my head and smashed into a tree beside me. My heart pounded, each beat echoing in my head louder than the crack of the gunshot had. 

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I snapped. 

A second later, her body smacked hard into mine, and it was all I could do to catch her before she toppled us both. In a shaky voice, she kept murmuring about how she’d “got him” and my heart turned to lead. 

“Christ, Evie, did you go after the shadow on your own?” Had she charged in unprepared? It was something I’d done countless times before, but I couldn’t handle her doing it, not when I could keep her safe. The blood that covered the bracken was all I could see, and even though she was safe in my arms, I couldn’t help but imagine the countless ways she could have been injured. 

“I didn’t mean to. I wasn’t going to, but he was here, Clay. He was here.” Her words disintegrated into sobs. “I couldn’t let him get you.” 

I couldn’t believe that she’d rushed off and risked her life in some half-assed attempt to save me. She could have killed herself—for what? My blood boiled, not at Evie specifically, but at the whole situation. She was the only one around though and copped the brunt of my rage. “How could you be so stupid!” 

“W-what?” Her confusion was clear in her voice and in the way she pulled away from me. 

“You can’t just run into these things blindly,” I said. I had to make her see—to understand—or we’d be back to where we’d been so many damn times before. I couldn’t lose her again. I wouldn’t. “Some things can’t be killed by bullets or by knives, or by any manmade object. There are creatures that are impervious to all manner of weapons. Others would even laugh in the face of your fire. You have to know what you are fighting.” 

“I-I got him. He’s dead.” 

I shook my head at her naivety. “Where’s the body then?” 

“I don’t know. He disappeared. But he was bleeding. He’s hurt.” 

“You have to include me in your plans. Do you have any idea what it’s like to wake up to an empty bed with screaming and gunfire outside?” 

She shook her head and tears wet her lashes. 

Despite her obvious sorrow, I pressed on. I couldn’t relent until she understood. “I can’t go through that again. I can’t lose you, Evie. Dammit, I just can’t.” 

“I’m sorry.” She suppressed a sob. 

“You. Have. To. Trust. Me,” I said through my teeth. “If I tell you to stay by my side, it’s because I have a damn good reason for it. In there, I could have protected you.” 

“How?” She challenged me, denying that I would have had any greater luck in saving her, that I had any additional knowledge of the creature. She was right of course, but I had experience dealing with these sort of situations, and that counted for something. 

She reached for me, but I stopped her at the last moment. I could barely even see straight with the blood pounding in my head. It was slowly draining away as my heart rate returned to normal. 

“Just go inside,” I said to her. I needed to assess the situation, to see if I could find a body nearby to confirm that she had in fact “got it” and that she hadn’t just annoyed it more. There was no way I could do that without knowing Evie was safe. 

“No!” Evie snapped. “You don’t always know better! You might have some training, but I have my instincts, and you know what? They work. I kept myself alive for years without you by my side. I survived despite your sister hunting me. I survived despite every single damn obstacle that was thrown at me. And there were many.”

“You were damn lucky!” I retaliated. “That’s all. Any one of those things could have killed you.” 

“But they didn’t.” She pushed past me and disappeared into the cottage.

It was only after she’d gone that the things I’d said began to register. As I recovered from the shock of waking to screams and then being shot at, it grew clear that I’d overreacted. 

I’d let my fear become anger and had directed it all at the one person I wanted more than anything to keep safe and happy. The fact was, she had kept herself alive for years in my absence, and that was with Lou stalking her, and more than likely the shadow too. In short, she was amazing. 

And I’d treated her like a child. 

I looked back up toward the house, desperate to run to her and beg her forgiveness for my anger. First, I needed to see if I could find a body. I had to know if we were still in danger. 

After a fairly comprehensive search of the area around where Evie had been, I found nothing of the creature. The volume of blood that coated the ground was significant. 

Nothing could have lost that much fluid and skipped off without a care. I followed the trail until it just disappeared. Chances were it had slithered off to either heal or die. Either way, Evie’s actions had probably bought us some time to rest and then getaway. 

Using the last of the energy I had, I dragged myself back up the hill and into the cottage. I found Evie in the bedroom, tucked up under the blankets. When I tried to apologize, she pulled away from me. Knowing that I risked evoking her anger, which was admittedly a lot scarier than mine considering it was paired with flames, if I pushed her too far, I apologized to her back before succumbing to sleep once more. 

My dreams were filled with memories of the first time I’d left her in Charlotte. I’d been so certain then that she had the tools she needed to survive, and I hadn’t been wrong. 

Despite two hospital trips, a supernatural stalker, and being hunted by an elite in the time since, she was alive. Possibly her survival was against all the odds, but that didn’t matter. She’d done that by herself; she’d performed so many miraculous feats of survival. It was the slap in the face reminder I needed that she wasn’t completely fragile and if I treated her like she was, I’d only push her away. 

If I hadn’t already. 





WHEN I woke again, it wasn’t to gunfire and screaming but to a warm body curled against me. The feeling of Evie in my arms, even if it was just while she slept, gave me a certainty that it would take more than a few stupid words to break up what we’d fought so hard to put together. I decided to have another shower while I waited for her to wake. For the first time in a long time, I shaved and hacked away the lengths of my hair with the hunting knife in my backpack. 

After I had finished in the bathroom, I wrapped the towel around myself so that I could get some fresh clothes. Creeping back into the bedroom, I was conscious about trying not to wake Evie, but she was already sitting up in bed. The expression on her face was unreadable from my angle, but she clutched tightly to the blanket. 

Worried that I might face her wrath again if I wasn’t careful, I said a tentative, “Good morning.” 

Her reaction was priceless and beautiful. Her face turned to look at me and lit up so bright for barely half a second before she tampered the joy back down again. My name left her lips. 

I barely had time to wonder if she’d thought I’d left when she confirmed it with a voice filled with relief. One day, I would make her stop doubting me—even if it killed me. 

Taking the opportunity to apologize again, I acknowledged that I’d been an ass. 

“You were an ass,” she agreed, a trace of humor hiding behind her harsh words. “But you were right too. I didn’t know what I was fighting. I rushed headlong into it and it could have gotten me killed.”

I was going to thank her for seeing things my way but stopped when she charged on with the conversation. 

“It didn’t,” she said, “but it could have.”

“I need to trust you more too,” I admitted. With my dreams clear in my mind, and my pride and concern safely tucked away, it was easy to admit. “I left you once because I was certain you could look after yourself better than I could protect you. I guess seeing you in the hospital, twice, made me realize you aren’t invincible.”

She apologized too, and I knew then that we’d be all right. I decided it was time to see if I could get her to take control the way I’d fantasized about the evening before. When I leaned in to kiss her, I let the towel around my waist fall away and watched as Evie’s gaze turned hungry. 

When she moaned against my mouth, I shifted her toward the center of the bed and kissed her until she was panting beneath me, and then I pulled away. With a whimper on her lips, she moved to drag me back against her body, but I resisted. Her eyes opened, and she gave me a questioning gaze. 

“Tell me what you want,” I said. 

“I want you.” 

Shaking my head, I chuckled. “No, tell me specifically what you want.” 

She drew back from me, and for a moment, I thought maybe she wasn’t interested in the game. Then her lips curled up, and I saw that she was more than willing to play. “Kiss me,” she started timidly, but then warmed up. “Kiss me here,” she finished firmly as she pointed to a spot on her neck just beneath her ear.

With a knot of desire building in the base of my stomach, I obliged. 

“And here.” She brushed her finger against the curve of her collarbone. 

I continued to follow the paths that her fingers trailed. True to my word, I kissed the places she directed, but that was all. It took everything in me to keep my hands by my sides rather than on her body, but I wouldn’t touch her until she ordered me to.

She growled in frustration as I lifted my lips. “Clay, please?” 

“Please what?” I feigned ignorance. 

“Hold me.” 

I wrapped my arms around her. “All you have to do is ask. Today, I’m your slave.” 

“My slave?” She raised her eyebrow at me. 

“If you can handle the responsibility of a slave, that is?” I teased. 

“I can definitely handle that. At least, I can if it’s you.”

I touched my lips to hers again. 

“In that case, slave, worship me.” 

Fuck me! “With pleasure.” 

“Oh, there better be.” 

My cock throbbed at her statement. I licked my lips before attacking hers. 

Once again, the instant our bodies were joined, the connection between us sparked in my heart stronger than ever. If I’d ever doubted what we had was right, then that sensation was enough to shake it. 





AFTER A few hours, where I worshiped her and followed every direction I was given, Evie went for a shower as I checked out the cottage in a little more detail. While she was under the water, humming a tune to herself, I heard a light snapping noise out in front. Being careful not to make any sounds myself, I crept over to the window and pulled back the blinds a fraction. Out the front of the cottage were three police cars. A number of officers were milling around Zarita’s car and more still seemed to be pouring onto the property. In a few minutes, they’d have us surrounded. A few more after that and we’d be captured. 

That knowledge made one thing clear. We have to get out of here! 

As silently as I was able, I packed our things up into our bags. Thankfully, because some habits were hard to break, Evie’s bag was mostly packed anyway. Just as there was a knock on the front door, I pushed my way into the bathroom and threw Evie’s pack at her, explaining the situation. Although we were careful to try to avoid being spotted, eventually someone saw us making a break for it through the back door and gave chase. 

Hand in hand, we raced into the forest. 

We disappeared into the foliage of the trees and ran as fast as we could into the depth of the forest. Before long, it was like we’d disappeared into a fairy tale. I wouldn’t have been surprised to see Hansel and Gretel skipping along dropping breadcrumbs to guide them safely back out the way they came. We needed to find a new path; a trail that would lead us away from the danger the police posed. 

Being taken into custody didn’t scare me. I had faith that, despite everything, my family would bail me out if I needed it. However, Evie wouldn’t fare as well as me, especially not if there were any Rain operators or sympathizers in the precinct. We ran for hours, long after the noise of the chase had faded into the filtered light behind us. 

When the trees thinned, I hoped we’d found a town and a chance to steal a car. I didn’t want to be caught in the forest overnight. We’d be sitting ducks waiting for the police dogs to track us. 

Before long, we emerged into a small village that looked like something off a postcard with the little brick and lattice chalets dotted around the gently sloping streets. Desperate to keep moving after our close call, I pointed out a car and set to work getting it started while Evie kept watch. 

“We’re just like a modern day Bonnie and Clyde,” Evie said with a forced smile after she’d climbed into the car. 

“Don’t,” I said. 

She paused and turned to me with a look of shock on her features. 

I hadn’t intended the word to hurt her, but I was worried I had. I just couldn’t bear the thought of Evie dying amongst a storm of bullets. It cut too close to home because I could see the Rain setting an ambush like the one that ended the career of Bonnie and Clyde if they thought Evie was still alive. 

“Just don’t compare us with them. Their story doesn’t exactly have a happy ending. Besides, we’re nothing like that. We’re not just doing this for shits and giggles.” 

“I know.” She traced her fingertips over my cheek. “I was only joking.” 

The image of Evie facing a firing squad of sorts wouldn’t leave my mind, and I couldn’t concentrate. We needed to disappear. 

“Let’s get out of here,” she said, and I’d never been more willing to follow her directions, not even during our game earlier. 

After the close call in Germany, I ensured we didn’t stop again until we were so far from civilization there was no hope of anyone hearing us, seeing us, or accidentally stumbling across us. 

Only once we were deep in the Norrland area of Sweden was I satisfied we were safe. 








CHAPTER THIRTEEN





A TINY RUN-DOWN shack we'd stumbled across became our home and, for the first time in a long time, we believed we might be able to settle in one place and live something of a stable life together. No one knew where we were, and it was unlikely Eth would even give away the secret that we were in Europe. After all, living in the middle of nowhere, with a roof over our head, would be a breeze compared to how I’d spent my time in Europe alone—especially if it meant I could keep Evie safe and at my side. 

One of the best things was that, despite the frozen climate we’d found ourselves in, we were never cold. Thanks to Evie’s internal heating, we probably could have fucked buck naked in the snow, and not one part of me would have succumbed to frostbite, not that we’d ever tested the theory—I was far too fond of all my parts to risk it. And so was Evie. 

For around eight months—who knew exactly because we quickly stopped worrying about keeping track of days or weeks—Evie and I were blissfully happy in Sweden. Most of our days were spent in self-defense training or hunting, and our nights were filled with each other. 

Over time, I found and bought a beat-up Toyota Land Cruiser and restored it with a little TLC. We’d even driven to Norway one day to speak to Eth to find out what he was trying to tell during our phone call the night of Zarita’s death, and we learned shadow people were potentially susceptible to all weapons.

Our little hideaway was heaven, and I never wanted it to end. 

So of course it had to. 

At first, it was false alarms: animals making noise at night; fireworks on New Year’s Eve; little noises and sounds that had set us both on edge until we could work out what they were. 

Then, one morning, I was preparing to give Evie an archery lesson, gathering up our recurved bow from the little cupboard near the back door, when she screamed my name in terror. 

I rushed to her side as quickly as I could and found out she’d seen the shadow. Despite the horror over the reappearance of that threat, I was willing to continue as normal, just with a little more caution. With Eth’s assurance that the shadow should be susceptible to all of my weaponry, I was confident I could protect her.

We moved into the forest where I would be able to teach Evie how to handle the bow and hadn’t made it very far into the lesson when Evie stilled and pointed out the presence of another. 

A woman with honey-blonde curls. 

The sight triggered something deep in my memory banks, but I pushed the impossibility away. Coming so hot on the heels of the reappearance of the shadow though, it set my instincts on edge. 

Before I’d had a chance to recover from the knowledge that we weren’t alone and that this strange female was apparently nearby, a third entity popped up. 

This one was so much worse than the rest. 

When I saw the man, with his dark hair and steel-blue eyes, I instantly recognized him for what he was: a goddamn fairy. 

Although fae could pass for human when they wanted to, their natural appearance was something slightly alien. In their usual form, their skin appeared almost luminescent, the set of their shoulders gave away the presence of wings—even if the wings themselves were invisible to the human eye—and then there was the look in their eye . . . The arrogance. They believed themselves to be superior to all other species in every respect. My fingers curled into fists in response to the sight.

His skin had the typical pale glow, and his lips were set into the expected condescending smirk. He was attractive—even I had to admit that—but that was a fae characteristic. There was a reason some cultures called them the Fair Folk, and it had nothing to do with their nature or generosity. While I tried to work out what he wanted, why he was there, Evie spoke to him. Her actions and the almost-too-friendly tone in her voice all indicated that she knew him well—or at least, had at one time.

He must be her ex-lover. 

The thought echoed through me, ringing with truth and chilling my blood like ice in my veins. It cast my mind back to the last time I’d had that thought—during a random encounter the day she’d been attacked by my sister in Detroit—and made me see how foolish I’d been back then. That man obviously hadn’t been her lover, but I’d be willing to bet the fae in front of me knew all about that meeting. He’d probably set it up just to fuck with me. It fit with the M.O. of a typical fae. 

Anger boiled through me. It was while the fae were having their fun with me that Lou had hurt Evie. Because of the fae, I hadn’t been there to stop my sister and her constant harassment, and I’d been separated from Evie. 

Despite the rage coursing through my body, I bit my tongue—with great difficulty—primarily because I didn’t want to incur Evie’s wrath. I had to be the bigger man and swallow my prejudice as best as I could or I might risk losing her. 

Watching the two of them interact made me feel like I was the interloper, stumbling onto a romantic moment. I gripped Evie’s hand in mine and reminded myself that at one point, she’d left the safety of his court to find me. And that even after our reunion had gone bad, she hadn’t returned to him. 

He was the loser and would continue to be because she’d chosen to be with me. 

Despite all of my mental reassurances, it was hard to watch Evie and this new fucker interact. There was a sense of ease that his presence offered that she usually reserved only for me. She treated almost everyone else with suspicion, and her familiarity with him made me uneasy, especially when he called her by another name and she didn’t even comment on it. He kept calling her Lynnie, and each time he did, it set my teeth on edge and made me want to shout at him to shut the hell up and inform him that her name was Evie! 

When his gaze slid in my direction, I met it with as much anger and disdain as I could force into my glare. I wasn’t sure how much more I could take, but Evie made it clear that she wasn’t ending the conversation anytime soon.

Although I wasn’t interested in anything he had to say, it was impossible not to listen to their conversation or be reminded of their shared past. 

I was sorely tempted to let an arrow fly from the bow I held in my hand. If it hadn’t been for the fact that Evie would have kicked my ass and hated me if I did, I would have shot at him until I’d killed him or chased him away. Instead, I bit my tongue and pretended their familiarity didn’t bother me.

“I have come on a personal errand for a dear friend. We are in need of your assistance,” the fae—Aiden according to Evie’s side of the conversation—said. “Or, perhaps more correctly, we are in need of the assistance of someone who has an intimate knowledge of the inner workings of the Rain and is willing to fight at our side for a just cause.” He twisted and nodded his chin toward me. 

I couldn’t believe the audacity of the creature. He’d interrupted our peace in an attempt to use my knowledge of the Rain for his own unknown—probably nefarious—purpose. 

“Why would I help you, fae?” I demanded. 

“Because I know you will do what is just. You are the next generation of the Rain, no longer uncaring marble all the way through. Instead, you are like a tortoise with a hard exterior but a soft and gooey inner. Apparently, you can see beyond the usual rhetoric spouted by the Rain about the evils of other species and do not make harsh judgments.” 

I wondered whether he had some links to Toni, or if he was just willing to use the way I felt about Evie against me—that was until he spoke again. 

“At least, that is what I had assumed from Lynnie’s glowing endorsement of you years ago. Maybe I was mistaken. However, I do not think you would be living alone in the wilderness with a phoenix if I were.”

I was about to bite back when Evie stepped between us, placing her hand on my chest to calm me. “Can’t we at least try to get along?” 

Of course she’d take his side! “Evie, he’s fae; they can’t be trusted. They’re tricksters. They enjoy human suffering and will do anything they can to cause it.” 

Aiden scoffed. “You would believe that even after everything you’ve seen.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I snapped.

“It means that despite how hard you have struggled to overcome the prejudice instilled within you, you have a long way yet to go. One day, most likely one day rather soon, you will realize the errors in your judgments, and I am certain that it will result in you singing an entirely different tune.” Through his whole speech, the arrogant glint on his features grew more pronounced, and I wanted more than anything to wipe it off. Preferably with my fists. “Besides, even I can tell with that very base assessment you just gave that you are thinking of the Unseelies.” 

Evie stepped between us once more, talking to him about the woman we’d spotted. His aunt apparently. Because having one fae in the area wasn’t bad enough. 

Before long, Evie had admitted that she not only knew him, but his aunt, his family, the whole fucking court. The knowledge that she’d been so deep within the heart of the enemy hurt more than I would have expected. It was an act of betrayal, but one that I had ultimately caused. If I hadn’t left her alone after her father’s death, she would never have taken comfort in the arms of such a foul creature. 

While I considered the implications of it, Evie continued to speak with her old “friend.” Then, she did the unthinkable. Against my better judgment, she agreed to help them.

By the time the fae turned away, I was feeling less than charitable toward him, and couldn’t believe that Evie had agreed that we would both help them without even talking to me about it first. 

It was as if she’d completely swept Lou’s suffering at their hands from her mind and was willing to forget the impact it’d had on me, just because an old friend was asking for help. 

It was as if I meant nothing to her, that my suffering was meaningless. 

It was a kick in the guts, and I hated it. I was determined to make her see that, and part of me wanted to make her hurt for hurting me. 

“So tell me,” I murmured after the asshole fae had disappeared, “are any more of your old boyfriends likely to appear out of nowhere today? And will they at least be human?” The words were crueler than I’d intended them to be, but I couldn’t reel in the pain. She had to know the hurt she’d caused me. 

“That’s not fair,” she said. “It’s not like I asked him to come here. I didn’t even know that he could find me again. When I left their court, I honestly never expected to see any of them again. There’s no need to be a jerk.”

The hurt expression she wore instantly disarmed the piece of me that wanted to inflict pain. “I’m sorry. It just caught me by surprise, that’s all. Especially after everything else this morning.” I rested my arm over her shoulder and pulled her warm body against mine. “What do you think the other one wants?”

“Fiona,” she said, and I resisted the urge to wince. 

“Her name doesn’t really matter,” I snapped, not wanting to hear it again. Each time Evie or Aiden had mentioned the name of his aunt, it made me think of my mother. That had been her name, and I hadn’t heard it in years. 

Memories of her burned through me like wildfire, and I could recall nights begging for Dad to find her and bring her back too like he had with Lou. Could remember pleading over and over until he would shout at me to shut up. 

As desperately as I’d longed for her return when I was a small child, I saw things clearer as an adult and understood why Dad had grown so frustrated with my pleas. She’d given up on us, and she’d left Dad during his search for Lou. She’d deserted us all in our darkest hour. 

I hated her. 

Despite that, I missed her.

I missed the floral scent that used to follow her around the house, which had lingered for so long after she’d left. My fists clenched as emotions clawed at my throat, restricting it and making it almost impossible to swallow.

We retreated to our little shack, and I apologized to Evie again. Trying to make up for my behavior, I even asked her to tell me about her time in the fae court. It was clear that Aiden meant a lot to her, and I wondered why. Why she was willing to ignore my feelings to help him. Considering she was one of the few people who’d ever put me first, there had to be some deeper reason for her disregarding my discomfort in this particular situation. 

All I really knew was that she credited him with saving her life when she was in a dark place. Evie had always seemed so resilient to me; I couldn’t imagine her being in a situation where she needed someone to help her through the darkness. 

“I didn’t care about anything anymore. I was numb, and honestly, I gave up. My feet carried me through the countryside until I found myself in New York. I don’t think even you would have recognized me by then. Aiden found me in an alley when I was ready to just lie down and die. He convinced me to get back on my feet.”

I held her in my arms while she continued her story in a quiet whisper. If I’d heard her tale without my knowledge of what the fae had done to my sister, I might have felt more charitable toward them. Only, I did have that knowledge so I couldn’t be okay with Evie’s friends. 

With that in mind, but sensing that Evie felt somewhat obliged to help them, it was clear that we needed to compromise—and that I needed to be as far away as I could be before the meeting with the fae occurred. 

Despite my need to not be where the fae were, I couldn’t leave Evie unguarded and alone either. For all I knew, the fae and the shadow were working together, and I couldn’t risk being miles away if they tried some treachery and Evie was caught in the trap. She trusted them implicitly, regardless of my warnings, but I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. 

My dual desires waged war with one another, and while neither won, I eventually ended up lingering near the back of the shack with an ax in my hand at the appointed time. 

I did what I could to distract myself, chopping some of the wood I’d already gathered, but barely got through a half dozen logs before my need to ensure Evie was safe grew so intense that I had to check on her. An ache in my chest called me to her, warning me to find her. Find her now. The sun was setting, and I wanted to get inside rather than risk being outside alone in the dark with the shadow potentially lurking nearby.

When I returned, I hoped Evie had already finished and the fae visitor gone. Carrying the pile of wood through the back door, I wanted nothing more than to find out what the fae visiting with Evie had wanted, sweep it away as impossible, and then get back to what Evie and I had been doing for the last eight months. That life was perfect; we didn’t need fae, shadow people, or the Rain coming in to destroy it all. 

What I found instead was a ghost from the past. At the sight, I stopped breathing. A tidal wave of emotion washed over me, laying to waste my ability to think.

My arms fell slack. The wood I’d held securely in my arms seconds earlier slipped from my grasp and tumbled to the floor in a cacophony of sound that I barely heard over the pounding of my heart as I stared at the intruder.








CHAPTER FOURTEEN





THE WOMAN STANDING just feet away from me was one who’d lingered in my dreams for so long when I was a child. My name slipped from her lips with a familiarity I couldn’t deny. Her face was as clear as the name I knew to attach to it. 

Fiona. 

The name echoed in my memory and was tied to another. 

Mom.

Tremors ran through my body as I stared with disbelief as that traitorous name rushed from me. Despite the passage of years since I’d last seen her face, and everything that had happened to me since, I was suddenly a toddler again, staring into the luminescent blue eyes of my mother.

But I refused to believe my eyes or ears. It couldn’t be her—especially when it was clear to me that this was a creature I hated. 

A trickster. 

A fae. 

I was unable to react to anything around me, and then it all slammed into me, harder than a bullet. Everything morphed into a whirlwind of visions—past and present colliding with such a force it threatened to send me to my knees. 

No! I needed to be strong. To protect Evie. To save myself. 

The blinding truth struck then that this was Evie’s friend’s aunt. The one who had been coming to visit. The one who resided at that asshole’s court where Evie had lived.

Evie knew this woman . . . this thing. 

She knew my mother, or at least the fae masquerading as her.

When I lifted my gaze, Evie was in front of me asking if I was okay. Concern was etched on her features, but I couldn’t help but question her motives. 

Was this all a lie? Was this all orchestrated? Did she lead them here with some ruse in mind? 

My brows tipped into a frown and my mouth twisted with disgust. All the reassurances I’d given myself since finding Evie again left—could I trust her? Could I trust how I felt?

“You . . . you lived with them.” I wanted to scream the words like I needed to, but it came out breathy and childlike. Evie staggered away from me, a betrayed expression on her face, but I didn’t care. I wanted someone to hurt, needed to lash out at everyone who might be involved in this cruel trickery. “You said you knew them. Did you know this?”

“I swear I didn’t. She was just Aiden’s aunt. I never even thought . . .” 

I closed my eyes and gripped my head to block out the image of the two women standing before me. My past and my future, colliding with an impact that threatened to shatter my sanity. It was a trick; it had to be. 

Everything that I’d been through since meeting the phoenix raced through my memory as my heart bled out through the gaping chasm of betrayal. There were words being spoken. Meaningless words that did nothing to roll back the years or erase the pain. The woman before me, my mother . . . 

No! My mother isn’t fae. 

She couldn’t be. It was impossible. 

I’m not fae. 

Toni’s questions, the never-ending string of them when we’d hunted together in Oxford, played in my mind. “I thought you’d understand.” 

It can’t be true. 

It just can’t. 

More meaningless drivel rushed from the fae wearing my mother’s face. Words and nonsense about fae treachery and falling in love with a human. An endless stream of bullshit that would never take root in my mind no matter her insistence. 

“Stop!” I cried to put an end to it as she accused me of being anything like her. “I don't want to hear your lies! I just want to know why the hell a fae is standing here, masquerading as the mother who left me when I was little!” 

I recalled the ax I’d held when I’d entered and plucked it from its resting place. I was determined to make the lies stop and force the fae liar to tell me the truth. 

After all, I could be damn persuasive when I wanted to be, especially when I was interrogating a creature I cared little about. The situation was no different than Ben and his doppelganger. We’d ended that farce by destroying the fae threat, and I could do it just as easily now. 

She wasn’t my mother; she was just trying to hurt me, trying to get into my head and fuck with my mind. 

Damn tricksters! It’s what they do!

Maybe she knows what happened to Mom! My heart lifted as I considered the facts. Maybe she didn’t leave—maybe she was taken, just like Lou. 

Hope tasted acrid on my tongue.

I would make her pay dearly for her choice and force the truth from her lips. I raised the ax and pointed at the imposter. “I know all about doppelgangers. Sometimes they don’t know where their doubles are kept, but sometimes they do. I’ll ask you one time, and one time only. Where is my mother?” 

She had the decency to look afraid before speaking. “I know it is hard for you to understand, but I am your mother.”

I can’t be fae. I am not some freak! I’m human!

Evie’s fingers came to rest on my shoulder, and the heat that usually calmed the storm inside me whipped it into a frenzy instead. That word freak was Evie’s kryptonite, and I’d bandied it around in my mind as if it was meaningless. The guilt added new sharp edges to the psychological daggers torturing my heart, and I shook loose of her hold so I didn’t have to feel any of it. 

Instead of allowing me to fight the battle with the fae impostor on my own, Evie stepped between us, facing me as if I was the enemy in the room. “Clay, she smells of magnolias, crabapples, and Kwanzan cherry.” 

“So?” Why would any of that matter to me? I was almost drawn in by the compassion shining in Evie’s eyes, but she had allowed these creatures into our home, and I couldn’t bend knowing that she betrayed me.

“Magnolias,” she said, her voice low and quiet but imparting the force of the words stronger than if she’d shouted at the top of her voice. The word compelled me back to a time and place so far removed from where we were, to a pair of teenaged would-be sweethearts on their first attempt at a date. A day that had started with magnolias but ended in disaster. 

I’d burned with rage then too. The thought that Evie had kept the truth hidden from me, that she’d deliberately concealed her true nature in a bid to capture my interest, had been foremost in my mind and made me lash out with terrible words. 

I met her eyes now and wanted to apologize for the hatred I’d spewed at her that day—even though I’d tried to make it up to her ever since. My love for her rushed back into my conscience, and I longed to wrap her in my arms and apologize for all of the hell we’d been through. In the instant my focus was on the past rather than the threat in front of me, Evie gripped the ax and pulled it from my hold. 

“There are so many mistakes I have made in my life,” the fae posing as my mother said. Her words were clearly designed to induce guilt, to make me stop and listen, but I refused to listen any more. “But allowing the distance between myself and my precious fledglings is the one I regret the most.”

“Shut up!” I cried. Desperation built in me to reach for the ax and use it to silence the words that hurt so badly. Yet, in my heart something else brewed. Something I refused to allow to take root and seep into my being, but which I was helpless to stop. Understanding. “You don’t get to talk to me.” 

“You have to believe me,” the imposter pleaded. 

“My mother is not fae.” It’s impossible. 

Isn’t it? 

Only, Evie had seemed to accept it already. She’d stepped between us so that I wouldn’t hurt the woman. With an ease that I would have thought impossible, Evie had taken this fae at her word. 

I moved my gaze back to the woman I loved. The concern she had for me seemed real, but maybe she was lying to me too. I became dizzy as thoughts churned like a whirlpool in my mind. 

A severe case of vertigo hit me, and I turned my back on everything. I was unable to take the compassion Evie was trying to offer or the guilt-ridden look of the creature who claimed to be my mom a moment longer. Even as she spoke again, I pushed the thoughts out of my mind as the storm of confusion lashed at me again. Once more, understanding—acceptance even—tried to anchor itself in my body even though I refused to allow it harbor. 

If she’s telling the truth, what does that mean? What am I? 

One question burned deeper than any other—a question that had haunted me since I was a child, one which I’d never been able to get the answer to. A question I wasn’t sure I had the courage to ask, but was already burning my tongue. 

My most painful question raced from the far corners of my mind and was ready on my lips as I spun around to face the creature. “If you really are my mom, then I have one question for you. Just one. Why? Why did you leave us? Why did you abandon your kids?”

Once it was out in the open, I wanted to draw it back again. The words gave the imposter power over me and the knowledge that she was inflicting hurt. I’d given a creature the deadliest weapon they could possess—my pain and doubt.

“I . . . I did not leave.” 

“Liar!” The word ripped from my lips, the explosive result of so many lies.

“I had no other choice. Once Troy found out what I was, he stole you away from me. I tried to find you, but he had hidden you all too well. I think that even if I had somehow taken you back, he would have hunted you three to the ends of the Earth. He loved you all so much.

“By the time I was finally able to find you, it was too late. You had already been poisoned against our kind.”

“Bullshit!” Tears burned in my eyes, but I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of watching them fall. I turned my back to her and Evie, refusing to look at the pain and compassion etched on their faces. 

I held it together for as long as I could as she spoke, but it quickly became too much. I wanted to curl into a ball and shut the world out. 

The days after she’d left played over in my mind—screaming at Dad to bring Mom home, begging him to find her. Then, I was seven, putting on a brave face and pretending that I didn’t care when no one was there to comfort me after I’d smashed my chin against the vanity and had to clean both the wound and the mess by myself so that I wouldn’t get in trouble. Then, I had just turned seventeen and had genuine feelings for the first time ever—all over a certain new redheaded beauty at school—and had no one I could talk to about it. 

Had the fae court of Evie’s ex-lover taken my mother away and denied me those things and so much more?

Evie and the fae spoke some more, but I worked on blocking it out. Then something the imposter said broke through the noise of my confused thoughts. “I am very concerned for her welfare. I know how much Louise suffered at their hands—”

I refused to acknowledge more lies. “No, you did that! Your kind did that!”

Stories from my childhood, words whispered by Lou in the darkness as she talked about what they’d done, all struck me with the force of a bullet through the heart. I fell to my knees as memory after memory assaulted me. 

“They cut her,” I murmured, reminding myself of all the things they’d done. “They sliced open her skin. They cut into her. Day after day. She was a fucking child. She didn’t deserve it. She didn’t deserve any of it.” 

The door clicked shut, and I turned to see the imposter had gone. A second later, Evie’s warmth surrounded me. I didn’t want it. I wanted clarity not compassion, but being near her was too special to push her away again. She wanted to comfort me, and I couldn’t deny her that.

When she asked if I wanted to talk about it, I knew I didn’t. I wasn’t sure of anything at that moment, except one thing. I wanted to feel something else, anything other than this fucked-up pain brought on by the damn fae. I needed to lose myself inside of Evie’s heat and forget all about our visitors and the bullshit that had followed. 

Pushing all hate and doubt to the back of my mind, I tried to get lost in her. I threaded my hands into her hair, guiding her closer as I tasted her lips. Ready for more, longing for the oblivion that only she’d been able to deliver to me, I carried her across to our makeshift bed and pushed her to the mattress. In an instant, I had her naked beneath me. The feeling of sliding into her drove all the issues out of my mind, and I was able to just concentrate on the deliciousness of having her pinned beneath me. 

My hands explored her body as my mouth tasted her skin. I was relentless and punishing, driving harder and harder to keep everything at bay. The heat that encapsulated me felt too good to stop, and I needed to feel good again. 

To feel anything again that wasn’t pain or confusion. 

By the time I collapsed on top of her, panting and exhausted, I’d almost forgotten about the visit. As soon as it all began to flood back into my memory, Evie was there waiting to accept me into her arms. We laid that way for at least an hour—neither of us talking, both of us lost in thought—before my mind had finally settled enough that I could risk voicing my thoughts without spewing hatred. Instead of words, she offered me what I needed: space to process the impossible notion that the information might be correct. 

“What are you thinking about?” I asked her oncethe thoughts racing in my own mind became too much to bear. 

She twisted her head so that her lilac irises, filled with pity and pain, with understanding and fear, met my gaze. “I’m just trying to remember anything that I learned from the fae that might help us in this situation.” 

“Situation? That’s an interesting way of putting it.” I wondered whether my angry words earlier had hurt her. If they had, it wasn’t intentional. At least, not once I’d calmed enough to see the reality that she hadn’t known anything about the guise of our visitor. Whatever the imposter’s plan was, Evie hadn’t been involved in it. Or at least, I was willing to believe that. 

“Sorry, I couldn’t think of a better word.” 

“You believe her, don’t you?” It was barely a question; the way she looked at me confirmed it long before her words ever did.

“I do.” 

As the conversation continued, one thing echoed in my mind. She believed Fiona. 

Should I?

If I did believe her, if I could find some way to reconcile the fae with the mom I’d lost, what did that mean? What did it make me? 

For the rest of the night, while Evie and I moved through our normal routine, my mind raced. It bounced between doubt and rage, anger and acceptance. 

One second it made perfect sense. Everything about Fiona just fit with my memories. The next, it seemed crazy. After all, they were the memories of a toddler, how reliable were they really? And how easy would it have been for a fae doppelganger to duplicate it. Ben’s doppelganger had been an almost perfect replica; why would Mom’s be any different? 

Despite my own spinning thoughts, I glanced at Evie as she prepared our meal and wondered how she felt about the return of her fae ex. 

Is she happy to see him again? Some part of me even wondered whether she regretted leaving him to return to me. After everything that we’d been through and my harsh words earlier, I wouldn’t have blamed her if she did.

Evie seemed to understand when these types of thoughts crossed my mind and would brush her fingers over the back of my hand, run her fingers through my hair, or wrap her arms around me.

“You really think I should talk to her?” I asked as I placed a small portion of the meat remaining from the last time we’d gone hunting into the frying pan. 

“It’s your choice,” she said after a thoughtful moment. “If it’s worth anything to you, I really do believe her.”

“Why?” Even though I’d asked it before, I still couldn’t understand how Evie had so much faith that what the fae had said was the truth. Was I just so blinded by prejudice that I couldn’t see it?

“There are just too many things that make more sense if it’s true.” 

“You honestly believe that I could be part . . . fae?” I could barely force the poisonous word through my lips. They’d done so much. Hurt so much. How could any part of me be that vile? 

“I don’t think she has a reason to lie.” 

“I just don’t believe it,” I said. The justifications for why it had to be a lie kept spinning through my head, and I tried to plead my case. “I can’t. I mean just the idea of Dad being with a fae is ridiculous. He wouldn't be that irresponsible. That stupid! He’s always warned me how dangerous they can be.” 

Despite the situation, Evie’s face held a trace of amusement when she said, “Just like you knew how dangerous phoenixes are?” 

“That’s different.” I couldn’t believe she would even compare the two. She was good. Her kind were protectors. The sunbird wasn’t evil, even if most of the Rain still believed she was. 

“How?” 

I didn’t understand how she didn’t see it was different. Even if I’d been wrong about Evie, I was weaker than Dad. That had been proven time and time again. I wasn’t cut out for a life of killing the way he was. Scrubbing my face with my hands, I blew out a frustrated breath. “It just is.” 

She reached for my hand and drew it to her face to offer me comfort. “If it’s true, it doesn’t change who you are.” 

“No, just what I am.” It changed everything I believed in. Everything I knew to be true. “It makes me a freak.” 

The instant the word left my mouth, I wanted to reel it back in. It had slipped from me without thinking, but it was a word that had so much power to hurt Evie. 

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I wasn’t thinking.” 

After a beat, where it looked like she was trying to pack away the hurt the word had caused her, she squeezed my hand. 

“You know it doesn’t change how I feel about you.” 

Her compassion was killing me. The first time we’d been through something similar—the day we’d shared our first kiss and the sunbird had ignited Evie’s blood—I’d burned with rage and had hurled horrible insults at her. 

Now that the tables were reversed, she just took in all in her stride. Despite using the one word that could hurt her, she’d chosen to ignore it and offered me her love in return. It was just in her nature to take it in stride, but there was more than that. Her love for me made me feel like shit.

Evie went on to remind me that there were bigger things than me in the mix. The fae’s daughter had been kidnapped by the Rain. It wasn’t hard to imagine the sort of treatment she’d be getting. What could I do to help her though? I hadn’t stepped foot in Bayview, the New York headquarters, in years. It wasn’t like I could waltz in and stage a rescue attempt. 

Even if I could, why should I? If the fae girl had been captured, she must have done something to prompt it. 

Except, that wasn’t always the case. Evie would have been dragged there just because of the sunbird within her. Was it so hard to believe that an innocent fae could have been dragged there? Was there even such a thing as an innocent fae? 

Even long after I’d settled in bed, I couldn’t figure out whether I should have faith in Evie’s belief in Fiona, or if I should believe in my father’s commitment to the Rain. I might’ve been foolish enough to fall in love with someone who wasn’t human, but I couldn’t see Dad making the same mistake. 

Could I? 

So much that had happened between us in the past few years made me unwilling to trust him, but was it really possible for him to be capable of that ultimate betrayal. If it was true, if I was part-fae, he’d spent the better part of my life convincing me to hate that piece of myself. 

When I asked Evie to distract me with a story of the fae court, after she tried to coax me to talk through my thoughts once more, she painted a picture of an idyllic life. And yet despite the freedom and comfort she described, she’d left the safety of their walls. 

For me. 

I held her tightly and allowed her gentle voice and soft words to send me into a blissful sleep. 








CHAPTER FIFTEEN





MY MOTHER STOOD over me, blonde curls framing her face. A soft blue light radiated around her; almost seeming to come from within her. Eyes of the brightest blue—the color of the sky on a cloudless day—were darkened by sorrow as she looked down on me. 

A profound sadness settled over the moment. 

I reached out for her, but she turned away. 

Don’t go! The words were on my lips, but what came out instead was a sobbing cry and a strangled, “Momma.” 

“Clay, baby,” she murmured, “it’ll all be better tomorrow. I promise.”

I reached out for her, but I was stopped by white bars blocking my way. She was abandoning me. 

Again. 

A gasp of air was drawn from my lips, and I stretched out again. 

I fell forward and rolled onto my stomach. The movement caused me to awaken and the dream, or maybe memory, faded almost instantly. All that remained was the lingering image of Mom’s sad eyes and the ache in my chest at the thought of her giving up on her family—on me. I reached for Evie, meaning to guide her body closer to me, knowing that her presence would be able to calm me. Instead, I found only an empty space. 

The low fire burning in the fireplace gave just enough light to fill the small space and confirm I was alone. Memories of waking to gunshots and screaming months earlier haunted me, and my heart began to race in my chest as I recalled her panic earlier in the day. The potential return of her supernatural stalker had been overshadowed by the revelations, but waking alone had put it firmly back in my mind. 

I stood and wrapped the blanket around myself, feeling too desperate to find Evie to even get dressed. Rushing to the door, I only stopped when I spotted the shadows of Evie and her fae friend, Aiden, through the window. The two of them were sitting on the stairs, completely unaware of my presence—and utterly ignorant of my aching chest, racing heart, and lingering concerns. 

The pair was so physically close to one another it was easy to believe they were the couple. The fondness they held for one another was still evident in the way their moves echoed one another. My heart ached at the sight. Evie had said she never loved him, but I could see she’d been mistaken. 

She may never have been in love with him, but it was clear theirs was a strong friendship—no doubt at least in part born out of the pain I’d inflicted on her when I left her in Charlotte. It brought back all the doubt I’d felt since his reappearance in her life, and I couldn’t help feeling like Evie was betraying me with her nighttime wandering. She had chosen to face the cold and sit with the fae rather than staying at my side.

She belongs with someone like him though. 

Doubt plagued me, filling my mind with fear and an overwhelming concern that I didn’t deserve her. 

He can offer her sanctuary. All I can offer is danger. 

I shook off my melancholy and pushed the door open, careful not to make a sound as I tried to listen to their conversation. 

“It really wasn’t us.” 

Evie leaned forward, staring out into the darkness as she took some unknown meaning from his words. 

“Clay needs to know this,” she said when she turned back to Aiden. “He needs to know the truth.” 

“What truth?” The words had escaped me long before I’d made the choice to speak. 

The fact that she wasn’t at my side when I woke from my haunting dream had stung. 

The reality that she was outside talking about me to someone she knew I couldn’t trust hit harder than a slap to the face. It reignited my doubts over . . . well, over everything. The lingering concern that she’d known more about the whole situation than she’d ever let on rushed back to the surface. I’d spent so many months supporting her through everything. For years, I’d defended her against the accusations of my family, and in the face of the intimate scene I’d interrupted, I had to wonder whether all that was wrong? Was someone playing some long game where I was just a pawn? 

Was Evie? 

She leapt up and was at my side before I could tell her to stop or to go away. 

“The truth about your family,” she murmured as she wrapped her body around mine. Her voice indicated there was so much she wasn’t sure of, and it set my instincts on edge. “The real story about Louise.”

“What about her?” I pulled myself away from Evie. I couldn’t have her holding me, distracting and comforting me, until I knew everything she thought I needed to know, and not until I knew whether I could trust her or whether I was just part of a wicked game she’d designed with the fae. 

Aiden disappeared after making some excuse about needing to find his aunt. 

“What’s happening, Evie?” I wondered whether I’d been wrong to accept her denials so readily. What if this was all one big game for the two of them? 

Evie’s mouth twitched; it was easy to believe it was with amusement. 

“What new truth did you find out now?” I asked her continued silence. “Did you and your lover have a good laugh over this? It has to be some fucked up practical joke, right? Jokes on me, ha ha ha.” 

Hurt flickered on her features, and for a moment, I hated that I was responsible for it, but then I recalled the cozy reunion I’d interrupted. I pushed aside my guilt and waited silently for her “truth.” 

“I have to explain a few things first,” she said. “Can we please go inside?” 

If we went inside, I would fall under her spell. I would be unwilling and unable to hold tight to my anger and force her to tell me the truth. It would be too easy for her to bewitch me with her touch, and I would never learn what secrets she’d been keeping and only now deemed me worthy of knowing. 

“No.” My voice was harsh, but I couldn’t soften it. “Just tell me.”

“When I was living with the fae, I spent a lot of time with the fledglings—their children. I used to go to the classrooms because it was such a vibrant atmosphere. All of the fae, every single one of them, were enamored by the fledglings in the court; their safety and happiness was always the utmost priority.”

“What does that have to do with anything?” I cut her off, wondering what the hell her story had to do with her midnight rendezvous. 

“It has everything to do with it.” For half a second, the air on the porch blazed with the heat of her anger, but she kept it contained. It was the reminder I needed that she wasn’t human. Of course she would take their side—she was one of them, not one of us. She insisted we go inside, but a part of me wondered if she just wanted me in our tinderbox of a shack so that she could dispose of me.

She was talking in circles, using delaying tactics, anything rather than telling me the truth. It made my stomach roil because there could only be one reason she didn’t want to tell me—I was right about there being something more sinister at work. 

Was I right that she and Aiden planned this? Logically, I knew it was unlikely, but neither my heart nor my head were working on logic’s side. 

“Now you’re even starting to sound like them.” My voice was a graveled growl. “Just spit it out already!” 

“Please promise me that you’ll stay calm,” she begged. 

She moved closer to me but stopped short of being close enough that I could feel her radiant warmth. Even though I wanted to deny it, deny her, the connection under my skin urged me to close the distance. My heart pounded, desperate to close the distance. Gritting my teeth, I ignored it. 

“Please?”

“Just tell me.” I was sick of the game and needed it to be over. 

“Aiden was explaining his duties, the tasks he and the other protectors have to undertake.” 

“So?” 

“One of those is the placement of changelings.”

My fingers curled into fists when I saw what she’d been stumbling over. Either he’d been the one to swap Lou for a changeling, or he knew the fucker who had. It was also obvious why she’d been reluctant to tell me that particular nugget of information. She knew as well as I did that I would kill that bastard with my bare hands. 

“That sick son of a bitch!” I roared, charging for the stairs. 

“No, you don’t understand.” Evie’s hand came to rest on my chest. Intentionally or not, the heat of her palm was a warning not to cross her. 

Regardless of the threat in her touch, I couldn’t let that bastard get away with what he’d done. The shit that Lou had gone through was too much—I would get my revenge for it if it was the last thing I did. If Evie chose to stand in my way . . . Well, I didn’t know what I would do, but I couldn’t let her stop me. 

I closed my eyes and chose my words carefully. “Evie, you said to me once that you hated ultimatums but that I would have to choose between you and my family. I made that choice; I chose you. I turned my back on them, on everything I knew. I did that for you. Can’t you do the same?”

“This isn’t the same thing. I’m not taking their side; I’m trying to tell you the truth. I’m trying to tell you what you need to know. Louise isn’t a changeling!”

I barked out a hard, mirthless laugh. “He’s sure got you fooled, doesn’t he?”

“I haven’t been fooled by anyone.” Her voice wavered with barely suppressed emotion, and for a second, the hurt in her tone quelled my anger. “I’m speaking from my own experience.”

The story she’d told me about the court leapt into my mind. It had been idyllic, perfect. There was no such thing as perfection. My breath calmed and my fingers released from the fists they’d been curled into. Even though I didn’t want her presence to calm me, even though I didn’t want to give in the way my heart desired to, the recollection of her story made me pause. I had to argue against it. “Well, they wouldn’t show you the worst parts of their life, would they?”

“No, of course they wouldn’t. But I know what I saw while I was there, and because of that, I believe what Aiden has told me.” 

She was closer than she had been—as if she was cornering me like an animal. The blood rushing through my head pounded so loudly I could barely hear a thing. 

“Which is?” I muttered over the noise. The heat of her body warmed me, and I wondered if her intention was to shatter me.

“That Louise was never replaced. That Fiona is your mother. That Louise is—” 

“No.” I could see what she was going to say, and I couldn’t let her voice the words. If I let her speak them, they’d carry extra weight. If Fiona was my mother, I was fae. I couldn’t be. Lou . . . couldn’t be. “I don’t believe it.” 

“She was a fledgling,” Evie finished with a cautious tone. “If it’s true, then it changes everything you thought. It changes the meaning behind everything that was done to her, and who might have—”

I wanted to block my ears and force out the words that she was saying, but it was useless. They’d already pierced the places that most resisted them. If Lou wasn’t taken by the fae as a baby, if she was fae, someone else had caused her injuries. Only one other group sprung to mind, an organization willing to force a formerly loyal soldier to endure weeks—months—of the worst torment imaginable for the simple mistake of loving the wrong species. Even having suffered through that, I couldn’t believe they’d subject a child to those sorts of tortures. 

Would they?

They’d tried to kidnap Evie when she was four, the part of me that was completely loyal to Evie responded. What would they have done to her if she’d been captured? 

“No!” I shouted, trying to shake the image of that from my head as much as I tried to deny the thought that the Rain—that my own father—could have been responsible for Lou’s torture. When my angered cry sent Evie’s heat skyrocketing, I tried to calm myself. Having her set our little cabin on fire wouldn’t do anyone any good. “Dad wouldn’t have lied to us; it’s just not possible.”

“Are you positive about that?” She closed the distance between us, placing her hand on my exposed chest, laying it across my scars as if to point out that each one of those was because of the life my heritage had forced my family into. 

“Evie, he’s my dad.” I didn’t want to believe he could do something so heartless, so vile, but example after example of his disgusting acts crept into my mind without consent. 

“If it wasn’t the fae who took Louise, there is only one other possibility.” 

“No, Dad couldn’t . . . He wouldn’t . . .” I couldn’t even finish my sentences, because they were untrue. Dad could . . . he would. He has. He’d forced me into retraining, lied to me about Lou’s death, and had spent years trying to ensure that I couldn’t have the life I wanted with Evie. 

“Are you sure? With everything he’s done, can you say with 100 percent certainty that he wouldn’t have hurt a fledgling?” 

“I . . . I . . .” I sighed and looked away. Of course, I had doubts. I doubted everything I’d ever heard about Louise’s kidnapping and torture and my father’s efforts to rescue her. But could I believe that my mother was actually fae? That Lou was? Defeat beat me when I said, “No, you know I can’t.” 

“Can you please just listen to the rest of Fiona’s story?” Evie asked. “If not for her, then do it for me. We need to know more about what we might be getting into if we agree to help rescue Mackenzie.” 

“Why do you care so much about them?” I was battling with the last of my anger, but I needed to fight for it because it was all I had left. The once bottomless well of emotion within me seemed to have run dry, leaving a blackened hole in its place. If I didn’t fight, I risked falling to the bottom and losing myself. “Do you love him?” 

“I don’t.” I wasn’t sure I believed her, but she seemed confident in the declaration. If nothing else, she didn’t believe that she did. That meant something “I care about you. I love you. If Fiona’s story is true, we need to know what that means for you.” 

“What could it possibly mean?” Nothing good.

“Well, for starters, it means that you might, at least in part, be fae. That has to mean something, right? You can only work out how it will affect your life once you know everything.” 

“I’m nothing special, Evie.” How many times had that been proven to me over the years? More often than not, Evie seemed to be the only person who’d cared what I thought, who valued me for more than my ability to kill. And all I’d offered her in return was doubt and anger.

“Don’t say that.” Her voice was filled with an unexplained sadness as she rested her head against my chest. The movement shattered the last of the fight in me and left me exhausted and broken, but her next words built me back up a little. “Because you are. You’re special to me.”

I wrapped her up in my arms and said a silent thanks that she’d come into my life. I’d spent the better part of the last half an hour screaming at her and accusing her of terrible acts and betrayals, the majority of the day as a grumpy shit in general, but she was still telling me I was special to her. It made it easy to agree to her demands. If she wanted me to hear the fae out, I would. For her, I would do anything. I would face my personal demons, or I would battle the world. “Okay, I’ll listen . . . but only for you.”

“Thank you.” The relief in her voice was palpable, and I hated that I’d ever doubted her or where her loyalties lay. 

Out of so many things that had gone wrong for us, I’d always supported her. Now, when I needed her most, I’d been almost willing to force her away. “Evie?” 

“Yeah.” 

“I’m sorry about what I said before. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” 

“It’s been a crazy day.” 

“Crazy is one word for it. Fucked up is another.”

She issued a hard, joyless laugh. “You can say that again.” 

Her arms tightened around me, and the warmth of her body brought the chill in the air starkly to my attention. 

“You want to head inside?” I asked as a violent shiver ran over my body. 

Evie didn’t respond to my question; instead, she just released her hold on my waist before grabbing my hand and pulling me back into the home we’d made together. 








CHAPTER SIXTEEN





“I THINK WE should pack,” I said with some reluctance. I’d loved the privacy that our little shack had offered us. The eight months we’d spent there would always be some of my fondest memories, but with everyone converging on the place, it didn’t seem wise to stay. “Regardless of what happens next, I think we need to move on from here.”

Evie looked around with the same sense of loss I felt printed on her face. She moved over to the mantle that I’d crafted during our first few weeks and brushed her fingers along the surface. A sad little smile graced her lips when she turned back toward me. “I’m going to miss this place.” 

“Me too.”

She looked away, something undefined in her expression. 

“What is it?” I asked. 

“It’s just, well, it was nice while it lasted.” 

I wasn’t sure what she meant, and self-doubt began to creep in. She wasn’t planning on leaving alone, was she? Vague images of the dream I’d woken from, of my mother turning her back on me with promises of a better tomorrow, haunted me. I couldn’t take it if Evie did the same, not after everything we’d been through together. Not after everything we’d fought through. The blood drained from my body in response to the thought. 

Her eyes widened in response to something she saw on my features. “Oh, God, no, I didn’t mean it like that.” 

She covered the space between us in a heartbeat and kissed me hard. 

Willing to let myself get lost in her touch, I shifted my hands to caress her cheeks before sliding my fingers into her hair and drawing her closer still. She moaned against my mouth, and I broke off the kiss before it progressed further. As much as I would have loved to say good-bye to our love nest properly, we had no way of knowing how long it would be before the fae or the shadow turned up to spoil the fun. 

“It was just nice having a house again,” she added. “Being settled in one place, you know? Having a home with you.” 

She laid her head against my chest. 

In the huge swirl of issues we were facing, something so simple could be the cause of heartache for her. 

“One day, we’ll find somewhere like this again,” I promised. 

“I like the sound of that.” She didn’t believe me, that much was clear, but I was determined to do what I could to keep the promise, just as soon as we’d dealt with the issues we were facing. 

I turned and began packing up our two backpacks with all of our belongings. It had been almost four months since Evie had last ensured everything was packed and ready to go at an instant’s notice. It made me realize exactly how much the small house must have meant to her and strengthened my resolve to find somewhere we could stay that could offer a similar permanence as soon as I could. 

It was another hour before Aiden returned with Fiona in tow. We met them on the front stoop, but not before Evie explained that it looked like they wanted us to travel with them. 

“We were hoping you would agree to return to New York with us,” Fiona said. The questions that had been plaguing me all day and most of the night returned in force. Could she really be my mother? “If you wish to offer no further assistance once you have learned all of the details, I give my solemn oath to return you to here and attempt no further contact.” 

“You’re hoping that we will help though, aren’t you?” Evie asked. 

“I cannot deny that,” Fiona murmured. “The truth is the thought of my sweet Mackenzie at the mercy of that man—” 

Just when I was starting to come around to thinking the fae could be right, I was reminded why I shouldn’t trust them. “That man is my father,” I cut her off. 

 “And how would he be treating me right now if I was in her place?” Evie asked. Even though her voice wasn’t hard, it felt like she’d slapped me. 

The horror of the sentence was too much for me. If she was in Bayview, in Hell, she would either have been tortured to reveal secrets that she had no way of knowing, or else she and her progeny would have been killed while the Rain worked out how to destroy a phoenix forever. 

The thought sent blood racing through my body, pooling in my mind to throb against my skull. Didn’t I know better than anyone in the room just what might be in store for Fiona’s daughter? Flashes of memories that I’d tried so hard to repress rushed to the surface to torment me. And that’s what they did to me, someone they wanted to return to the fold. A shudder raced through me. 

Torture and agony were easily the fate of the girl. The things I imagined for Evie would easily fall on the girl’s head. Only fae didn’t resurrect. They just died. It was clear I could be agreeing to risk my life to help rescue a dead girl. 

Before I could voice my concern, Evie grabbed a thermos from Aiden. 

“Whatever’s in here—” she started. 

“It’s chicken noodle soup,” Aiden interrupted. His tone indicated some sort of private joke between the two of them. 

Jealousy surged through me as I wondered how many in-jokes they might have shared, how much of herself she’d given him, and vice versa. 

“Whatever’s in here will be enchanted,” Evie started again after giving him an angered gaze with enough heat that it could have melted all the snow in Sweden. 

I tried not to smile too much, but knowing that he’d caught her ire was enough to force the acrid taste of jealousy from my tongue.

“It will mean you’ll be able to see the fae world and travel with fae via the fairy rings.” 

I was reluctant to accept the food. Regardless of what Evie said, I still found it hard to trust the fae—just like she found it hard to trust Eth. 

In the end, it was that thought that made me willing to drink the soup she offered me. After all, she’d followed Eth’s instructions just because I’d asked for her to put her faith in me. Offering her the same benefit of the doubt was the least I could do, especially after the way I’d treated her for the better part of the day. Once she’d swallowed down a mouthful, she handed me to the thermos. 

A second after I’d brought the surprisingly pleasant liquid to my lips, Evie gasped. 

Before I could look at her or ask what was wrong, my head spun. The world tilted around me, and I lost all control of my vision. It was like two, three, more images all pressed against each other every time I tried to look anywhere. My first instinct was to force myself to vomit the soup back up, to purge the poison from my system, but I couldn’t even muster the strength to do that. 

“After the initial kick, there’s nothing to worry about.” Those had been Evie’s words as she tried to allay my concerns, but after an initial kick, the effects grew worse. At first, vertigo robbed my sight and sent the world spinning; then my stomach recoiled, ready to purge the fluid as if it knew it was evil. 

“Do you see?” Aiden asked Evie quietly. 

“See what?” I asked through clenched teeth, seconds before my voice was stolen from me. 

“Your aura,” Evie said. “It’s positively gl—”

I didn’t hear the last of her words because a loud buzzing filled the air—louder than a swarm of bees. As if the sound had manifested an actual swarm, the hum washed over my body, stinging and biting as it moved over my arms and legs. Each of my limbs shifted independently of my thoughts; my knees buckled and I fell forward. The swarm grew in intensity, swimming into my ears and filling my mind with the same resonating drone. My heart and lungs were invaded, stopping the beat and stealing my breath, at least momentarily. 

“What’s happening?” Evie’s words sounded like they were coming from a place far away and so quiet I shouldn’t have been able to hear it over the quivering hum that cycled around me. They were almost a thought rather than a voice, and yet they echoed her concern.

Something was wrong. 

Had the fae taken advantage of her in order to poison me? 

With each passing second, I grew more certain we’d been double-crossed.

What more can you expect, putting any faith in those trickster bastards? It was Dad’s voice that seemed to echo to me from the past. 

“It hurts!” I could barely find the words, and yet I needed to warn her. If the fae were trying to take me out, it was likely they had plans for her. “It wasn’t supposed to hurt!” 

When I thought that it wasn’t possible for the pain to grow any worse, it did. 

When it struck my eyes, the agony was blinding. Although my eyelids were pressed tightly closed, I was certain the concoction they’d forced onto me was burning my optical nerve and permanently stealing my sight. I grabbed at my hair, tugging and trying to focus the pain anywhere else, but it wouldn’t shift. My head pounded, my tongue felt too big for my mouth, and my eyes . . . my eyes wouldn’t stop burning. 

Just when I thought it couldn’t possibly get any worse—when I thought I’d be in agony until the end of my days—it ended. It all just . . . stopped. I risked opening my eyes, my heart palpitating at the idea that I must have been blind. The pain couldn’t have been so intense without some sort of lasting repercussion. 

When I blinked, a beam of bright light surged through the darkness of the night, lighting everything as if it were daylight. Then the evening dimmed but still wasn’t as dark as before. 

My gaze sought out Evie, and a gasp left me as soon as I laid eyes on her. 

Surrounded by a halo of fire and with irises that burned a brighter purple than ever before—with various shades of violet and lavender twisting together—she was more beautiful than I’d ever seen her. It was like I was seeing into the heart of who she was, into the very core of the sunbird, rather than the partially human façade she unintentionally wore. 

The image took me back to the dress I’d bought for her when I’d been preparing our escape from Salem. Then, I’d witnessed just a small taste of her inner-self. Now, I could see all of her power and majesty manifested right in front of me. There was no doubt that, if the part of herself I could see was to be revealed to the world at large, she would be loved and feared as a goddess rightfully should. 

I just wished she would look me in the eye and grant me the mercy of her gaze.

She smiled and placed her hand on my cheek. Wherever she touched scorched me like it always had, only now the burn penetrated deeper than ever before, moving down beyond the sensation of skin and rushing straight into the depths of my heart—possibly even my soul. I wanted to whisk her back inside and discover the new sensations any union between us would offer as a result of the changes in me. 

“I’ve never seen that happen before.” As she spoke, she lifted her chin and denied my view of her perfect face, of those mesmerizing eyes. The movement allowed the reality of the moment to sink in though. We had company—it wouldn’t be polite to steal her away for my own devious desires. I had no idea what she was talking about, but I didn’t care. If she could just stay in my field of vision forever, I would be a happy man. 

“It’s because you’re linked so deeply,” Fiona murmured. “You two are meant to be.” 

The words sparked something inside me, and my heart sang. 

“Entwined auras,” Aiden said, his tone implying some meaning as yet lost on me. 

“Look at you, Evie,” I said in wonder as I watched the fiery light around her body move and shift like flames in an open fire. It flickered around her face, coating her whole body with fire. “I never thought you could be more beautiful than you already were, but I was wrong.” 

She met my gaze for the first time since I’d recovered from the agony of the enchanted food. A gasp left her lips as she traced her thumb along my lower eyelids and allowed me a moment to drown in the violent show of varying shades of purple that her bright irises offered. My heart clenched at the image, and the urge to secret her away in the tiny cabin that had been our home grew in me again. 

“It looks like he’s more fae than I ever would’ve given him credit for,” Aiden said. 

My body jolted at his statement. I couldn’t be fae; I really couldn’t. Could I? I glanced up at him to argue but closed my mouth when I saw his body surrounded by a vivid blue light—similar to Evie’s but without the fiery coloring. His wings extended off his back in four asymmetrical sections. The wings were a vivid blue color that darkened to black around the edges, yet somehow they were almost translucent as the same time. A quiver raced over the surface as I watched. 

My words were lost in the world of make-believe. Even though I’d seen the fae through the hagstone in Oxford, it was different seeing one with my newfound vision. It wasn’t just a small sliver of an image like it had been then—everything that surrounded me looked just a little different. 

“It was just suppressed somehow,” Aiden continued, meeting my eye as if feeling the weight of my gaze. 

“Time is pressing,” Fiona said. 

I was almost afraid to look at her, but when I did, I saw the face from my dreams. Only now, a soft purple light pulsated around her body rather than the blue I’d envisaged during the night. Or remembered, my mind offered unhelpfully. Her wings were a similar shape to Aiden’s, but were a rich purple that blended to silver at the edges. 

I found myself willing to go along with her, willing to put my trust in Evie, and in the way my body felt stronger, more powerful, ever since the ache had burned away. 

Evie’s gaze met mine, and I nodded to let her know I was ready. I stood and took a moment to assess the new potency radiating through me. 

When I offered Evie my hand, I saw a blue light, similar to the one that surrounded Aiden, emanating from me. Despite the initial shock of the sight, I tried to ignore it because of the seriousness of our conversation. Evie reached for my hand, and the instant our fingers met, her flame-like aura twisted around my blue one, forming purple flames that sparked and shifted. Wherever we touched, the sensation sank deep into me. Worried about what it all meant, I pulled her body against mine and drew the support I needed from her touch.

 Once I’d gathered myself enough to find my voice properly, I asked the obvious question. “How do you know that she’s even still alive?” 

“We have a way of keeping track of our loved ones,” Fiona explained. “I believe humans would refer to it as a sixth sense. It is not a precise art for most of us, and I cannot know for sure where she is or whether she is hurt, but I am certain she is alive. You can feel it too, even now. You might not be fully fae, but you have been blessed with some of our gifts—especially with our enchantments coursing through your veins. You are aware of Evelyn, are you not?” 

“Of course I am,” I said in confusion as I tightened my hold on Evie. “She’s right here.” 

Fiona stepped closer to me. I wanted to flee from her; it still didn’t feel right to be having such a detailed conversation with a fae, especially under the influence of their enchantments, but I held my ground. Deep inside me, a giddiness brewed. It was like I couldn’t cling to hatred or anger, like my emotions were barely my own to control.

“I do not mean here.” She waved a hand toward Evie. “I mean here.” She pressed her hand against my chest, lightly touching the area of my heart. “You can feel her in there, can you not? And I would venture to guess that you always have, ever since your first meeting.”

Although I didn’t understand it, I couldn’t deny it either. There had been times when I’d been in Europe when I had feared for Evie’s life, but something inside me had been so certain she was alive. The certainty had been enough to stop me from rushing back to the States to investigate. 

The epiphany I’d had on the yacht came to my mind as I met Fiona’s gaze. There was a knowing there that confirmed for me something I’d never expected. Never dreamed. The connection I’d thought Evie had inspired within me wasn’t all one way. The fae part of me, buried deep inside as it might have been, had recognized my true pair. 

Swallowing down the thought, I closed my eyes to break away from the intensity of Fiona’s gaze. It was like she was willing me to understand, but it couldn’t be right. It was impossible, wasn’t it? 

“Mackenzie is alive. For now,” Fiona said with certainty once the moment between us was broken. “The question remains, are you willing to come with us and hear me out so we can keep her that way?” 

I nodded even as I looked to Evie to confirm she was happy with that decision. I figured she would be, considering that she was the one who’d been so desperate to help the fae, but I needed to be certain. 

“Thank you,” Fiona said as Evie confirmed we would go with them. 








CHAPTER SEVENTEEN





THEY TURNED TO give us some privacy to collect our things. Evie gave me a little look that questioned whether I was okay. I couldn’t say whether I was or I wasn’t. The agony inflicted by the fae enchantment had worn off, but more than that, something in the food had taken the edge off the angst I’d been feeling since Fiona crashed into our shack. 

After we’d each grabbed our bags, I reached for Evie’s hand to let her know that whatever happened, we would face it together. 

“You ready for this?” she asked. 

“As ready as I’ll ever be.” 

Fiona and Aiden moved toward the forest the moment we joined them. It was only when we stepped off the steps and into the snow that I had any thought of the shadow. Walking into the darkness was almost asking for him to attack us, only I noticed that it wasn’t quite as dark as it had been every other time I’d ventured out past the light offered by our house. The fae enchantments seemed to have enhanced my eyesight beyond just being able to see auras. It was certainly a unique experience. 

In the forest, not much deeper than where Evie and I had stopped for our archery lesson earlier in the day, I saw a faintly glowing ring. 

“What’s that?” I asked Evie, pointing toward the sight. 

“What’s what?” 

“Can’t you see that?” 

She frowned at me. 

“Never mind.” I couldn’t understand why she couldn’t see it, after all, she was being affected by the same enchantments I was. A potential explanation built in the back of my mind, but I pushed it down because I definitely wasn’t in any fit state to examine the possibility that my apparent heritage offered me a better insight into the fae world than enchantments alone ever could. 

Aiden led the way and headed straight toward the illuminated circle. “Our expressway to New York,” he said, pointing toward the circle of raised ground. “Just step inside.” 

I waited and watched as Fiona and then Aiden disappeared into the ring. 

“Ready?” Evie asked again, offering me her hand. 

Without words, I took her hand and we stepped inside together. The forest around us brightened with a flash of lights. Keeping my eyes open wide, I saw a rainbow of colors rush past us, and I could feel the passage of every mile that we traveled, even though we covered the distance from Sweden to New York in next to no time. It had taken us almost three weeks to get from the US to our little hideaway, and we’d returned in a little under three seconds. Not quite instantaneous travel, but close enough to not matter a lick. Evie’s fingers tightened around mine as our progress slowed and the light became steady once more. 

Of all of the things I’d experienced since Aiden had surprised us in the forest, traveling through the fairy rings was certainly one of the most pleasurable—more exciting than any thrill ride I’d ever been on. Evie gave me a questioning look when she opened her eyes, probably because of the large, shit-eating grin on my lips. 

“That was fun,” I whispered to her. “I never knew the fae had such fun things.” 

Her lips had twitched with amusement before she knocked her shoulder against mine playfully. “At least try to remember why we’re here.” 

Her statement sobered me a little but not enough to wipe the smile completely off my face. The giddiness that had been slowly building in me had burst into life as we’d traveled through the rings. “I’m sorry, I just . . . I feel really good. I don’t know what it is.” 

“I think I do,” she said, glancing ahead before turning back to me. “It’s the enchantment; it can affect your mood. You get used to it after a while.” 

Her words seemed to suggest that you could fight through the blissful euphoria that had taken the place of the sense of hurt and betrayal I’d felt for the better part of the day. 

“Why would you want to?” I asked. It was the first time since Fiona’s bombshell that I actually felt normal. Happy.

We were led through the court, which was almost exactly as Evie had described it to me in her story about her memories. A self-contained village—almost a city—with separate areas for living and working. Even at the late hour of our arrival, there were fae walking the halls, their wings of various colors fluttering lightly as we passed. I didn’t miss the deference each one of them offered to Fiona, either with a bow, curtsey, or nod. 

Through the exterior walls, which were translucent, I could see the lights of New York and realized we were in Central Park. It seemed impossible that the court could be in such a prominent place and yet no one knew where it was. 

We were led into a large sitting room, which centered around two oversized sofas of a mottled gray material. The seats were positioned such that they were facing each other, with only an arm’s reach of distance between them, almost a conference room of sorts. I wasn’t sure whether it was their usual configuration or if they’d been rearranged with our upcoming discussion in mind. 

Aiden indicated that I should sit, so I led Evie over to one and pulled her down beside me before anyone could even suggest that she shouldn’t be by my side. If I was going to hear the “truth,” I wanted her beside me to help me deal with it. 

Fiona sat on the empty sofa across from us, and Aiden left the room almost the second she was settled. For a moment, everything was quiet, and the only movements were the quivers that ran through Fiona’s wings. The momentary pause was enough to give me a chance to really study her. 

Everything about her seemed both foreign and familiar at the same time. The honey-gold hair that curled in hundreds of ringlets as tight as springs and the soft sky-blue eyes were vivid reminders of a time from childhood I could barely remember and only saw regularly in photographs. At least, before Dad had destroyed them all. 

It was the little things that made me pause as I sat across from her. Her heart-shaped face and sharp chin were almost identical to Louise’s. I couldn’t dismiss the similarities offhand. The more I thought about it, the less likely it seemed that a fae doppelganger would freely admit they were fae. Evie was right when she’d said Fiona had actually made it harder for me to trust her by telling us what she was. 

That fact was, in a weird way, part of what had me almost trusting her. 

“Thank you for coming,” Fiona said as she turned to me after the long quiet. “I must apologize for the way you discovered this truth. Truly, I did not mean to cause you any anguish or distress. Though, I do wonder whether it was bound to happen regardless.” 

With a soft grunt, I indicated that she should proceed. 

“It might be difficult to believe, but I never wanted to leave you. It was never my choice. For so long, I searched for you and your siblings when you were young. I tried so many avenues, some I never would have considered under any other circumstances. 

“A few months before Ethan’s twelfth birthday, I found you. At that stage, the chance for a reunion was an impossibility. Your father had spent so much time instilling his hatred into the three of you. The three of you were already soldiers and there was evidence that you would not pause to consider what I had to say before ending my life. Although a reunion would have been worth the risk to my life, I did not wish for that guilt to rest on your heads if you were to discover the truth.”

It was impossible to ignore the facts that were clear in her statements. The timing matched with my early sanctification. Had one of her guards been the fae who had killed my Nana Jacobs? It was a question I would confront her with eventually, but first, I needed to hear the story she had to tell. My curiosity had been aroused by the truths she’d told me and was too strong to ignore. In a quiet tone, she proceeded to tell me the history of her union with and subsequent split from my father. 

As she spoke, I grew hypnotized. The actual words washed over me in a blur. Memories, long-buried and tarnished around the edges, filled my mind and the past appeared to play out on repeat in front of me. Vague recollections of watching the woman in front of me move around a small kitchen, singing as her vivid blue wings fluttered in time with her movements. Each time I tried to grasp hold of an image, it flittered away.

Maybe she really was telling the truth. 

But how could I have forgotten that?








CHAPTER EIGHTEEN





“FOR MONTHS, I searched in vain. Troy used every available resource within the Rain to keep you protected and hidden from me. Eventually, with a price on my head, I had no choice but to stop. Almost six years after I had left, I returned to court completely defeated. My mother welcomed me home with open arms and I saw, too late, that a lifeline had existed for me all along, if only I had been brave enough to look for it. Even now, I must wonder what different lives you might have led, if only I had been willing to reach out to my family as soon as Louise was revealed to be a true fledgling. Perhaps things might have been better for you three.”

By the time Fiona was nearing the end of her tale, I was reeling but almost certain of the truth. So much of what she said fit with what I knew to be true—too much—even though some of it contradicted what I’d been told. 

“If only I had been wiser and more willing to doubt the strength of the power of love to fix everything,” Fiona said as she finished her story. “I could have avoided the torment Louise faced and I could have saved you from a life filled with death.” 

“You can’t think like that,” I said. Part of me hated that she doubted in the strength of love. It was the very thing I counted on to get Evie and me through everything we’d been through, and everything we still had in front of us. “You made the decision that you thought was right at the time.”

“You don’t hate me for it?” she asked. The emotion in her eyes wasn’t faked or forced; it was raw and honest, and it fucking hurt to see. Even if what she’d said was a lie, which I actually doubted after the memories she’d inspired within me, she represented someone important to me. I needed her to be strong, not defeated. 

“I . . .” I paused. I wanted to say, “Of course not” just to keep her happy, but I didn’t want to lie. “I don’t know,” I admitted. 

Fiona dropped her head into her hands, but in the seconds before that, I saw her hope drain from her features, and I wanted to reach for her hand to let her know that I could never hate her. 

How can you hate your moth— 

I couldn’t finish the thought. Even though I was less inclined to doubt her words than I had been before, I couldn’t freely use the “M” word to describe her. 

“I’m sorry,” I said instead. “I wish I could offer more than that, but I can’t yet. I just don’t know how I feel about anything right now. It’s going to take some time to process what you’ve told me. All I know for certain is that I want to know the truth about what was done to Lou. I had to deal with her nightmares for far too long. They were real memories of actual injuries she sustained during the time she was missing. I know she was hurt when we were young. If it wasn’t by your kind, it must have been the Rain.” 

“I cannot be certain who caused her injury, but of one thing I am sure,” Fiona said. 

“What’s that?” Evie asked as she squeezed my hand to remind me of her support.

“Louise’s magic has been bound. Only a fae or a very powerful mage would have the ability to do that.” 

A fae or a very powerful mage. The words struck my mind like a branding iron. Had Dad turned to an enemy to “fix” Louise? I turned over the words again and again as Evie pushed the conversation forward to Fiona’s daughter—to Mackenzie. 

When Fiona reached the end of her tale about a rebellious young fae, who by all accounts was following in her mother’s footsteps, I had a lingering question. “Why do you think the Rain is involved? Maybe she just ran away like you did?” 

“My scouts saw her being forced into a fae cage.” Fiona sobbed, and the sound made me determined to help where I could. “There were too many anti-fae protections around the cage and vehicle; our guards were powerless to stop them or help her. That is why I sought you out. We are in need of an ally who will not be affected by the protections, someone who is willing to go into the Rain to find out where my daughter is being held and rescue her.” 

“I understand.” It was easy to see why she’d taken the risk to find Evie and myself. 

“Then you’ll do it?” 

“I will learn the truth about Lou,” I said, “and if that means going back into the Rain, so be it. If I can rescue your daughter in the process, then I will.”

Fiona sagged forward in the sofa and offered me a glance so full of relief I almost couldn’t handle it. “I can’t thank you two enough.” 

I glanced between Evie and Fiona for a moment as her final words hit home. I was certain that, if Mackenzie had been picked up in New York, she would have been taken to Bayview—better known as Hell. For a phoenix, that building was literally a death trap, and there was no way I would risk Evie’s life like that, not even to help my mo—Fiona. 

“No, not the two of us,” I said. “I am not letting Evie anywhere near that place.”

“Not letting me?” Evie’s tone was sharp, and I saw my declaration had earned her ire, but I didn’t care. She could be as pissed as she wanted, just so long as she was safe. “You assume that you have a say in the matter of whether I’m going or not.” 

“There’s nothing to have a say in,” I said. I didn’t care if taking away her choice made me chauvinist or an asshole; I couldn’t risk her life by taking her with me. I wouldn’t. “You’re not going. They hunt your kind for a living, Evie. You’ll get hurt if you go within a mile of that place. I won’t have that on my conscience.” 

“So,” she replied, her tone as sharp as ever, “there’s just as much of a chance of you getting hurt.” 

“I can handle it.” I’d done it every other time I’d had to return to the place. I could endure the stress of retraining easier than I could handle Evie being within a mile of that building. 

“Meaning that I can’t?” she seethed. 

Her anger and the way the heat around her steadily rose should have been a warning to back off, but I couldn’t, not when her safety was involved. “No, meaning I know you can handle yourself, but I couldn’t cope if you were hurt.” 

“And if you never came back? Am I expected to just be fine with that and move on with my life?” 

I could see her point, even though I didn’t want to. “No, but they know me. My risk is lower.” 

“You’re as alienated from them as I am. By walking in there, you’ll be announcing that you’re back in the country and out of mourning. They’re not going to just let you walk away again after you’re done.”

“It won’t be like that unless my family is there. No one else in the Rain will know that I shouldn’t be there. You heard Eth, it’s all forgiven when I go home. Plus, if I have the pendant, it’ll be easy. No one questions the elite.” 

“Well, if it’s going to be so easy, then you have no reason for me not to go.” 

“Evie, please?” I begged. 

“Clay, no.” She imitated my tone. “I’m coming with you. You can either accept that and work with me, or you can watch over your shoulder for me the whole time you’re there.” 

It was hopeless to continue to argue with her, but I had to try. I had to make her see the reality of what she’d be walking into if she went there. Not even a year ago, she’d been terrified at the thought of passing through an airport, and now she was willing to march into a place filled with people who would mark her for what she was the instant they saw her. “They will kill you if they suspect what you are. It’s not like the airport; they’re not idiots and buffoons. The division here in New York is filled with highly trained soldiers and Assessors.”

“Well, then I guess we better organize a decent disguise.”

“We can arrange something for you,” Fiona said, and I wanted to ask her where the hell her loyalty lay. “And you may stay here tonight while you work out a plan if you wish.”

“Thank you,” Evie said. “We could use a good night’s sleep before we decide what our next step will be.”

It was clear I wasn’t going to make any headway arguing with Evie. 

Especially if my own mo—if Fiona’s on her side. 

I needed to find another way to prove how dangerous it was to her. 

“I need to call Eth first,” I said, trying to wrestle some control back. If everything I’d learned was true, Eth deserved to know it too. Not only that, but he’d been more involved with the Rain than I had over the last few years, and would be able to give us great insight into what we could expect. 

“You know where the telephones are, Evelyn,” Fiona said. 

“If they haven’t moved, I do,” Evie replied with a soft, gentle tone. She seemed to have noticed the same thing I did, that Fiona’s admissions had taken their toll on the woman. 

I leaned forward and offered my comfort in the form of a hand resting on Fiona’s shoulder. “Try not to worry. I will get her back.”

Evie placed her hands on my leg, offering her support to me. 

“Let’s find those phones,” I murmured to her. 

When we stood, Fiona drew herself up as well and moved to embrace Evie, who willingly accepted the offered affection. I stepped back, uncertain what to do. On the one hand, I had very few lingering doubts over the story Fiona had told. It was clearer than ever before that she was the woman who’d left twenty years ago, but beyond my promise to do what I could to rescue her daughter, I didn’t know what that meant for me. 

I wasn’t even sure what I wanted it to mean. 

After all, I was twenty-three. I didn’t need someone in my life to fill a role that had been rendered unnecessary by the passage of time, but neither did I want to be rude, especially if the separation had truly not been her choice. Putting aside the impact her announcement had on me, it had clearly been harrowing for her. It was obvious from her body language and from the way her voice had grown ever more defeated even as I’d began to believe her words. 

Fiona thanked Evie and turned to me. Instead of offering her open arms or trying to pull me into a hug like she had with Evie, she lifted her hand and cupped the side of my face before brushing her thumb over my cheekbone. Tears welled in her eyes as she said, “Thank you for listening. That is all I have hoped for and far more than I ever expected.” 

My brow dipped because the tender expression and gentle touch somehow seemed more filled with emotion than the embrace she’d shared with Evie, even though it could have been interpreted as a somewhat lesser gesture. 

“Yeah, no worries.” I took another step away, leaving her hand hovering in the space between us for a fraction of a second before she drew it back to her side. 

I grabbed Evie’s hand and led her from the room. 

“You didn’t need to be rude,” Evie admonished with a gentle tone. 

Looking back toward the door to Fiona’s suites, I grimaced. “I didn’t mean to be. I just . . .” I scrubbed the back of my neck and sighed. “Well, it’s hard. There’s just so much to get my head around. I mean, I’ve been raised all my life knowing fae are evil. That of all the creatures that walk the earth, they are among the worst because they appear so fair and yet can do such unspeakable acts. Now, well, I can see that maybe that’s not the truth, but I don’t know if I’ll ever be okay with this place, with her, with any of this.” 

“Just remember I’m here for you, whatever happens. I promise.” 

I slung my arm around her shoulder and released a sigh. “I know. To be honest, that’s the only thing that’s keeping me sane right now.” 

“Let’s go call Ethan.” 

Evie directed me to a small area where three phones, each slightly smaller than regular payphones and without the coin slots, were hidden in a small room just off the main foyer area of the court. Two fae stood guard over the room; I figured they worked in tandem to answer the phone and run messages. When they saw us coming, they discreetly departed. 

News travels fast around here. 

“Why do fae even have phones?” I asked Evie. 

She shrugged. “I never really asked. I didn’t ever need to use them, but Aiden pointed them out during the first tour he gave me.” 

Pushing the thought of her and Aiden out of my head, I dialed Eth’s private number. I hoped that he hadn’t had to ditch the number in the time since I’d last spoken to him. 

Thankfully, my luck held and he answered it on the fifth ring with a confused sounding, “Hello?” 

For a moment, I wondered what area code, or even what phone number in general, would be displayed on his screen. “Hey, it’s me.” 

A crash sounded in the background. “Shit!” It sounded like he put the phone down, or at least held it away from his body. There was a soft thump and some more rustling before he finally spoke again. “Clay, is that you?” 

It was almost a relief having the relative normalcy of talking to my brother. “No, it’s the bogeyman. Of course it’s me.” 

“What do you need me to do now?” He sounded almost resigned to the fact that I used him as nothing more than a get-out-of-jail-free card. 

“I need you to get your ass to New York.” 

“Why?” He was skeptical. “What’s in New York?”

I figured the call hadn’t offered him the area code, or he would have worked it out already. “Your wonderful brother, that’s what.” 

He gasped. “I have another brother? ’Cause I know you sure as shit aren’t talking about yourself throwing words like wonderful around.” 

“Fuck you too, Eth.” I laughed. 

“Seriously though, are you back in the States?” 

“Yeah. At least, for the moment.” 

“For the moment? Do you know how many favors I had to pull in to get you out last time, and now you’re back ‘for the moment’? How’d you even get back?” 

“All in good time. I just need to know how soon you can get here.” 

“I’m in Boston right now. If I leave first thing in the morning, I can be there a little after eight I guess.” 

“That sounds perfect. Where can we meet you?” 

“Where are you? And is Evie with you now?” He didn’t ask whether she’d be coming to our reunion, probably because he understood that if she was in New York, she was going to be at my side. 

“Central Park, near the East Meadow, and yes.” 

“Well, the Bayview is out then. It’s far too dangerous for her to be anywhere near there.” 

His statement reminded me of Evie’s desire to help find the truth about Lou and to help rescue Mackenzie. “Agreed.” 

“Give me a sec.” He was away from the phone for a second before getting back on the line. “There’s a Starbucks on the corner of 96th and Madison. I’ll meet you there.” 

I wondered whether I should feel guilty dumping the information I’d discovered on him before I’d had time to process it myself, but decided that he had just as much right to know as I did. So did Lou, but that would be a bridge we’d have to cross later. I had no idea how she’d ever be able to come to terms with the things I’d learned. “Sounds good.” 

After I’d disconnected the call, Evie gave me a smile. “That sounds like it was a positive call.”

“As positive as we can expect for now, I guess. I just hope he doesn’t react badly to the information.” 

I could see the “like you did” behind Evie’s eyes, but it was a testament to how much she wanted to keep the peace that she didn’t voice it. 

Ready to raise the issue of Hell—of Bayview—again now that we were away from Fiona, I took a deep breath. Despite the regard Fiona had shown Evie, I had little doubt she’d happily send Evie into danger if it saved Mackenzie’s life. “Ethan said something that made me think,” I said

“Uh-oh, that’s dangerous.” She laughed. 

“There are only a few places they would have taken a fae prisoner within New York, and all of them are going to be swarming with Rain operatives—” 

“Don’t,” she warned, obviously seeing where my argument was leading. “I’m coming.” 

“What if they recognize what you are?” 

“What if they don’t? I might be able to help.”

“But—”

She cut me off before I could argue. “What if there was some way of knowing that whatever costume Fiona has in mind will work before I was anywhere near the danger?” 

“That’s impossible.” 

“Is it?” She had a plan that much was clear. 

I leaned against the wall while I waited to hear it. “What have you got in mind?” 

“Would you say Ethan has a better than average chance of guessing it was me if a costume wasn’t working?” 

I shrugged. “Probably.” 

“Well, what if we did a trial run for the meeting with him? If he picks me out of a crowd, then maybe you’re right, and it’s too much of a risk for me.” 

“And?” 

She threaded her fingers with mine. “And I promise I won’t go with you when it comes time to rescue Mackenzie.” 

I raised my eyebrow at her. It was going to be too easy to win this. 

“But,” she said before I could get too excited, “if he doesn’t guess, you have to stop trying to convince me to stay away.” 

I wasn’t sure I could do it, but I had to admit her plan did have merit. And I had confidence in my brother. “I have to warn you; Eth never forgets a face.”

She smiled almost serenely. “Then you have nothing to worry about, do you?” 





INSTEAD OF finding a room and trying to get some rest like we should have, Evie dragged me to Aiden’s room to tell him of our plan. He’d already been instructed by Fiona to give us anything we needed, so he was only too willing to find two creative fairies to help Evie organize her outfit. 

While Evie was lead off on her camouflage mission, Aiden led me down to a guest room a little down the hall from him. While I was as polite as I could be, I didn’t have a conversation with him. He was the one who’d offered Evie a life in this place—the safety and freedom I could never give her—and I was too far out of my depth to be friendly. 





A LITTLE over an hour later, I was just drifting off to sleep when the door opened. At first, I’d thought the blonde who’d opened it must have been lost, but after just a few seconds I saw that she didn’t have the wings that everyone else in the place did. Then I recognized the aura of lazy flames that surrounded her. She smiled shyly at me, and the curve of her lip was way too familiar. “Evie?” 

“Surprise?” she said uncertainly. 

I looked her over carefully. “Well, it’s certainly different from your usual look.” 

“Rose and Isa put together the outfit and the makeup. We talked about glamouring, but it’s more permanent, and there're no guarantees it will work or that they’ll be able to reverse it.”

“No way in hell,” I said. “I’m not going to have you changing everything about you just so that you can risk your life. I like you just as you are.” 

“Does that mean you won’t like me when I’m older and get wrinkles?” 

“Wrinkles, I can deal with. Gray hairs, no worries. I still want you to be you though.” 

“So you don’t like it?” she asked as she spun in a slow circle. 

Now that I was aware it was her under the getup, I took a little longer to appreciate the outfit. And the clothing was worth appreciating. Everything she wore hugged, well, everything she had. I was reminded of the little trick I’d played to get her through customs. 

At the time, I’d told her to never underestimate the power of boobs. 

Maybe I should listen to my own advice. 

Truthfully, she didn’t look anything like her normal self. Even I’d had to look twice, but I couldn’t admit that to her. What continued to concern me though was that even if her disguise could fool the Assessors and the elite who were bound to be roaming the halls of the Bayview, it would be harder to hide the heat that radiated from her, especially if she became stressed. 

I stood and closed the distance between us, wrapping my arm around her waist and running my hand over her ass. The material was like nothing I’d felt before and almost compelled me to rub my palms against the length of her legs, repeatedly. “Oh, I like it. You’re keeping these regardless of what happens, right?” 

She chuckled. “Clearly you approve of the pants?” 

“I do, although I approve of no pants too.” 

A small sigh slipped from her. It was filled with significantly more sorrow than the moment called for. 

“What’s up?” I asked, shifting my hands back to her waist and trying to behave. 

“You can’t imagine how many times I’d wished for exactly this last time I was here. I just never thought it’d happen. This room . . . it just brings back so many memories.” 

“This is your old room?” 

She nodded. 

Aiden had probably set it up deliberately. That fucker! 

It didn’t matter whether it was a setup or not though, because suddenly the ghosts of the past seemed to share the space with us and spending time naked was much less enticing. 

“Sorry, that’s probably a bit of a mood killer.” 

“It’s okay. We should probably sleep anyway. After all, Eth will be here early tomorrow.”

Evie drew herself out of my arms. “Okay, just let me get this gunk off my face first.”

As she disappeared from view, I hoped like hell my brother would recognize her so she could stay safe in the court when it all went down. 








CHAPTER NINETEEN





EVEN THOUGH I’D put so much faith in him, Eth had let me down. In the end, Evie had won our bet fair and square. 

After she’d got the fairies to help get her makeup in place again the following morning, we went to meet Eth who had no clue which one of the patrons in the coffee shop was her. During our short conversation, while he tried to spot her, he reminded me that Lou could be a bigger risk, and I realized there was so much information I still needed. 

Almost as soon as Lou’s name was mentioned, when it was already clear that Eth wasn’t going to pick her out, Evie had made herself known. Because I’d already lost the bet and couldn’t stop Evie from coming along with us, I was anxious to get somewhere private where we could tell Eth about the situation and find out more about the last almost ten months back at home. 

We left Starbucks and headed straight back to Central Park. After Eth had caught me up on what he’d hunted, when, and where, we came back around to the topic I’d been most concerned about. 

“I teamed up with Dad and Lou again about six months ago,” Eth said. “And I found out that Lou bought the story of Evie’s death and your disappearance, with one slight problem.” 

“What’s that?” Evie asked with a frown. 

Eth turned to her. “She’s convinced Clay took a baby with him when he left the country—your baby.” He shifted his attention back onto me. “She wanted to track you down, but I persuaded her not to. I convinced her that I had a lead.” 

Sometimes I really hated my sister. Honestly, I hadn’t given a second thought to the fact that Lou might have assumed that I’d have taken Evie’s child away if I was grieving her death. Of course, if she’d been hunting Evie like I had suspected, she would know the Rain files about phoenixes as well as I did—at least the old, abridged version the Rain wanted people to read. 

Eth went on to explain a rouse he’d laid by traveling to the UK for a time before convincing Dad and Lou that he’d lost my trail when I’d fled to Australia.

“And she’ll be keeping an eye out for my return?” I guessed when he’d finished telling me that Lou still wanted to hunt me to Australia, but Dad had stopped her. “So that she can kill the child?” 

“Let’s just say you’re not at the top of her favorite people list. She thought you’d rush back to the family after Evie’s death. She’s never considered the fact that your feelings could be something more than just a spell.” 

Evie moved away from me, attempting to twist herself out of my arms. Sensing it was out of guilt, I refused to let her go. Instead, I reached for her hand and did my best to assure her that Lou’s hatred stemmed from long-held issues. I tried to convince her that one day things might change. 

Incredibly unhelpfully, Eth snorted. “Sure, and one day pigs might fly.” 

His words provided the perfect segue into the news I had to share about the information I’d received. I just didn’t know how to start. I tried and faltered when I lifted my eyes and saw the fae court looming large in a place I’d always assumed was nothing more than an empty meadow. 

After another false start, where I at least managed to tell him about our visitor, I stalled again. My gaze left the huge structure in front of me, ignored the fae coming and going from its entry, and locked on Evie. I needed to gather strength from her. 

As if she realized how impossible it was for me to find the right words, Evie stepped in. “It was your mother.”

Hearing the word out loud after having some more time to process it properly solidified the concept in my mind. Fiona was my mother. My mother was fae. My heart lodged firmly in my throat at the thought. 

“Mom? Are you sure it was her?” The full force of Eth’s attention was on me, and I squirmed slightly under the weight of it. “Do you have a picture?”

I rolled my eyes. “No, I don’t have a picture. Do I look like a fucking photographer? What did you expect me to do? ‘Hey, Mom, glad you’re back and all that, can we have a fucking family portrait done now?’”

“Well, no, but seriously, it was her?” His face lit up. It was as if I’d told him Santa Clause, the Tooth Fairy, and the Easter Bunny were all real and were having a gang bang not too far away. 

“Yeah, at least, I’m pretty damn sure it was, but . . . well . . .” I trailed off, not knowing how to word my discovery without him losing control. 

“What?” 

“She isn’t what I expected . . .” 

“Why not?” 

An involuntary sigh slipped from me. “She’s different.” 

Eth snorted. “Of course she’s different. You haven’t seen her in twenty-one years. Unless she found the fountain of youth, she’s going to be different.” 

“No, it’s more than that.” 

“Then what is it?” His frustration at my inability to just spit it out was growing clear. 

“It’s just that she . . .” I glanced to Evie, hoping she could somehow rescue me, but she remained quiet and gave an encouraging nod instead. 

“Fuck, this is harder than that time we had to interrogate the manticore,” Eth said with an air of dramatics. “And it didn’t speak English.” 

“Look, it’s not easy—”

Eth rolled his eyes. “Just spit it out.” 

“She’s fae,” I whispered. 

“Holy shit!” Eth’s hands came into his hair. “No way.”

His denial felt familiar, even if it didn’t seem to go as absolute as mine. “Yeah.”

“And it’s really her?”

“We’ve spoken to her a couple of times in the last few days,” Evie said, closing her fingers around mine to offer me comfort. “But for what it’s worth, I believe her.”

“Me too,” I added. “At least, I think I do now. Honestly, it took me a bit to get used to the idea.”

Ethan issued a low whistle. “Wow.” A number of emotions flittered over his face as he processed the information. “Heh. Okay then.”

“What?” I couldn’t believe how easily he’d accepted the truth. 

“Just, there’s a lot of things that make sense if that’s true.”

“What?” There were no other words in my head as he spoke. What the fuck did he know that I didn’t?

“It’s understandable you wouldn’t see it. You don’t really remember Mom.” Eth smiled. “She was so beautiful.”

I clenched my jaw as my fingers broke free of Evie’s and curled into fists. “Of course I don’t remember her! We were taken from her before I got to know her!”

One of Evie’s hands traced a path on my bicep, no doubt trying to calm me. 

“Taken?” Eth repeated the word back to me. “No. I mean . . . surely not. Although, Dad—well, huh . . .” His brow dipped. “He always said she left. Do you think . . . maybe he left when he found out the truth?”

“How can you be so goddamned blasé about this?” I couldn’t contain the words as they burst from me in a loud rush. When I drew the gaze of some passersby, I dropped my eyes and closed my mouth. 

“I’m not blasé, but I guess it’s not completely out of the blue either.”

“What?” The question about what he knew ran through me again. “What haven’t you told me?”

“Nothing solid really. Only rumors. Let’s just say that since you showed me that information, I’ve kept my eyes open and ears to the ground.”

“Information?” Evie’s gaze cut to mine.

“It was nothing.” I shot Eth a deadly glare as he spoke about the information I’d gathered after Oxford. Although I’d told Evie most of it, I still hadn’t explained the fact that the Rain had information that would have exonerated her from being a monster, but they’d kept it covered up. 

“Yeah, just some stuff about a case,” Eth added to back up my claim.

“So you’re totally fine with this?” It was hard to believe that I’d had to fight so damned hard for him to accept Evie as anything other than a deadly monster, and yet he was willing to accept Fiona’s information without question. “You don’t have any questions? Nothing?”

“Oh, I have questions—plenty, in fact, and I plan to get answers for them all—but I’m not going to freak out about it until I get more information.”

Surprisingly, Eth seemed to come to terms with the concept faster and with more surety than I had. Before long, we reached the part of the discussion where we had to consider the reasons Dad might have kept the secret as well as examine the evidence of the truth in our everyday life. Every hunt we’d been on had been made easier because of our propensity for stumbling onto the creatures we hunted. I wondered whether Dad had considered the possibility that our natural draw to others was a bleed through of possible fae traits. 

During the discussion, Eth’s acceptance turned to anger, which was directed solely at me. “How long have you known about this anyway? I mean, you’ve had enough time to get back to the States. You couldn’t have called me sooner?” 

“We only found out last night,” I bit back.

“When did you come back to the States then? And why?”

The way he asked the question, it was like we’d planned our trip and deliberately kept him out of the loop. “We only got back last night.”

“Well, how’d you get here so damn quickly?” 

“We’ll explain that later,” Evie said, stepping between us. “Your mother came to us for a reason.” 

I turned to Evie, wondering whether she was going to tell Eth of the task ahead. 

“She needs our help. Well, yours and Clay’s specifically. She has a daughter who was recently taken by the Rain.” 

“I have another sister?” Eth was taken aback, but only momentarily. 

How can he be so fucking calm about all of this?

“She’s not our sister,” I said. The word didn’t fit. Lou was our sister—despite all the shit she’d caused. She was family. This Mackenzie . . . she was a stranger. 

Eth looked at me as if I was a simpleton. “If she’s our mother’s daughter, then she’s our half-sister at least.” 

I didn’t want to acknowledge the truth in his words, but I couldn’t deny it either. 

“Would you like to see your mother?” Evie asked quietly. We’d come to the part of the conversation we’d agreed on before heading out that morning. If Eth wanted to meet Fiona, we’d offer him some enchanted food. If not, we’d arrange what we needed to do without his assistance.

When he agreed, Evie gave him the small item we’d brought with us, warning him that there could be some pain. I couldn’t help feeling a little annoyed that he got far more warning than I ever had. I’d been promised nothing more than a little discomfort, and instead, I’d endured one of the most painful experiences I’d ever been through—and considering my life to that point, that was saying something. 

As the enchantment took hold of him, I expected something to happen. I expected him to scream or cry in agony. 

“Are you okay?” Evie asked. 

“I feel a little sick,” Eth whined. 

Even though it made me feel like a pussy in comparison to him, I tried not to let it irritate me that he hadn’t doubled over in agony. It didn’t necessarily mean that he was stronger than me, just that there was something different between his experience and mine. 

If only I knew what. I tried to help him instead. 

“Concentrate on the building,” I said. “It’ll make it easier if you focus on the fae world.”

Once he had recovered from his initial nausea, we led the way toward the court. As we walked, I couldn’t help but ask for Evie’s opinion about why Eth hadn’t been affected the same way I had. In response, she told me that my eyes had changed since I’d taken the enchantment. I was surprised that she hadn’t mentioned it sooner, but I supposed it wasn’t exactly something that naturally came up in conversation. 

Before long, we’d forged reintroductions, and everyone was deep in a planning meeting about where Mackenzie might have been taken and how to extract her. 

I watched Eth’s confidence with a growing jealousy. He was able to offer useful information about changes that had occurred at Bayview since I’d last been there. Apparently, it’d been converted to a hotel similar to the Oxford. I listened to his explanation to the others about the reasons behind the new front and felt more impotent with each word he uttered. 

Fiona approached the wrong son. 

As Eth continued his story, Evie’s body temperature rose, and I could feel the heat echoing off her in waves. 

“The tourists lap up the ‘historical’ angle of sleeping in an old prison,” he continued, “even paying a premium for it, and we get to keep a few key rooms on selected floor as holding cells. It was a win-win. In the end, it provided us with enough money to fund anything we needed, including actually increasing our presence worldwide.” 

“And no one notices the prisoners coming and going?” Evie asked. 

“They usually get taken up via service elevators, but they never leave,” Eth said. “At least, not alive. Or whole.” 

The aura that flickered around Evie’s body changed. The flames appeared to stretch further from her body than before and tightened, as if she had a thousand blowtorches around her body rather than a lazy campfire. 

The material of the couch began to smoke under her palm, and I could see Eth’s words were making her understand how dangerous the place was. 

One more thing he can do that I can’t. 

I placed my hand on Evie’s knee to calm her. “You don’t have to come with us. Eth and I can handle it alone.”

Any thoughts I’d entertained that she was finally beginning to understand were swept away as she said, “No way.” 

“Don’t even think about it,” Aiden said over the top of Evie’s refusal. “Mackenzie is our family; we’re going to be there to help you too.” 

“You can’t,” Eth said. “The whole place is set up with anti-fae protections; it was built into the prison bars and much of it was kept when it was converted into a hotel. In addition to the measures built in by our forefathers, there is also a range of sophisticated equipment that constantly scans for nonhuman indicators. To be honest, I don’t even think you’ll be able to come, Evie.” He shot me a glance that confirmed he wanted her to stay away from the place as much as I did. 

I was glad for the backup, but figured it wouldn’t matter in the end. 

“I’m not letting you two go into that place alone,” she said, confirming my fear. 

“Us either,” Aiden said. “Surely there must be some way of getting us in?” 

To my surprise, Eth turned Judas and started to come up with ways the system could be broken to get Evie and the fae in. 

“How have the defenses changed?” I asked, knowing they were stringent before and they were likely to be stronger now. I wanted everyone to see how impossible it would be for them, but easy for Eth and I, to get in. 

“Some parts haven’t. The iron bars are still in place. They’ve even worked them into the design of most of the rooms.”

“Iron could prove to be problematic,” Aiden said.

“Iron? Why would that be problematic?” Evie asked. Her voice held a curiosity, but no hint that she was even close to changing her mind. 

“It is a repellant of sorts for fae,” Aiden started to explain. As he continued to tell her what iron did to fae, he leaned forward and stared intently into her eyes. His expression softened as he spoke to her with a new tenderness clear on his features. 

Evie leaned forward to him as well, and I watched as they fell back into the same stance they’d been in when I’d interrupted their conversation in Sweden. There was a comfort between them that I’d never shared with Evie, and it burned me that someone else could have forged such a deep connection with the one I loved. 

As if she felt my gaze on her, Evie lifted her eyes to meet mine. The confusion in them was too much for me to bear and I looked away, utterly disgusted with myself that I’d been the one who’d forced them together. 

Eth continued to talk, and I wanted nothing more than to get out of there. The atmosphere suddenly felt stifling and oppressive. I tried to concentrate on the flow of the conversation and even interjected when I had something helpful to offer, but I needed to get out. 

When I suggested planning and caution, Eth came back with his usual gusto. “All right! Now, when do we do this?”

“It has to be soon,” Fiona said. It was the first thing she’d said in the conversation, and yet it held such gravitas that it was impossible to ignore. 

“We’ll need time for the enchantments to wear off,” Evie said. “At least, I’m assuming we’ll be susceptible to all anti-fae symbols until it does?” 

I watched Evie as I considered the thought of losing my new, unique sight. As much as I had loved her the way I’d seen her before, the ability to see the physical manifestation of Evie’s true nature—the fiery aura that surrounded her body and the power that was barely contained within her flesh—was something extraordinary. I wasn’t sure I was ready to lose it so soon. 

Aiden nodded. “It would be for the best if you were to find alternate sleeping arrangements until after the rescue. Ethan, if you are amenable, we should take time to run through the possible anti-fae protections. I will provide you with details of any counters I am aware of and show you how best to break the symbols.” 

Eth nodded. “Fine by me.”

“Evie and I will find a hotel room for tonight,” I volunteered, more than ready to be gone from the small room. 

Eth tossed me a phone. “That’s a spare with my number already programmed in. Call me with the details once it’s sorted and I’ll meet you guys there. While you’re at it, can you guys sort out how Evie will get past the heat sensors? That getup should trick the cameras. Her cheekbones seem higher.”

It wasn’t long before Evie and I were tucked up in a cab, and she coaxed the doubt out of me. Laying my emotions on the line for her was almost easy, and I found them flowing from me in a rush. 

In return, she offered me her faith and reminded me of why I would be an asset to the rescue mission. I couldn’t deny that she made me feel infinitely better about things—except for the little fact that she’d be coming with us regardless of my arguments to the contrary. She proved to me how desperately she wanted to be there with me, even going so far as to singe my arm a little to prove her point that she could look after herself. I was certain I should have been scared at the reminder of her power, but I’d be lying if I didn’t say I was a little turned on. 

After she’d used her heat to try to convince me that she would be able to look after herself while we were on the rescue mission, she’d decided to tease me with promises of things to come. It was the reminder I needed over why I had been willing to let Eth think I was looking up hotels rather than going straight to an old fallback.

I was desperate for some alone time with her, and I wasn’t ashamed to admit it. 





SOME TIME later, I had Evie in a bedroom at the Gansevoort Hotel, ready to take advantage of the extra sensory gifts the fae enchantments had given me before they faded. Based on the little touches and teasers we’d shared in the cab on the way to the hotel and in the elevator on the way to our room, the sensation would be everything I hoped and more. Everything I needed. 

Before the door had even closed, I had her in my arms and was tearing at her clothes. As each item fluttered to the floor, I became desperate for even more. Each time my fingertips brushed across her naked skin, sensations ran straight to my core. It was like a thousand tiny fires had been lit throughout my body. I wanted to ask her whether it had the same effect on her, but I couldn’t lift my lips from her skin long enough to form any words beyond incoherent mutterings about how perfect she was. 

Once I’d shed all of her clothes, I lifted her into my arms. She giggled as I hoisted her naked frame over my shoulder and carried her toward the bed. 

“Put me down,” she squealed as she half-heartedly fought against my hold.

“I need you in bed.” 

She giggled again. “I can get there myself.”

“Not fast enough.” I tossed her gently onto the mattress and immediately climbed over her. As I did, I found I was way overdressed for the occasion and started to shed my own clothing. Evie’s hands joined mine, pulling at my clothing. 

“What were you saying about not fast enough?” she grunted as she worked the fly on my jeans. 

I climbed off the bed, pushed my jeans and boxers off in one swift movement, and then climbed back into place over her body. 

“I need you,” I muttered as I claimed her mouth. 

While my tongue met hers, she scraped her fingernails across my scalp, and I had to close my eyes to avoid being overloaded by sensation. Evie stopped moving, and a giggle sprung to her lips. Her stillness forced me to open my eyes, and I found her staring at me with her teeth sunk into her lips as she struggled to suppress a grin. 

“What?” I asked. 

“This is just different.” 

Her words had me on edge as I tried to figure out what she was talking about. “What is?” 

She trailed her fingertips across my cheeks. “This is.” 

I tilted my head, still not sure what she meant. She reached for my hand, guiding it over her heart. A rumble built in my chest as desire overtook curiosity. Her fingers curled around mine. 

“This,” she murmured as she escorted my hand on a trek along her skin. 

Finally, I saw what she was talking about—the purple flame that sparked between us. I’d noticed it shortly after my first sight of the fae world, but had grown almost accustomed to it. Watching our auras interact while we were both naked and desperate was a totally odd sensation. It forced me to recall the way I’d felt while we were on the yacht, the way my body searched for her. With the visual evidence, it was clearer than ever before. My aura leaped from my skin, seeking a connection with hers. When I lifted my hand, our auras twisted for as long as possible, only breaking apart at the last moment. 

For half a second, I wondered whether it was like that when Evie was with him, but I pushed it out of my head because this moment was about us, not about her past. 

I was so fascinated watching the interplay of our auras as I traced my fingers over Evie’s body that I didn’t even realize the effect my soft touches were having on her until she issued a needful moan that made my cock twitch with anticipation. My fingers explored lower, brushing across her slick skin before dipping into her warm body. Our moans issued in unison. It was like I could feel everything she felt, but enhanced and mingled with my own sensations, as if it wasn’t just our auras that were entwined, but every part of ourselves. 

“Clay,” she murmured as she fisted her hands in my hair and pulled me closer to her. 

I took the movement as my signal to take her. Grabbing hold of one of her legs, I hitched it up as I pushed myself deep inside of her.

A jumble of words spilled from me and I had to still all movement to stop myself from losing control because of the ecstasy in our enhanced union. When I was unable to stop myself from moving any longer, I claimed her mouth and kissed her deeply as I thrust into her once more. 

Her legs wrapped around my back; her ankles linked and locked me in place. With gentle motions, I continued to move inside her as I traced my fingers over her body, watching the way our auras sparked together once more. 

“Does it get more perfect than this?” I asked, breathless and overwhelmed by how much I could feel. 

Evie shook her head before tipping it backward as I thrust into her again. I dipped my head to taste her breasts. My breathing sped until it was choppy and harsh. I could barely concentrate on anything but our union. 

After a few minutes, Evie nudged me to roll over. When I obliged, she moved quickly until she was on top, sinking onto my erection with a desperate moan. My hands lifted, and my fingers found the groove on her hips to guide her over me. She tipped her head back, the action sending her hair cascading down her back and causing her breasts to lift. 

“Fuck, Evie,” I muttered. The sight was so perfect. Without thought, I tucked an arm around her waist, pinning her against me, and then sat up so that I could taste her again.

Once I was sitting, she leaned forward and wrapped her arms around my neck. She panted with need against my skin before kissing a trail along my neck. 

Secure in my hold, Evie rocked her hips against me as her lips found mine. My fingers pressed against the base of her spine, urging her down a little harder each time she thrust forward. Sweat clung to us both as need and passion rocketed her heat to the level where her body was almost fire in my hands. Despite the warmth, I didn’t burn. She could have ignited the room at that point, and I would have felt invincible. Like I’d be safe from her flames even if they burst bright from within her. 

Everything built within me faster than I could have imagined, and before I knew it, my world exploded moments before Evie’s cries pierced the air and confirmed she’d tumbled into oblivion on top of me. 

I rested my head on her shoulder, and she mimicked the action on mine. In the small space between our bodies, all that existed was the sound of our panting breaths and a purple fire made from the union of our auras. 

“I love you,” I murmured before brushing my lips across her collarbone. I hoped she would hear more than just the words I’d issued—there were so many more I’d meant to say, even that powerful declaration barely covered it all. 








CHAPTER TWENTY





AFTER SPENDING SOME time alone with Evie, I called Eth as agreed and let him know the hotel we were staying at and gave him the room number. 

“So, the Gansevoort?” he queried. “How long exactly did that decision take? A minute? Two?” 

Glancing over at Evie’s mussed-up hair and smeared makeup, I chuckled. 

“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” he said in confirmation. “I hope you booked me a separate room.” 

“Nope.” I laughed again. 

“Well, that’s just great.” His sarcasm wasn’t lost on me, but I could tell he was smiling. Even though he probably didn’t want to think about my sex life any more than I wanted to consider his, I had no doubt he was happy that I’d shaken off the despondency that had been such a big part of our relationship for years. “No doubt I’ll have to listen to the two of you fuck like bunnies all night long.”

I heard another low voice in the background before Eth laughed at whatever had been said. 

“What was that?” I asked. 

“Aiden just said there’d be a room for me at the court if your newfound virility was too much for me.” 

Of course he’d have something to say about it. Aiden typified everything I hated about the fae. He was opinionated, arrogant, and nosey. Other than his looks, I had no idea what Evie saw in him—but I’d never known her to be so shallow either. There must have been something about him that attracted her, and that thought made me uncomfortable. That feeling was only made worse with the knowledge that if I accepted the fact that Fiona was my mother, Aiden must be, for all intents and purposes, my cousin. 

I shuddered at the thought. 

Evie caught the movement and gave me a questioning look, but I shook my head to indicate it was nothing.

“Well, that’s all I really needed to tell you. Evie and I are going to try to find some internet access. We’ll meet you back here later,” I said to Eth, choosing to disregard his comment about Aiden’s offer and get off the phone as soon as I could. 

“Sure thing.” Eth seemed a little confused at the speed my emotions had turned, but I ignored that as well and ended the call. 

“We’re going out?” Evie asked. 

“Yeah, we need to do that research, and I don’t want to risk looking anything like that up here at the hotel just in case it triggers any alarms in the Rain systems.” 

 “Okay.” She climbed off the bed before straightening the blanket. “Just give me a couple of minutes to refresh.” 

We asked the concierge for directions to the nearest internet café. He gave me an odd look when I refused to use the business center in the hotel, but looked it up for us anyway. 

Both Evie and I were quiet while we walked to the internet café and didn’t speak much once we were inside either. Once I’d accepted exactly how determined she was to go with me, I was just as resolute about giving her the best chances of survival. 

Going as a hotel guest would be far easier than trying to convince the Rain that she belonged there. It would be easier getting the fae into a hotel room too. From what Eth had told us, the public areas were less protected than the Rain floors. Apparently, it was to stop suspicion if any fae or other similar creatures stumbled into the place. The low-level protections would cause some pain and inconvenience, but not enough to drive them to their knees. 

If I could work things right, I thought I might actually be able to keep her out of the worst dangers. We’d both get what we wanted that way. We spent the better part of the afternoon gathering up everything necessary for the deception and then returned to the Gansevoort to meet Eth. 

Once we were there, he showed Evie and me everything that he’d learned from Aiden. Evie watched with rapt attention, and I tried not to let my personal impression of the fae fucker disrupt the evening. 

Unfortunately for us, the evening was disrupted when Dad called Eth to find out where he was and why he’d disappeared. Although Eth tried to convince him there was nothing to worry about, it seemed Dad wasn’t convinced. Almost the second he’d hung up, Eth sprang into action, grabbing the phones and charging from the hotel to dispose of them so, at least, Dad couldn’t surprise us in our sleep. 

Evie asked about Dad and then about Abe. After I’d explained who Abe was, she surprised me by asking whether he might have known about Fiona. 

Her question floored me because it wasn’t something I’d even considered. There were so many things that I hadn’t stopped and thought about after learning of my heritage. Was it a closely guarded secret that only Dad and a small number of other people knew—like with Charles, the director of the Oxford division, and his dalliance with the fae help—or was it something that was common knowledge among the ranks of the Rain but hidden only from us three. Were we the fucking laughingstock of Hell?

Once more, my mind turned to Toni and the questions she’d had as she’d viewed me through the hagstone while we were hunting the black annis. I could see now that she was trying to draw information out of me—information I didn’t have at the time but that she must have suspected. 

Aiden and Evie had discussed my aura before I’d even tasted a drop of the fae enchantments, surely Toni had been able to see the same thing: the muted blue glow over my body. Even in the short time I’d experienced the world with the enchantments running through my veins, I’d discovered that normal humans didn’t have auras—at least none that I’d seen yet had one. 

It made sense it was something that only others had. 

Others like me. 

Evie was still looking at me as if she expected an answer. 

Could Abe have known? 

“I guess he could have. Honestly, I don’t know what to think anymore. I don’t even know who to trust.”

Evie stepped closer and placed her hand on my arm. “You can trust me.” 

I couldn’t resist rolling my eyes over the statement. Of course I trusted her. I had very little choice in the matter, and it was the reason I’d tasted the fae enchantments in the first place. It was the reason I’d returned home to the States and wasn’t still secreted away in Sweden with her. “I just want to know who tortured Lou. I want them to pay for what they did to her.” 

I wanted to make whoever it was pay tenfold for the pain they’d caused my whole family. If it had been my father who’d hurt Lou, I wouldn’t go easy on him just because of the familial link. My retraining will look like summer vacation compared to what I’ll do to him. 

“And find Mackenzie,” Evie added. 

“Of course,” I replied. Rescuing a stranger, regardless of her apparent relationship to me, was secondary to my objective, but I would do what I could to do both. 

“We’re doing the right thing,” Evie said with a reassuring hand cupped against my cheek. 

“I hope so,” I muttered. “But I can’t help feeling that Eth and I are dragging people to their deaths.” 

“You’re not dragging anyone. Everyone is volunteering. Even if you refused to take everyone with you, I think they’d just try to find their own way in, regardless of the heightened risk. I know I would.”

Her words reminded me that, regardless of what I did to minimize the risk for her, she would be in severe danger from the time she was within a block of Bayview. 

“If you want to back out at any time, just say the word,” I told her. “No one will think any less of you for not going tomorrow.” 

“I know, but I want to do this. I want to protect Mackenzie from her pain. I need to. I can’t help it; it’s just part of who I am.”

It was the part of her personality created by the sunbird within her. How could I argue against the very part of her that made me fall head over heels in love with her? I pulled her into my arms, and we spent the time until Eth returned going between quiet introspection and packing and planning for the following day. 

When Eth returned, he threw us each a new cell phone and in turn, we filled him in on the research we’d conducted during the day. He didn’t seem convinced by the most promising lead we had—a sheet of glass in place over the infrared cameras—but honestly, I wasn’t that sold on it either. 

“Okay, so what exactly is the plan?” Ethan asked after a few seconds mulling over the idea of a simple sheet of glass. We both had a rough idea of what needed to happen, but I could see he wanted to go over specifics. 

“You and I need to go in first,” I said. It was part of my goal to keep Evie out of danger. Aside from the Assessors, Abe and Ben were the biggest danger to her. If we could keep them busy and catch them off guard, we might just be lucky and have them miss the obvious signs of her otherness. “If we arrive wanting to see Abe, I’m sure they’ll let us in. We can pretend that I’m back because I’ve realized the error of my ways.”

“What about Oxford?” Eth asked. 

Of course he’d bring that up. I hadn’t seen anyone at Bayview or any of the American divisions of the Rain since I’d brazenly stolen artifacts from Charles’ private collection. I wasn’t sure how much Eth had shared with them about why Charles was no longer desperate to locate me—after all, Charles had dropped the issue because of secrets he’d wanted to keep hidden. “I’ll just say it was a misunderstanding.” 

Evie met my eye and mouthed the word “Oxford” at me, but I shook my head to tell her it wasn’t important. She knew the basics regarding what I’d done to acquire the items with information about her, she just wasn’t aware where—or more specifically from whom—I’d procured the stolen artifacts. 

“He’s definitely more likely to buy that bull than Dad would be. Abe always had a soft spot for you and Lou.” 

Evie’s earlier question came flooding back into my mind. “Do you think that soft spot is guilt?” 

Eth flinched. The movement was so small that, if I didn’t know him as well as I did, I would have missed it. “I don’t think you can think about things like that until we know some more facts. For now, keep your head in the game because we need to worry about getting Mack out of there first.” 

“Mack?” Evie asked with a growing smile. 

“Well, if she’s my sis, I’ll have to give her some nickname. It’s only fair.” 

I couldn’t understand his readiness to adopt her as family. I had one sister—and even that relationship was tenuous. “Let’s just leave the ‘S’ word out of this for now too, huh?” 

Eth shrugged. “Whatever, bro, but that’s what she is, whether you like the word or not. You can deny it all you want, but it won’t change one simple fact. She is Mom’s daughter, which makes her our sister.” 

Even though I knew it was true logically, I couldn’t acknowledge it. 

I was glad when Evie interjected and brought the focus back to planning. “Okay, so after you get in to see Abe, how are you going to clear the way? If we’re going with the glass, how will I know that it’s in place?” 

“I don’t know where the sensors are or what they look like,” Eth said. “We’ll have to think of something when we get there, and that’s assuming that we even can. If you give us half an hour, we’ll do everything we can to put them out of commission.”

If. Assuming. Everything we can. The words were all wrong and made my concern spike. I couldn’t let Evie risk her life for ifs, buts, and maybes. 

“That’s not good enough,” I said. “You’re risking exposing Evie if anything goes wrong.” 

“There are other ways to avoid detection.” Evie placed her hand on my arm.

Instead of calming me, like I’m sure she’d meant it to, it reminded me of the exact reason it was dangerous for her to be anywhere near Bayview. 

“We saw some other stuff about dark clothing being less reflective of the heat,” she explained to Eth. “The outfit we’ve left out should be dark enough, and if I cover up at the last minute with cold gloves and a cool scarf, it should be sufficient to get me through the lobby even if you can’t get the glass in place in time.” Evie glanced between Eth and me before continuing, “Okay, so if I make it through the lobby, what then?” 

“Once you’re booked in, Clay and I will buzz your room,” Eth said. “There are intercoms throughout the whole place, so even if we can’t get to you, we can call you. We’ll save the cell phones for absolute emergencies only. Then we can arrange to meet you in the elevator and get onto the right floors to start cleaning the path and trying to find Mack.” 

“There are a lot of ifs, buts, and maybes in this plan,” Evie said, and I wanted to argue against her coming with us again. 

What if Dad turns up while she’s there? Will he recognize her? If that happened, he’d be unlikely to let me leave anyway, so our plan would be screwed either way. 

“I know,” Eth murmured, “but we work best without a plan, don’t we, little bro?”

I couldn’t answer him. Instead, I was willing Evie to see the danger. It would likely be a suicide mission for her, and I couldn’t survive her death. I just wouldn’t. 

Not to mention there was every chance that I’d be so concerned about her safety that I would miss some vital clue about Lou’s suffering or Mackenzie’s location. I knew better than to keep arguing about it with her though. She was as stubborn as . . . well, as stubborn as I was. Now that she’d set her mind to coming, trying to demand that she stay behind was as impossible as pushing water uphill with a sieve. 

“The most important thing is wiping out the anti-fae protections so that we can have that extra back-up,” Evie said, making it clear once more that she was going. 

“I agree,” Eth replied. He was obviously all on board for her to risk her life. “Their assistance is crucial to this whole thing going our way. We’re going to be massively outnumbered, even with them, but they’ll definitely give us a much-needed boost.”

After another half hour of planning, we ordered room service and tried to lighten the mood and forget about what was coming up the next morning. 

“This enchantment thing is pretty wicked,” Eth said around a mouthful of hamburger. “It’ll almost be a shame to lose it before the big game.” 

Evie laughed. “It’s not great when you have nothing but double vision for months. When I lived at the court, I’d get such a headache every time I had to go outside.” 

“No fucking way!” Eth exclaimed. “You lived with them? When?” 

Evie chewed on her lip, and I could see she regretted her words. Her friendship with Eth was still in its infancy, and there was a lot of personal history involved in her time with the fae. 

“She lived with them before Salem,” I answered for her. I wasn’t sure whether the words were intended to save her the trouble of an explanation or because the new reminder was too much in the face of everything else. “Aiden saved her life.” 

She met my eye, and I could see the doubt printed there. She wasn’t sure what to make of my explanation. Truthfully, I wasn’t either. 

“So you knew Mom—” Eth cut off when I frowned at him. 

“Yeah.” Evie nodded, looking ashamed. “Of course, I had no idea who she was then—I mean, who she was to you and Clay.” 

“Tell me more about her?” Eth asked, and I realized that as much as I’d suffered from her absence, he’d had to live through her departure and then deal with two younger siblings constantly craving his recollections and memories in the years that followed. We’d commandeered his memories for our own purpose, and left him none of his own. 

A soft pink blush rose up Evie’s olive cheek. “I didn’t really see her much.” 

Eth’s brows furrowed in confusion at her response. 

“I was busy doing other things,” she responded, ducking her head and hiding behind her hair. 

I pushed myself off the bed, unable to listen to another minute. Busy doing other things? 

Like Aiden. 

Images of the two of them together filled me, and I wanted to be sick. What she’d shared with him wasn’t anything like the desperate fucks I’d shared with other women while we’d been apart. My affairs had been meaningless and had only served to remind me how much I needed Evie. 

Whereas she’d found love. 

If I confronted her about it, she’d deny it, but it was obvious that they cared deeply for one another. Even if she loved him less than she loved me, for a time she had considered him a genuine replacement. I couldn’t deny the jealousy that festered within me at the knowledge of how much he’d meant to her.

How much he still meant to her. 

“What’s going on?” Eth asked, clearly sensing the tension in the room. 

“Evie?” I said, turning to her with a raised eyebrow. It was her story to tell, and I wondered whether she would admit it to Eth. “Why don’t you tell Eth all about your special relationship with the fae?” 

She set her jaw in a way that demonstrated her irritation, and the aura around her body tightened into the blowtorch-style flames again. “Aiden and I fucked. Is that what you want to hear?” She ignored Eth and glared at me, holding me captive in her gaze. “In the ten months I lived there, we screwed over and over again. We had sex in my room and in his. We even fucked outside. Is this helping?” 

Unable to face her anymore, even though I was the one who’d dragged up the past, I broke away from her gaze first. Without another word, I turned away and headed toward the bathroom. 

She leapt from the bed and followed me, reaching for my shoulder and twisting me around. “And I could do nothing but think of you each time.” 

I met her gaze again, but I couldn’t find my voice. 

Her hands came to rest on my shoulders, pinning me in place. “You don’t get it, do you?” 

“Get what?” I could hardly find my voice. 

“There’s one part of the story that I’ve never told you.”

“And what’s that?” I wasn’t sure I wanted to know more. 

“I never told you why I left.” 

Part of me braced myself for the worst. Had he broken her heart and that was the only reason she’d sought me again? Would she have stayed there forever if he’d wanted her to? 

“Why?” My voice was barely a whisper. 

“I found him with another girl.” 

Her words confirmed my fear. 

“I knew it could happen. From the very first time we were together, he told me about fae views on monogamy, but it was still a shock when I found him with her.” 

“He hurt you?” It was all of my worst nightmares rolled into one. She’d loved him and he’d hurt her. If he hadn’t, we might never have reunited in Salem. My happiness was dependent on someone else screwing her over. Would she still be with him if things were different? Would she be happy? 

She gave a hard, cheerless laugh. “Hardly. That’s why I left. I saw him wrapped around another fae, and I felt nothing. Less than nothing. The pain only started when I thought that maybe you could be in the arms of someone else too. That’s why I left.” 

Her confession made my heart ache for her and wiped away every jealous thought that had been infesting my mind. 

“I’m so sorry, Evie,” I murmured before pressing my lips against hers. 

We shared a soft kiss where we breathed in each other’s air until there was a clearing of a throat nearby. I looked up to see Eth staring at us with a raised eyebrow. I pulled away from Evie just enough that I could meet her gaze. “I’m sorry I was jealous.” 

Her lip quirked as she fought a smile. “I think I’d be more annoyed if you weren’t.” 

I chuckled. 

When Evie moved to sit back on our bed, Eth’s amazed gaze followed her movement. I understood almost immediately what had him so bewildered. She’d been furious with me—it was clear in everything she’d done, her words and her actions, and yet I wasn’t sporting scorch marks. He’d have been able to see the tightened, angry aura she’d had and felt the heat radiating through the hotel room, and yet I was unharmed. 

He’d seen firsthand exactly what I’d been trying to tell him for years—she’d never hurt me. No matter how much my idiocy might irritate her, she would never allow her fire to harm me. 

He watched until she grabbed a chip off the room service tray and popped it into her mouth. Then he smiled. 

“So, you and Aiden, huh?” he asked, before laughing as she choked down the food. 








CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE





I WOKE THE next morning expecting my vision to be normal again, only it wasn’t. Evie had assured both Eth and me that the enchantments we’d consumed would be burned off within twenty-four hours, but it had been longer than that and the fae world still lingered when I opened my eyes. The fire around Evie’s sleeping form and the blue aura coming from me were both as strong as ever. 

Pushing aside the worry, I decided to get ready for everything just like we’d planned. It was likely the enchantments would fade sometime soon. As I showered and dressed, a new worry entered my head. I’d been so focused on the danger Evie would be in, I hadn’t given much thought to how dangerous the Bayview trip might be for me. Friends would now be enemies if there was even a suggestion that Evie was alive and that I’d harbored her and kept her safe. 

The last time I’d been there, I’d been in such a bad place. It was shortly after I’d learned of Lou’s “death” and Evie had just left me. At the time, I was barely eating and survived largely on a liquid diet that left me numb. 

Even I wouldn’t have been able to reconcile who I’d been then with who I was now. Months and months of clean eating, training, and building our little love nest with our bare hands had carved both Evie’s and my bodies into something close to perfection, and even I was able to see that my attitude toward life was worlds away from what it had been. 

In the mirror of the bathroom, I assessed myself carefully, casting a critical eye over the changes that everyone I’d once known would bear witness to shortly. The extra muscles I’d obtained made me look even more like Eth, although my naturally lean form would never develop the body-builder-esque physique that he seemed to acquire with little effort. 

My hair was longer than I’d usually worn it when I’d ever been at Bayview. Then, I’d often had it styled into a standard short back and sides; now it was a bit more shaggy-dog. The most unmistakable difference though was the bright-blue ring that looped the black coffee color in both of my irises. Evie had mentioned it, but I hadn’t had a chance to really see it for myself yet.

I tried to meet my own gaze in the mirror, but it was difficult to concentrate on exactly how noticeable the ring was. I could only hope no one would look me in the eye long enough to see it, or if they did that they’d think my eyes had always been like that rather than an impossibly dark brown. 

Eth banged on the door. “What’re you doing in there?” His voice boomed through the closed door. “You’re taking longer than most women I know.” 

“I’ll just be a minute,” I shouted back. 

“Don’t tell me you’re jerking off in there! I mean, you have a perfectly good—ow!” 

I chuckled at the slap that echoed through the door at the same time he’d issued the cry. Evie must have smacked him for his words. 

Good! He deserves it. 

I buttoned up my shirt and then pulled the door open. 

“Finally!” Eth exclaimed. As he walked past me into the bathroom, he caught my arm and grinned at me. “You’ve got a keeper there,” he whispered. 

Glancing past him into the hotel room beyond, I saw Evie sitting on the bed. I met her gaze and smiled. “I know.” 

I heard the door shut behind me, and we were alone for a few moments of privacy. 

“Are you going to be okay today?” I asked Evie. Because Eth and I were heading into Bayview first, Evie would have to organize her own way there, dragging her luggage the whole way. 

The flaming aura around her dimmed a little—something that seemed to happen whenever she was nervous—before she nodded. I could tell it was pointless telling her that it wasn’t too late to back out or that she shouldn’t go. She was determined, and there was no arguing with her determination. 

Instead, I wrapped her in my arms. “Stay safe. If anything goes awry, you know what to do.” 

She nodded. We’d agreed that she’d return to whatever room she was allocated in the Bayview hotel if something didn’t work as planned. 

“And if you can’t get back there safely, just go. Come back here if you can.” My voice cracked. “Just stay safe.” 

She nuzzled her head against the crook of my neck. “You too.” 

I held her for as long as I could before Eth came back out of the bathroom, dressed and ready to go. 

“Let’s do this,” he said as he clapped his hands together once. 

I wasn’t completely ready to release Evie yet, but I had no choice. 

“See you in there,” I said as Eth all but dragged me out the door. 

“You have it so bad,” he said as we waited for the elevator. 

“So?” 

“So nothing. It’s nice.” A hint of a smile graced his lips. “You know, in a sappy, romantic, vomit-inducing kind of way.”





I WAS shocked at the changes that had happened to Bayview since the last time I’d been there. The dingy exterior had been completely overhauled. Instead of the small, secure entrance it once sported, large, welcoming revolving glass doors opened into a spacious lobby. It was hard to believe that it had only been a little over two and a half years since I’d left on the delivery mission that had ended up seeing me try to find Evie in Rolla, Missouri. 

Looking through the glass door at the relatively normal appearing hotel behind, I smiled. It appeared the fae enchantments had finally worn off. 

“Are you just going to stand there staring all day?” Eth asked as he pushed in front of me and through the glass door. 

The movement shattered the illusion that I was no longer being affected by the enchantment. Although it was faint compared to the aura that radiated from me, Eth had a very obvious blue glow emanating from his body.

I reassured myself that it had already been more than a day. It has to pass soon. 

It was useless asking Eth whether his had because he’d consumed much lower doses of the enchanted foods. His would naturally have worn off hours earlier than mine. 

Instead of lingering on thoughts of the remnants of the enchantment in my system, I focused on the planning we had ahead of us. After we’d left Evie at the Gansevoort, we’d headed straight for Bayview to try to ascertain whether we could find the infrared heat sensors and disable them for Evie. 

Almost as soon as I stepped through the glass doors, a loud buzzing rang in my brain. I stopped walking and pressed the heel of my palm against my temple in an attempt to shake the sound. 

“You okay?” Eth asked. “You look a little off.”

I shook my head to clear it. “Yeah, I’m fine.” 

He assessed me for a moment before shrugging. 

Maybe it’s just the memories of this place, I thought to myself as I followed Eth further into the lobby. We walked around, glancing at the featured items on the wall as if we were just tourists taking in the details of the hotel. 

Behind the check-in counter, there was a replica of the painting Venus, an image which held a number of protective symbols built into the abstract design and had adorned the side of the former facility for years before being covered up by developers over time. 

I wanted to look at the curves and lines that made up the artwork carefully, to ensure that no cameras were hidden in the inky black lines, but staring at the mural made the buzzing in my head increase in volume and made me feel nauseous. It took everything in me to stay upright with the two overwhelming sensations buffering my body. 

Desperate to get rid of the aching in my mind, I snapped my eyes away from the colorful design and looked around the rest of the open lobby. My eyes were drawn upward by the rings of glass balustrading that lined the visible floors, rising five stories into the air. 

I did a quick calculation. If the hotel was five stories, that left two floors and the roof as non-hotel space. Plenty of room for some holding cells, treatment rooms, offices, and everything else the Rain needed in order to run their operations efficiently. 

The errant thought made me frown. It was proof that buried inside me was the Rain soldier I’d been for so many years. It scared the crap out of me because it was that part of me that would get Evie killed one day. 

I moved away from Eth, heading away from the damn mural, which almost felt like it was watching me, and toward the bank of three elevators in the middle of the space. On one wall, I spotted a sign for a restaurant called The Yard, which apparently occupied the rooftop. That left only two floors that Eth would have to explore to find Mackenzie while I tried to figure out if there was anything I could learn about what had happened to Lou from the Rain databases. 

Eth followed me into a corner of the lobby, as far from the check-in desk as possible and consequently one of the quietest spots in the place. 

“I can’t see any way to secure the lobby for Evie,” he said. “There are a few cameras in plain sight, but none that are accessible without a scissor lift.” 

“That’s what I was worried about. We need to warn—” 

He already had his cell phone in his hand and was texting. 

“What are you doing?” 

“I’m telling Evie that we can’t guarantee her passage.” 

“You should be telling her not to come.” 

He glanced up from his cell, took one look at me, and then snorted. “Yeah, ’cause she’d listen to that.” 

My frown deepened. Of course she wouldn’t listen to it. Regardless of my warnings and concerns, she was going to help us. I could have told her there were hundreds of Assessors waiting at the door specifically for her, and I still think she would have risked coming just because I was in the building. I hated it, but I couldn’t begrudge her for feeling that way. If things had been reversed, if she’d been trying to fight her way into a fae court before I knew the truth, I would have gone regardless of the danger it posed to me. 

I was about to ask Eth to show me what he was typing when a slow, repetitive clap sounded nearby. Turning my head, I met the eyes of Ben, the son of the manager of Bayview and my former friend. His dark hair was a little longer than the last time I’d seen it, curling back in on itself in a tight afro. He clapped again, ensuring that he had my full attention. 

“Well, well, well, if it isn’t the prodigal son,” he said as his gaze trailed over me. 

The judgment in his thoughts was clear as he gave a grin, revealing a row of perfect white teeth. I was thankful for the healing rest and recuperation I’d had at Evie’s side. If he’d seen me when I was last in the States, he would have been disgusted. Now, I thought I probably passed his test and wasn’t immediately written off as still useless. 

“I was rather hurt when you left without saying good-bye,” he said. 

I doubted the sincerity of his words. In fact, it occurred to me, as I met his predatory smile, that he and his father had to have been in on the decision to allow me to think Lou was dead. 

“Tell me, did you ever find that little firebird of yours?”

Trying to contain my anger at the knowledge that he’d been lying to me the last time I’d been in Bayview, I blinked at him. 

“Don’t torture the poor boy,” Eth said, clapping Ben on the back. “You know what happened there. Are you really so sadistic that you’d make him relive it?” 

Ben turned to Eth, drawing him into a one-handed embrace. “Sadistic? Moi?” He chuckled. “I hope you don’t mind, but I brought some friends down to give you a proper welcome home.” 

He indicated toward a nearby door marked “Employees Only.” There were at least five Assessors waiting in the hallway beyond it. My heart started to race, and my mouth grew dry. Visions of my retraining racked through me, and I broke out into a cold sweat. 

Ben indicated that I should lead the way through the door, but I was frozen in place. I glanced toward the revolving glass door, wondering if I could make a break for it. 

If I did, would I be able to get back to Evie before she left on her trip to Bayview? 

Eth turned to me. “Look how special we are, Clay.” His voice dripped with sarcasm. “We get a welcoming committee.” 

The thought that if the Assessors were occupied with Eth and me, there were fewer available to impede Evie forced my feet into action and I pushed through the door into the hallway beyond. 

“You coming?” Ben asked Eth, who’d stopped and had his phone in his hand. 

“Yeah, in a sec. Just gotta text this girl first.” 

“Barely back in New York and already setting up a score?” Ben gave Eth an admiring look. 

Eth shook the phone. “You know me. This one is hot stuff too.” 

Ben laughed. “Aren’t they all?” 

Eth grinned at him in response. 

“Well, I’ll give Clay here the grand tour. You’ve been here before anyway. You’ll catch up, won’t you?” 

Eth didn’t even lift his eyes as he nodded. 

It was hard letting Ben lead me away when Eth was texting Evie, but I had to. If it had been me to stay behind to text an unknown girl, I was certain Ben would want to personally check the message for any hint of betrayal. He’d probably pass it around the gathered Assessors as well so they could check for potential hidden meaning or encoded message in every word. 

“Do you like what we’ve done with the place?” Ben asked as I followed him into a series of hallways that appeared to loop around the outside of the lobby, leading to staff rooms, janitor’s closets, and everything that the hotel part of the operation needed to run smoothly. 

“It’s nice,” I said, not sure exactly what he wanted me to say.

“That’s right, you saw the concept at Oxford, didn’t you?” 

The presence of the three Assessors—two had left for another duty almost as soon as I joined the group—caused my nerves to spike. I nodded. 

“So, how do we compare?” 

I wasn’t sure how to answer, so I kept my mouth shut. Ben’s eyes narrowed slightly, the change so small I might have missed it if I wasn’t paying attention. He’d clearly expected me to be back to my usual smartass self and not skulking around the edges of the place like a nervous bride. 

“Well, they have a castle,” I said. “You can’t really expect to compete with that.” 

He laughed and the tension left his face. “That’s for damn sure.” 

He glanced at something over my shoulder, and I turned to follow his gaze and saw Eth jogging along the hallway to catch up to us. Eth nodded as he came closer, it almost looked like it was a fresh greeting, but it was clear he was letting me know he'd been in contact with Evie. I could only hope he’d warned her to be safe—or better yet to stay away entirely.

“Where are we up to?” 

“I was about to show Clay the service elevators.” 

I wondered what was so special about them, but thought it was safer not to ask. Instead, I followed as Ben led the way through the labyrinthine halls toward the back of the hotel. 

The way the staff deferred to Ben as he walked past them was surreal. I was used to him being just another face in a sea of Rain operatives, despite his status as the director’s son. Sure, he’d get away with more than most when off duty, but otherwise, he’d been just another elite operative. Watching him stroll among these new employees was almost like watching Fiona walk the halls of the fae court. 

"Most of these people are civilians," he explained when we were alone. 

"They believe my father and I were the mysterious benefactors behind the significant donation that ensured the safe conversion of a run-down New York landmark into this hotel." He grinned, and I could tell he'd done nothing to dispel the myth. He continued the tour through the lower level. 

The ringing in my ears grew, and my eyes started to throb under the effects of some unknown pressure. I shook my head and concentrated on Ben’s words to ensure I didn't miss anything vital.

While we walked, he pointed out some of the finer parts of the reconstruction, including reinforced ceilings, and described the state-of-the-art sound-deadening that had been installed throughout. "The guests here don't know it, but they're in the safest, quietest hotel in all of New York. A grenade could go off on the secure levels and even the lightest sleeper wouldn't stir."

We arrived at the service elevators, and I realized he’d meant the creature hoists. It was one part of Hell that seemed largely untouched. Although I was certain they were available for genuine service use now that the building was a hotel—shuttling laundry and cleaning carts throughout the floors and the like—the original use was clear for anyone who knew what to look for. On either of the thick steel walls was a small panel secured with an electronic lock. Although not currently on display, I was certain that behind each panel was a set of irons and chains to secure all manner of creature in place for the journey upstairs. 

Ben indicated I should step inside and I started to worry that perhaps my arrival was being met with more skepticism than I’d hoped. I tried to hide my nerves, but I couldn’t help that my mouth went dry and my head ached. In addition to the ache that had started the moment I entered the building, my pounding heart echoed in my skull. Trying to think of an escape route, but knowing that declining to go with them would only cause me more problems, I stepped into the elevator and tucked my hands tightly against my sides. The three Assessors that had been with us quietly dispersed as I walked into the car. 

Eth nudged my back. “Relax,” he hissed in my ear. 

It was the reminder I needed to release the tension in my shoulders and act like I belonged there. 

Evie played the part better at airport security than you are right now, I chastised myself. 

“So, where to?” I asked. 

Ben selected the rooftop before turning to give me an odd look. “I thought you had a meeting with Dad?” 

“Yeah, I just thought you’d want to continue the tour,” I said. 

“Are you kidding?” Ben laughed. “You’ve seen one fucking hotel, you’ve seen them all, right?” 

“You’ve got that right,” Eth said. “The only view that changes is the girl you’re with.” 

The distraction, talking about past conquests, had Ben and Eth chatting together all the way up to the rooftop. The elevator doors slid open into the kitchen of a busy restaurant. For the first time since arriving, the ache that had set my teeth on edge subsided a little. The undercurrent of buzzing was still there, but it wasn’t unmanageable. 

“Welcome to The Yard,” Ben said with a flourish. “Dad’ll meet you at the table.” 

“You’re not joining us?” I asked, hoping he’d say yes so that it was one less pair of eyes in the main lobby when Evie arrived. 

“I have a few security things to attend to first, but I’ll catch up with you later. Now that you’ve come home, we’ve got all the time in the world, right?” 

“Definitely.” I knew that was supposed to be the intention—I was purportedly there to return to my former position as part of the Rain Elite. Ben pointed us toward the exit from the kitchen before heading in a different direction. 

“You ready for this?” Eth asked. Before I had a chance to answer, he pushed through the door. 

As ready as I’ll ever be.








CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO





ABE STOOD THE moment he spotted Eth and me. He held his arms open, seemingly in a gesture of welcome, while he waited for us to make our way across the busy restaurant. 

“Clay, how wonderful to see you again.” He offered me one of his large hands to shake and patted my shoulder with his other. “How are you?” 

“Better than I have been in a long time,” I said, and it was true, despite the buzzing in my head. I wondered briefly why we were at such a big table, with room for at least six, when it was just the three of us meeting together with the potential of Ben joining us later. 

“You can’t know how happy I was when I heard you were coming home.” 

I could have argued that Bayview had never been, and never would be, my home, but it was easier to nod. “It’s good to be back.” 

“I hadn’t expected you to come here first. So to what do I owe the pleasure, boys?” He glanced between Eth and me, and his brown eyes appeared to assess each of us closely, no doubt looking for subtle hints and tells. 

“I just want to start doing good again,” I said. “But,” I sighed, “I just don’t know if I can work with Lou yet.” 

He nodded and the solemn expression he wore seemed to make the folds around his eyes more pronounced, especially where his chocolate skin darkened under his eyes. “That was a very unfortunate situation. You do understand that it was for the best, don’t you?” 

For the best? Disgust caused bile to rise from my stomach. Lying to me about my sister’s death was “for the best”? 

I swallowed heavily and cleared my throat. “Yes, sir.” 

“None of that ‘sir’ guff here, okay? We’re just old friends catching up.” 

I nodded. “Yes, sir.” 

Sitting on the other side of Abe, Eth guffawed before pressing his hand over his mouth to silence himself. 

“Why don’t you tell me about your time with Charles at Oxford? Before the trouble at least.”

I almost choked in surprise that he’d come to it so quickly. “It was definitely an eye-opener.” 

“In what way?” 

It proved that some of the others we hunt aren’t evil. I couldn’t say that to him though. “Charles’s granddaughter, Ton—uh, Antoinette showed me some techniques we don’t use here.” 

“I heard you were quite taken with young Antoinette.” He leaned over toward Eth. “Apparently love was in the air.” 

My mouth twisted with shame. “Out of everything that happened there, I regret hurting her the most.” For all the time I’d spent at Bayview when I was younger, I’d never had such an honest conversation with Abe, even if it wasn’t actually completely honest. 

He nodded before patting my hand. “I don’t think anyone holds you responsible for fae trickery. We’ve been there ourselves, remember.” 

I wondered whether he was referring to Ben’s doppelganger or something darker. Does he know about Fiona? I forced myself to make a neutral expression. “Thank you for your understanding, sir.” 

He offered me an indulging smile, something you might offer a moron when trying to explain a simple task before turning to my brother. “And what about you, Ethan? What trouble have you been finding here in New York?” 

“Trouble? Me? I’m not sure whether I should be offended.” Eth was his usual self, as if he wasn’t plotting to betray everything he’d known for a mother who’d only just returned to his life a day earlier. 

I wish I could be that calm and certain under the circumstances. Eth didn’t have the weight of every watchful gaze on him though. They had no reason to suspect anything underhanded from him—they practically expected it from me. 

Abe chuckled at Eth’s statement. “I know you well enough to know you take trouble as a compliment.” 

I glanced over my shoulder toward the elevator as the two of them continued their talk and had to hold the table to steady myself when I saw Evie standing in the vestibule. The flames around her body danced between the coiled flames of stress and anger and the dimmed, lazy flame of nervousness. Even without the benefit of talking to her, I could tell that she was feeling out of place—just as she had at the airport—on top of her fear over the Rain presence. 

I shot Eth an angry glare. I had no idea he would draw her to this particular spot rather than keep her on another floor where she might be safe. I couldn’t even ask him about it because Abe sat between us. Turning back to Evie, her gaze met mine and my doubts over the entire plan were echoed on her face. 

As much as it pained me to do it, I had to turn away from Evie again and put my faith in whatever plan Eth and Evie had concocted together via text. It was too late to change it now without drawing extra attention to her. I tuned in halfway through a story Eth was telling Abe about a werewolf that Lou, Dad, and he had hunted a month earlier. I wasn’t really listening. Instead, I was trying to find any reflective surface I could in an attempt to see what Evie was doing without staring at her outright. 

While I was watching her movements in the shiny prison-style bars that decorated the pass-through area, Abe stood. “Ah, the last of our guests are here. We can get started properly now.” 

I turned to follow his gaze, past Evie and to the elevator beyond. With horror, I saw Dad and Lou exit the car and close in on Evie’s position. 

If I’d had any lingering doubts about our real heritage, it was all washed away with my first glimpse of the bright blue light that surrounded Lou’s body like a shroud. It was odd compared to every aura I’d seen at the court, almost like a second skin that coated her body rather than a flickering burst of light, but it was present and so obvious that I had no doubt left in me.

Lou and Dad stepped around Evie without a second glance and then headed toward us. I sunk deeper into my seat, wishing a hole would open beneath me and swallow me. The headache that had been building steadily grew to a dull throb. Kill me now. 

I did the best I could at shooting Eth a look that was both, “Get Evie away from here,” and, “Did you know they’d be here?” 

Despite the longing in my chest to go to Evie and drag her into the elevator and out of the building, my involvement would make things worse for her. I knew it, and yet part of me didn’t care. I wanted to hold her and tell her it would be okay, if only to convince myself that it possibly still could be. 

Evie shook her head in a curt movement, and it was enough to warn me I was staring. For the second time, I dragged my gaze away from her and tried to find her reflection in the bars again. 

“I thought a proper reunion was probably in order,” Abe said in a tone that gave no doubt he’d deliberately instructed Dad to be there. 

My fingers clenched into a tight fist as I tried everything I could to contain my anger and not let the outburst of rage that was just inside my throat tear from me in a shouting match that probably would have been heard in every room regardless of how many inches of sound-deadening material there was in the place. 

I risked a sideways glance at my sister as she sat in the seat beside me. The scars on her arm were barely visible, and yet—as always—I could practically see them glowing like stars. 

If it had just been me, I probably would have had it out with her and Dad before demanding answers about her childhood, but I had Evie to consider. Almost as the thought ran through me, Eth jumped up. 

“Just give me a minute,” he said absently as he departed from the table. 

“Where’s he going?” Dad demanded of me. 

“How the fuck should I know? I’m not his keeper.” The tone was harsher than I’d meant for it to be, but once the words had been issued, I felt better. It might have been only a minuscule amount better, but it was something, especially with the way my heart thumped against my ribcage. A quick glance confirmed he was going to Evie, but I didn’t want to say anything in case it made it look like a setup. 

“Looks like he’s going to hit on that tidbit over there,” Lou said with obvious disdain, pointing in the direction of Evie. 

I clenched my jaw tightly so the words that leapt to my tongue in Evie’s defense couldn’t break free without permission. 

“Leave your brother alone,” Dad said before glaring pointedly at me. “At least Ethan’s affairs are relatively harmless.” I could hear the “and human” he didn’t actually add. 

A maniacal laugh threatened to escape me at the fact that in telling Lou the “tidbit” Eth was hitting on was harmless—unlike Evie—Dad was defending the exact person he was defaming. I bit it down—I could see myself having to do a lot more of that while my father and sister were present. My jaw already ached at the thought.

Evie’s laughter floated to me across the crowded space, and I twitched my head to the side just long enough to see her and Eth pretending to flirt. At least, I hoped they were pretending—after Eth’s comments about her appearance when we’d met him at Starbucks, I couldn’t be sure that he wouldn’t take the opportunity to make it all appear as real as possible. 

“Maybe you can ask him for some pointers now that the love of your life is dead,” Lou said, somehow making the phrase “love of your life”—the most positive thing in the world—sound negative. I wondered whether she was making small talk for the fun of it or whether she’d seen me glancing furtively at Eth and Evie. 

“Fuck off.” 

“I can see your vocabulary hasn’t improved much with fatherhood. Where is the little freak anyway?” 

I didn’t miss Dad’s hand shooting out to silence Lou with a touch, but I could tell she was itching to say more. There was nothing I could say to retaliate though. If I denied that there was a child, I was confirming that Evie was alive. If I falsely confirmed there was one, I was risking starting a manhunt for someone that didn’t exist. Although that might give us some breathing space. 

I was debating the merits of the plan when Eth came bounding back over. 

“I got her room number.” He held his tongue between his teeth. “So how long’s this reunion going to go for? Because I want to get clean before I get dirty.” He waggled his eyebrows. 

“Ew, gross, Eth!” Lou exclaimed. “I don’t need any images of your sex life in my head. Not now, not ever.” 

Seriously, just kill me right now. I stared at the back of my hand, the skin stretched paper white with the tightness of my clenched fist. It was better than the view anywhere else at the table. Eth sat with a smug grin on his face and the number 407 written near his thumb. When he caught my eye, he gave his eyebrows another waggle. In the glint of fun in his eyes I could see that he knew exactly how much it bothered me that he was liaising with Evie when I couldn’t. 

Jerk!

“Can’t we just eat?” I asked, trying to take the focus away from the gossip about Eth and his potential love interest—who was actually my love interest. 

“With the images Eth put in my head, I don’t think I’ll be able to eat ever again,” Lou joked. 

“Maybe you’ll starve to death,” I snapped. “Or at least pretend you have,” I muttered under my breath. 

“Cut the crap, Clay.” Dad’s voice was as sharp as I’d ever heard it. 

Over the pounding and buzzing in my head, I heard a ticking sound start. It took a moment for me to understand that it was my jaw clicking from the pressure I was exerting on it to stop from shouting at them all. My teeth would probably be ground away to stumps by the end of the lunch. 

To my surprise, Abe raised his hand. “Enough. Clay’s had a rough few years, and I think the fact that he has reached out to come back into our family should be reason enough to let sleeping dogs lie.”

I resisted staring pointedly at my dad and sister. 

Just. 

Dad opened his mouth to say something more, but Abe ignored him and called over a waiter. Less than ten minutes later, everyone had an incredible looking meal placed in front of them. 

The food was stacked perfectly into a tiny circle in the middle of fine white china plates, resting on quality silverware trays that appeared designed to look like a refined nod to the plastic trays used when the place was a prison. The shape of the silverware was a risky decision. It could have easily been kitsch and tacky, but it actually worked. Or at least, I thought it did. I didn’t exactly have a lot of experience in Michelin starred restaurants though. 

While everyone else ate the delicious looking food, I could do little more than push mine around on the plate while my mind was a few floors below, imagining what Evie must be going through while waiting for us in the hotel room. She had to be feeling impatient, which made me want to get through the meal that much quicker. Although I was starting to think that maybe she’d been right when she’d said it was just as dangerous for me to be back at Bayview as it was for her. 

It wouldn’t be easy breaking away from everyone to go find her once I’d finished the research I needed to do. 

The conversation flowed around me, but I tuned it all out. Even when I heard my own name mentioned a few times, I couldn’t care enough to listen to the words. 

Lou leaned over toward me and whispered words that were meant just for me. “Clay, I really am—”

I held up my hand to silence her. “I really don’t care.”

“So you’ve forgiven Eth, but not me or Dad, what gives?” 

“I know Eth didn’t go along with the plan with malicious intent.” 

“And you think I did?”

“I thought you were dead. Do you understand that? I thought you’d fucking died.” Once the words started, they wouldn’t stop. Each one grew louder than the one before it. I couldn’t get enough air into my lungs, but the words flowed from me in a cathartic release anyway. “But worse, so much worse than all of that, was that you tried to kill Evie! You hunted her relentlessly, again and again. You never stopped, regardless of how I felt about it, about her. You never once tried to see my side or understand that maybe, just maybe, you were wrong. You did it all because apparently, she’s the monster? But you know what? From where I’m standing, the monsters are here at this table with me, not—”

“Clay!” Eth’s voice cut through my rant, and I saw the danger. 

I’d come damn close to giving away the fact that Evie was alive and in the hotel. “Not dead,” I muttered in defeat. “You know, whatever, this was a fucking mistake.” I grabbed my napkin off my lap and threw it down onto the table before stalking away from them all. 

Eth raced after me, grabbing my arm and stopping me from going. “Don’t do this,” he said in a growled whisper. “Think of Mom.” 

When I tried to continue walking, he yanked me backward. 

“Think of Evie—how will she get out if you leave now?”

How will she get out even if I stay? 

“I can’t deal with her, Eth,” I said, indicating Lou with my chin. She’d always been able to finely balance on the tightrope between pissing me off and being someone I needed to protect. Now, just looking at her made me think of the ultimate betrayal, hers and Dad’s, and I couldn’t cope with it—not with my already highly strung emotions. 

“It’s just for a little longer. Hopefully, Evie will have finished clearing the anti-fae protections of the secure areas soon.” 

“She’ll be what?” I practically shouted it at Eth. The restaurant fell silent as every eye in the place turned toward us. Eth grabbed me by the bicep and dragged me further into the vestibule. I never in a million years would have imagined that he’d send her on such a suicide mission. That she’d agree to go along with it didn’t surprise me nearly as much. After all, she’d been willing to walk into what she thought was a trap just for one more sight of me when she met me at the warehouse in Charlotte. If she thought she could save my life by risking her own, she’d do it without hesitation. 

Fuck! I kicked the wall beneath the elevator call buttons. “How could you?”

“She’s a smart girl, probably smarter than you give her credit for.” 

“I know she’s smart. She’s beautiful and clever and will do everything that she can to complete the task. Did you even stop and think that the stress of it would make her temperature skyrocket though? Did you think for even a moment that if just one Assessor catches her on those levels, she’ll be straight into a treatment room for God knows what sort of torture?” 

“I’m not stupid,” Eth whisper-shouted back. “And she knows the risks as much as we do. I offered her the choice.” 

“I can’t believe this. I can’t believe you. I have to get down there.” 

“Okay, look I think everyone is finished. I’m sure it’ll be easy enough to get Abe to move the rest of the meeting to his office. You know how he likes to show off the case files.” 

Eth’s words—and the stress they inspired—made the headache I’d suffered through most of the day worsen, so I pressed my fingers against the bridge of my nose to try to ease it while I continued to mentally berate his stupidity. “I don’t want to go with the group. I want to find Evie and get her out of here.” 

“The best way you can help her now is by sticking with the rest of them.” 

The elevator dinged beside us, and when the doors opened, Ben stood just inside with his phone to his ear. He gave us a quizzical look before finishing up the call. 

“Not enjoying the food?” he asked. 

“It’s fine,” I lied. 

“Clay’s just eager to catch up on some of the finer points of New York living.” 

Ben’s lips peeled up into a serpentine smile. “I bet he is. Months away, doing God knows what has to be dull. Clay’s a man of action.” 

He slapped my back, and it took everything in me to force my lips into something like a smile and not just twist around and punch him in his smug fucking face. 

“We have a few things we want to run through first, but if you like, we’ll head out on the town together tonight.” He indicated that his father should come to us. 

“As great as that sounds, I’m out,” Eth said. “I already have a hot date.” 

I glared at Eth. He was letting Ben believe that I wanted to go out. 

Then I understood what it would mean. I’d need time to myself to shower and change before heading out into the Chelsea district. It was a window of opportunity to explore and escape. I would have issued a thank you, except it would have drawn too much attention. 

When I looked at him in silent thanks, he indicated that I should look behind me. When I did, I saw Abe, Lou, and Dad making their way over to us. 

“Sounds like a plan,” I said as I straightened my back. “I could definitely use a chance to let off some steam. When can we go?” 

“Hold your horses,” Ben said. “As I said, we’ve got some stuff to run through first.” 

“Like?” 

“Like a debrief about exactly where you’ve been for the last three years,” Dad said as he joined us, “and what precisely you’ve been doing.” 








CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE





AFTER DAD’S LITTLE announcement, we were all bundled into the elevator. Eth headed straight to the back, I assumed because he didn’t want to risk needing to swipe his security card—the one he’d no doubt passed onto Evie so she could head off on her suicide mission. 

Idiot!

“I haven’t been doing anything,” I said in reply to Dad’s statement as the elevator doors slid closed when everyone was inside. “I just found a little shack somewhere in the middle of nowhere and kept to myself. After discovering the way everyone betrayed me, and then losing Evie on top of it, I didn’t want to be around anyone.” 

“Relax, Clay, you’ll have a chance to tell us everything soon.” 

My heart started to pound. 

Are they taking me for retraining? 

Memories I’d tried desperately to repress came bubbling to the surface, unbidden and unwanted. Blood. Pain. Death. My heart hammered. I broke out in a cold sweat and the throbbing in my head intensified. Shivers of dread ran through my body until I was shaking so hard my teeth gnashed together. 

“Are you okay?” Ben asked. “You don’t look so hot.” 

I can’t go back! I wanted to shout, but instead I just mopped my brow and nodded. 

“I’m fine.” My voice was squeaky and high pitched, belying my words, but I couldn’t control it any better. Once, I might have been able to bluff my way out of the fear, but not anymore. I needed Evie by my side so I could draw on the strength she offered me. With her, I could face the world without any fear—without her, I was a crumbling mess. 

Man the fuck up! I screamed in my mind, but I couldn’t overcome my quivering limbs or pounding head, no matter how much I yelled at myself. Flashes of everything that had happened when I was dragged to that cell and forced into the treatment rooms last time raced through my mind on a loop.

The elevator doors slid open and an intense nausea added to the mix of torture my body was putting me though. I didn’t understand how I’d gone from being a perfect soldier to a mewling lamb in such a short time. 

“Where are we going?” I asked, afraid to know the answer, because if it was the treatment rooms, I knew I couldn’t cope. 

“How long do you think this will take?” Eth asked. “I don’t wanna keep my date waiting when she’s already heartbroken, primed, ready, and has an itch that needs scratching.” 

With my next step, a high-pitched noise burst through me. It was as if a dam had been ripped apart in my mind and a storm surge had rushed through. I couldn’t tell if it was coming from outside or if it was just echoing inside my own mind. 

I staggered a few steps as my whole body shook with a ripple of electricity so violent that I was certain someone must have tasered me. My legs gave way beneath me and I tumbled to the ground. A cry tore from me as the agony surging through my body demanded a voice. My body quaked and quivered against the carpet. I tried to wrestle my body into submission, but ended up arching my back off the ground only for it to slam back down as the next wave of pain rolled through me. 

Bile rose in my throat, thick and hot, making me gag. The pressure behind my eyes was so strong that it felt as though my head might explode at any second. Wave after wave of the same blinding shocks rushed through me, and I begged for it to stop as best as I could without control of my lips or tongue. 

If it was the first step in a fresh round of retraining, I wouldn’t last long. It was a torture worse than any I’d ever experienced before. I could think of seeing one other example of agony so extreme—the boo hag in Oxford, with her flailing limbs and heartrending cries of pain. 

I thrashed on the floor, struggling for breath and wondering how much longer I had to suffer through the torment. 

Then, like a switch being turned off, I was released from it all. 

The relief was so sudden that I couldn’t stop the final whimper that rushed from me. I took a sharp intake of breath and released it in a series of small, shaky exhalations. I rolled onto my back and closed my eyes while I waited for the shakiness caused by the attack—or whatever the hell it was—to abate. 

When the pain went, reality flooded in and the mingled voices of the crowd that surrounded me filled the air. Ideas of what might have happened filled my mind. My training told me it was something to do with the fae magic that still twisted my vision and the anti-fae enchantments that lined the corridors. Was that the same reason I’d had the buzzing headache from the moment I entered the building? If that was the case though, why had I been able to make it some of the way into the hallway before the enchantments had hit so hard? The way Eth had spoken about it during our planning it had sounded like the symbols covered the area, especially on the key floors. 

Had Evie made it this far? My stomach twisted. Was she safe if she did? The crowd around me was too big for her to slip by unnoticed. The offices and rooms around us seemed to have regurgitated every Assessor and operative in the area. 

The part of me that sought out Evie was awake and confirmed she was nearby. I didn’t know how far away, but I could feel her stress. Despite the pinched eyes and open animosity on the faces of those closest to me, my fear was no longer for myself, but for Evie. That’s when Lou lifted her head away from me, seemingly singling out some movement at the end of the room. 

“Isn’t that the girl from the restaurant?” I swallowed hard. We were always able to stumble across the others in the area. Now I knew the reason, and the lies we’d been told, the deaths of all the creatures I’d killed rested heavier on my conscience. 

Get out Evie! 

“What are you talking about? Why would that hottie even be on this floor? Besides, I’m meeting her in her room later, remember?” Eth’s words denied it, but I could tell it was a cover. He’d seen Evie just as Lou had—I was sure of it as certainly as if he’d told me outright. 

I pushed up onto my elbow just enough to see the fiery aura that surrounded Evie’s body moving away down the hall. Beside me, Lou started to move and I worried it would be to follow Evie’s trail. Needing to draw Lou back to my side and give Evie a chance to escape, I dropped down onto my back again and issued what I hoped was a convincing enough cry of pain to keep Lou near me, but not so convincing that it would cause Evie to come rushing back. 

“What the hell?” Ben growled before reaching down and grabbing my shoulder and roughly planting me back on my feet. Before I could even blink, I had a gun pressed firmly against my temple. “You have two seconds to tell me who you really are and where the real Clay Jacobs is or your brains will decorate the wall behind you.” 

“What are you talking about?” I said, raising my hand in surrender. 

“That is Clay,” Eth said at the same time. 

“Bullshit. That sort of reaction is typical of fae scum that we’ve escorted through these halls.” 

“What are you talking about?” Lou shrank away from us. Her hand came to rest on her arm, as if trying to hide her scars. 

“There are anti-fae protections all up and down these halls to ensure that they can’t hide on the ethereal plane or assist in breaking their filthy friends out of our treatment rooms. And what just happened is exactly the sort of bullshit reaction we’ve seen countless times. Usually it doesn’t end on its own though, so I can only assume you have help.” Ben rested his finger on the trigger. “Now, talk or I shoot.” 

“There’s no need to be hasty,” Dad said. “Maybe there’s something more going on here.” 

Lou narrowed her eyes and moved closer again until she was standing right in front of me. “How did you do it?” 

I wondered what she was talking about, but before I could ask, the back of her hand smashed across my cheek. 

“How did you replicate that feeling I get when Clay’s nearby?” she screamed at me with a hand pressed against her stomach. She was talking about the pull we both felt when we were close to each other. 

“I am Clay!” I shouted back. 

“Bullshit. You have it almost right, but you got some stuff wrong too.” She was staring right at me, right into my eyes. “Like that,” she said, pointing. “Clay’s eyes are brown.” 

“Let’s get him into one of the treatment rooms and we can work it out there,” Abe said. 

“No!” The word tore from me too soon to stop it, but I couldn’t face that again. With what they’d done to me in those rooms when I was their ally, I could only imagine what they might do if they thought I was a fae enemy. 

“Let me finish him,” Lou said, holding her hand out for Ben’s gun. “It’ll be one less fae bastard in the world.” 

“There’s no need for that,” Dad said. Lou twisted to him with a look of shock on her face. He rarely said no to her and had never stopped her from destroying a creature before. 

Of course he doesn’t want her to do it! I saw it with blinding clarity. He knows I’m me. 

My hatred for him burned through me hotter than ever before. 

“But Dad,” Lou whined as if she were a child denied her favorite toy. 

“Leave him with me and I’ll get some more information from him,” Dad said. “He doesn’t need to die. At least, not yet.”

Eth stepped in front of Ben and forcibly lowered the gun that had been against my head. “Stop. That’s Clay. You can trust me on that.” 

“What’s going on Ethan?” Dad asked, no doubt wondering why he was leaping to my defense rather than siding with Lou like he usually would have.

Eth glanced sideways at me and then set his mouth into a hard line. “Clay isn’t himself at the moment. It’s the real reason I came to New York.” 

“What?” It wasn’t only my voice asking the incredulous question, but Dad’s, Lou’s, and Ben’s all issued in chorus with mine. 

“I got a phone call two nights ago, with Clay yammering about how there was some important information he needed to find here. How it was linked to the woman he’d killed in France and to everything that happened in Oxford. I had to meet him to find out exactly what kind of crazy he was spurting, and I saw pretty quick that he’s still under the fae spell that caused him to break into the Oxford vaults. I wanted to bring him in, but I was worried he might give me the slip again if I tried anything funny. So I pretended to go along with it all to figure out his plans.”

“And? What did you find out?” I could almost hear the desperation in Dad’s voice. He obviously knew—or at least suspected—that I’d encountered the fae and had learned the truth.

“It’s all to do with the phoenix and some fae friends she’s found.” 

“No!” I cried. I didn’t care if he threw me in front of a bus, but not her. Not Evie. If they knew she was in the building . . . 

My heart pounded against my ribcage as concern for her well-being overtook me. 

Eth looked like he was going to say something more, but Abe held his hands up. “Let’s get out of the hall before we discuss this further, shall we?” 

“If we get him into the treatment rooms, we’ll be able to get some information out of him real fast,” Ben said. 

“No, I have a better idea,” Eth said. He held up his hand, showing off Evie’s room number. “We can go to her hotel room. I learned from Clay that they planned to get her one so she could clear a path for her friends to attack this place. When I saw her upstairs, I saw through her costume. I think she was trying to get lover boy’s attention, but I told her I knew the secret and pretended I’d pass the message along.” 

“She survived the fall?” Lou narrowed her eyes as things clicked into place in her mind. “I knew there was something odd about that skank in the restaurant. What I wouldn’t give to get my hands on her for a few hours in a treatment room.” 

“You’ll get your chance before long,” Dad whispered. 

“No,” I pushed forward to get her, but I had three pairs of hands stop me and then Ben shoved the gun back in my face. 

“I’m sure she was here, on this floor.” 

Eth snorted. “I think you’re seeing things, sis. How would she have even gotten through the security?”

Abe shifted to the wall, running his finger over a mark on the wall that was now ruined before dropping to the floor and picking up a couple of beads that Evie must have left to cancel the anti-fae enchantments. “Who blocked the protections then?” 

Eth’s gaze cut to me before lifting back up. “Maybe she was on this floor then, but she’d be long gone by now. Besides, Clay is the bigger piece of the puzzle right now and I don’t think she’ll go anywhere without her pet.” He smirked at me in a way that made my fists twitch with the need to punch his mouth. “She’ll return to the room to find him and meet her friends.” “You seem to know a lot about this plan,” Dad said. 

“You’d be surprised how chatty this asshole can be with a little bit of booze and the pretense you’re on his side. It certainly got me information faster than any of the interrogation techniques you would have tried.”

I had no idea why he lied about the method of finding out the plan. Whatever way you cut it, he was giving them my secrets. Did he believe the information I’d given him about Fiona was a lie?

“What if it’s a trap?” Ben asked. 

“Even if it is, we outnumber them,” Eth said. “By running to Clay, I was able to get some vital information from him. Not everything, but enough. There are two guests coming to meet them soon. If we’re waiting in the room, we can get the upper hand before they have a chance to readjust the plan.” 

I tried to interject to deny everything that Eth had said, but it was meaningless; out of the two of us, only one was trustworthy in their eyes. Within minutes, Ben had secured my hands behind my back, tugging ruthlessly on the rope until it was practically cutting off the circulation in my fingers. As he did, the realization dawned on me—as well as the lie about finding out the plan about under the spell of alcohol, Eth had said two visitors even though the plan was for more fae guards to help. 

He wasn’t selling me out like he appeared to be. 

Ben grabbed my biceps and led me in front of him toward the elevator, and I realized that Eth might very well have saved Evie’s life by getting us off the floor, even if that meant informing Dad and Lou of Evie’s survival. The biggest threat to any of us was itchy trigger fingers. If we could keep them thinking that there was a bigger plot, they would try to get it out of us before they killed anyone. Played right, we could use their desire to stamp out a threat to our advantage. 

I struggled in Ben’s arms as much as I dared. “How could you do this, Eth? You’re supposed to be my brother.” 

“It’s because you’re my brother that I have to do this.” His tone sounded almost wounded. He was either a better actor than I’d thought or he hadn’t understood that I’d caught on to his plan. 

The elevator ride down to the fourth floor was silent and awkward. The weight of disapproval came from so many sides, all except Dad. He barely seemed able to look at me, and I wanted to scream at him that I knew—that I knew everything. His lies were unraveling faster than he could imagine, and soon, he’d lose it all. When he did, I’d dance over the resulting destruction. 

The time would come for that later though. 

First, I had to play along with Eth’s plan and hope like hell that Evie would understand when she was met with his apparent betrayal. It would be questionable since she’d only learned to put faith in him recently. It would be so easy for that faith to be shaken. 

Lou came to stand at the other side of me, and together, she and Ben hid the fact that my hands were secured behind my back. They pushed me ahead of them when we were at the fourth floor, guiding me toward the room Evie had booked into earlier. When Abe opened the door with the master key, I was forcibly shoved inside by Ben, who then dragged me across to the bed. Open on the bedding was the suitcase Evie and I had purchased earlier, confirming that Eth had indeed led them straight to her. I began once again to hope that he knew what he was doing. 

“What guests are coming?” Ben asked as he shoved me into a sitting position. 

“Fuck off,” I spat back at him, earning a backhand across the face. 

Ben started to ask me another question—or maybe the same one a second time—but Abe stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. Abe knelt down in front of me, placing one hand on my knee and offering his most compassionate expression. “I understand that you’ve been hurt and are confused about who to trust, but I promise, if you tell us everything and let us take care of it for you, everything will work out fine.” 

I rolled my eyes. “I didn’t believe that bullshit when Dad was spouting it years ago, and I definitely don’t believe it now.” 

Abe nodded slowly, stood, and placed his hand out expectantly. In an instant, Ben’s gun was resting on his palm. A second more and it was against my forehead, primed and ready to go. 

“Don’t!” Dad said. “Ethan will tell us what he knows, won’t you, son? Then we can work out if we need to get more information from Clay.” 

Abe raised the muzzle of the gun, before twisting it in his hold and passing it back to Ben. “If he makes one noise, shoot him,” he said to Ben before turning to Eth. “Okay, let’s hear what Ethan has to say.” 

Eth was busy in one corner of the room, texting on his phone with a smile on his face. 

“Huh?” he said, looking up at the room as though he’d just noticed someone was talking to him. 

“Who are you texting?” Dad asked. 

“My date tonight—I wasn’t lying when I said I had a hot one.” 

“Let me see,” Dad held out his hand to show it was a command and not a request.

Without pause, Eth placed the phone in Dad’s hand. Despite the situation, I almost laughed at the speed with which Dad returned it. 

“I told you she was hot, and so filthy.” Eth winked at me. I wondered what texts he had on the phone just waiting for the request to see them—he probably would have been more upset if he hadn’t been able to show his handiwork off to someone. He turned his attention back to Dad. “All I know is he’s teamed himself up with a couple of fae.” 

“Fae?” Dad definitely seemed a little too interested in that revelation. 

“Yeah, he told me something about them needing his help to get some information or package or something.” 

“Package?” Abe asked cautiously. 

“What were their names?” Dad said at the same time. 

“Brayden, no that wasn’t it, it was something like that though. Aiden maybe. I can’t remember, and the other one was Fiona. I couldn’t forget that name because it’s Mom’s name too, isn’t it, Dad?” 

Dad’s head swung around to me faster than I thought humanly possible. I could tell he had a hundred questions ready to go but couldn’t ask them without risking me spilling the beans to Lou and Eth. I met his glare with a knowing smile and watched as he paled in response. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed, no doubt forcing down the questions he wanted the answers to.

“They were coming to find something that was lost or stolen or something, but I’m not sure what.” 

Abe’s dark skin washed out until it was ashen and he glared at Dad. It confirmed for me that he knew about Mackenzie’s kidnapping—and maybe even our past. Combined with Dad’s reaction, I was certain they knew exactly who Mackenzie was and they’d had some nefarious plan for her. It might have even been something to do with hoping for a rescue effort—they probably just didn’t think I would be involved. 

“I wonder how far away the phoenix is,” Eth said, drawing their attention back to the fact that Evie was floating around the hotel somewhere.

Abe pulled a small radio from his pocket and called in a warning about an intruder in the building. He instructed that she was to be allowed to pass through the building unimpeded and only be stopped if she tried to leave the building. I worried for her, but knowing that she wouldn’t encounter a random Assessor who would try to take her captive definitely made things easier—for both of us. 

About ten minutes after Abe had put out the call, his radio buzzed, letting him know that Evie and another “guest” had just stepped into the elevator on the sixth floor and was heading our way. 

Before Abe had even issued any instructions, Ben had me in his arms just out of view of the door with his gun back against my temple. Between the way he held me and the rope securing my wrist, my arms ached, but I pushed the pain aside to concentrate on Evie’s return. 

Everyone else positioned themselves around the room ready to attack. Eth stepped into the bathroom to surprise Evie from behind. I was worried that, because she didn’t know the plan, she would fight and hurt him. I understood why he was willing to sacrifice himself that way though—if it were Lou, Evie would probably end up injured or dead the second she walked through the door. It was more evidence that he knew exactly what he was doing. 

I just had to find a way to let her in on Eth’s plan as quickly as I could without alerting anyone else in the room to his deception. 








CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR





WATCHING MACKENZIE WALK through the door was a literal shock. 

It was like Lou had just walked in the door from high school, except for the green-apple colored aura and fluttering wings on her back. I was still recovering from the shock when Dad stepped forward and grabbed her from behind, immediately securing her wings flat against her back and twisting her head so that she couldn’t break free. It was a well-known hold among Rain operatives, but I’d never seen the real effect of it on a fae before. It looked . . . painful.

Even as Dad bundled Mackenzie up and led her to the side of the room, Evie’s voice broke through the quiet until it was cut off by Eth’s hand. She struggled in his hold, and I could see that she was hot and ready to fight by the tightly coiled flames her aura had become. I’d thought of a way to let Evie in on the subterfuge, but before I had a chance to say anything, Dad spoke to her. 

“I should have known you would be part of this,” Dad said. “You’ve caused my family nothing but trouble since the first moment my son laid eyes on you.” 

I used my anger toward him and pretended it was directed at Eth. “Eth told them everything. He told them about Aiden and Fiona.”

A range of emotions flittered over her face, running in quick succession: disbelief, acceptance, anger. After a moment, something new registered: curiosity. 

She twisted her head sharply, forcing Eth’s hand from her mouth and accused him of breaking our trust. 

His response was fast, as though he’d had it ready since his plan had taken shape. “You didn’t honestly think I would turn my back on my family or my heritage, did you?” 

I resisted smiling at the fact that his words didn’t actually indicate anything about him betraying us, not now that we knew the fae were as much a part of our heritage as the Rain. 

“Ouch, you bitch! You burned me!” He dropped his arms away from Evie.

I could see the lie in his words because the flames that danced in her aura had quelled, not quite into the lazy pattern they seemed to take when she was relaxed, but enough that I wasn’t concerned she’d actually hurt Eth. It was just the excuse he needed to take her out of the room. He shoved her toward the bathroom. 

While they were out of sight, I hoped he was filling her in on his hastily constructed plan. I didn’t know what he was doing or saying, but the shower started up and Evie squealed. The room was mostly silent, broken only by his angered exclamations and occasional thump of something hitting tiles. I just hoped he wasn’t taking the acting gig too far and actually hurting her. 

A little over a minute later, Eth shoved Evie back into the room. The force he’d used was unnecessary, and she hit the wall hard. I fought against Ben’s hold as my need to check on her took over. When Eth glanced at me, I scowled at him. I didn’t care if he was helping us, we’d have words over that strike later. If we survived. 

Ben’s gun pressed harder into my temple, a silent warning to give up the struggle. 

Evie’s body was dripping wet, no doubt to provide evidence that he’d followed through on his threat. Even though I barely dared to move with Ben’s trigger-happy fingers holding the gun to my head, I ran my eyes over Evie to make sure she was okay. If Eth had hurt her, I would make him suffer. I didn’t care if he was on our side and doing what he had to do to get us out; if she had a single bruise, there’d be hell to pay. 

It grew evident fairly quickly that Dad, Abe, Ben, and Lou believed they had the upper hand. Dad was practically strangling Mackenzie with how tightly he held her. The sight made my blood boil because surely he had to see the resemblance between her and Lou—although I reasoned that might have been what fueled his desire to hold her in such a fashion. She was no doubt a strong reminder of Fiona and the mistakes he’d made. It wasn’t long before a plan was hatched between them to wait for Fiona and Aiden before leading us all to the treatment rooms. 

That would be our chance to turn the tables. 

I waited patiently, trying to bide my time and not think about what the consequences of failure would be. There were too many losses I’d have to endure, and I wasn’t sure I could cope with the worst of them. Between Eth and me, we’d do what we could to keep everyone safe.

It started with convincing everyone in the room to let Eth and Evie answer the door when the fae arrived. It was an easy enough ruse to do with everyone believing Eth was on their side. From the point of view of the Rain operatives in the room, Eth’s presence would ensure Evie couldn’t warn her guests of the ambush in the room. I figured Eth had some idea for silently warning them and sending the other fae soldiers away. 

Eth and Evie moved to intercept Aiden and Fiona when they arrived. When Evie led them into the room—into an ambush—all I could do was watch and hope they’d understand. Within seconds, they were secured with rope. Abe organized operatives to have the floor cleared and an elevator put on standby. 

Once the all clear had come, Ben shoved me into the corridor. Outside the room, three fae guards stood watch, obviously having been warned to stay out of sight on the ethereal plane. Each of them was armed, two with swords and one with a bow and arrow. 

Their auras glowed with various shades of blue and their wings quivered as we brushed past them. I got the distinct impression of quiet watchfulness from them. I gave them the slightest nod to let them know that it was okay—or at least as okay as it could be until we could turn tables on our captors. 

I couldn’t see what was happening behind me, but Eth asked Dad which floor we were heading to. I was certain it was for the benefit of the fae in the corridor. As we were forced into the elevator, Eth maneuvered Evie to be as close to me as he could—leaving us back to back. It wouldn’t have been coincidental, and that thought was confirmed when Evie reached for my fingers and pressed them against the back pocket of her pants. 

Through the luxurious material, I could feel the outline of an athame. Using the shape as a guide, I slid my fingers into her pocket and palmed the knife. 

Knowing Eth’s mind, I could see his plan for the knife. I just needed a way to get into a corner by myself with my hands out of sight. The doors were just sliding closed when I thought of one. I would exploit Ben and his hatred of Evie and the fae. Out of everyone in the elevator, he was the most predictable, and I was certain he wouldn’t allow me to give Evie false hope. 

“It’s okay, Evie,” I whispered as loudly as I dared. “Just do what they say and you—” 

Just as I’d thought it might, Ben’s hand pushed against the back of my head, smashing my face against the elevator. Stars burst in front of my eyes for a moment at the force of the impact, but by the time he’d shoved me into the back corner of the car, I’d shaken them off and set to work sawing at the ropes that restrained me. 

The snapping of the cords provided instant relief as blood rushed unrestricted back into my fingertips. As desperately as I wanted to pull my hands in front of me and rub the spots where the rope had dug into my skin, I knew it was the worst choice I could make.

Instead, I wrapped the rope back around my wrists. Ensuring the split in the rope wasn’t obvious, I held the ends in such a way that I could use it as a weapon if needed. 

With my hands free and full circulation returning to my arms, I felt more confident than ever about the whole triple-cross situation. Even though my head still ached like it would burst from the pressure behind my eyes—no doubt a reaction to the low-level anti-fae charms in the elevator—I felt better than I had since I walked into Bayview. 

The moment we were all inside the treatment room and the door was locked, Eth revealed his hand. On his signal, I spun on Ben, lifting the athame to his throat and snatching the gun from him in one fluid motion. 

An instant later, Eth opened the door to welcome in the other fae protectors. We had the numbers, and we had the weapons.

Finally, I felt back in control. 

“So this was a double-cross?” Abe spat at Ethan. “Is there no good left in either of you?”

“Technically, it was a triple-cross.” Eth laughed. He was having the time of his life, and I wondered whether he’d been planning this for longer than he revealed to me—maybe it was part of the strategy he and Aiden had discussed while I was with Evie. I thought it through and decided I was happy enough not knowing what was going to happen if it meant that I got to experience the same bliss Evie and I had shared in that time over and over again. 

“Besides, good or bad depends entirely on your viewpoint,” I said to Abe. “And your viewpoint is wrong.” 

“I knew we’d lost your brother,” Dad said to Eth. I scowled at his words. Bastard. “But I can’t believe you would turn your back on us for this filth.” 

Anger flashed in Eth’s eyes. “Why not? After all, I am one of this filth, aren’t I? Aren’t we all? You know us best, Dad, so let’s get it all out on the table, shall we?” 

“What are you talking about, Eth?” Lou’s voice was filled with a vulnerability I knew well. Only it was thicker than I’d ever heard it before. My heart ached for her. The anger at my dad’s betrayal of us all found new depths within me.

“Why don’t you tell her, Dad?” I said, not even sure I wanted to use that title for him—he’d lost all right to it. 

“I’m their mother,” Fiona said to Lou. “Your mother.” 

“No. That’s a lie.” Lou’s denial was almost sorrowful. Having experienced the same shock just days earlier, I understood her need for it. The discovery that she was the very thing she’d been raised to hate was difficult to come to terms with. 

Eth released the hold he had on her, drawing her eyes to meet his. “Look at her, Lou. Don’t you remember her at all?” 

Lou glanced around, and I wondered whether she could see it. Her breathing spiked, and she screwed her eyes shut. “No, she can’t be.” 

“Even if you don’t remember her, just look,” Eth said. “You’re the spitting image of her.” 

It took a moment for the reality of what she was being told to sink in to Lou, but watching my sister, I saw the exact moment that understanding reached her heart. 

“It can’t be true. I’m not . . . I’m not . . .” Her breathing sped as she sucked down panicked gulps. She sunk to the floor, and for the first time since I’d found out that she was alive, genuine sorrow for her echoed through my limbs. I wanted to comfort her the way I had when we were kids and she’d woken from nightmares.

Because Eth was closest to Lou, he dropped to the ground beside her and pulled her into his arms. She was sobbing and only took half breaths each time she tried to draw in air. 

In my peripheral vision, I saw Dad move toward her—whether to comfort her or tell her more lies I couldn’t be sure. 

I raised the gun and pointed it squarely at him. He’d done so much damage to my siblings and me that it would almost be easy to pull the trigger. Only the need for the whole truth stopped me. 

“Tell her what really happened,” I said to him. All three of us needed to hear the truth. Even though I was certain I’d guessed it, I needed to hear it from his mouth. Of all of us though, Lou needed that the most. “She deserves to know the truth.”

“The truth about what?” 

Dad wasn’t that stupid. He was either trying to bide his time, or he couldn’t admit it to himself. 

“About her past,” I reminded him. “About why she woke screaming in the middle of the night for years. About the reason she had to suffer so much agony. Tell her what you did to her!” Each additional word fueled my anger about what had happened to her—and the consequences it’d had on all of our lives.

“We didn’t do anything.” 

I couldn’t believe he could stand there and lie so blatantly to my face. “She’s suffered for years because of you. It isn’t her imagination. She’s relived it over and over again. Her pain and tears weren’t my imagination.” 

“Everything that I did, I did to get my daughter back,” Dad said. 

“She was your fucking daughter!” I shouted, forcing him to see that. We shouldn’t be the only ones forced to live with the horror of his choices; he needed to understand the damage he’d wrought with his decisions. 

Lou stood up, facing Dad. She was almost pitiful, and yet I saw only strength in her—strength that I hadn’t imagined possible. She was facing the biggest demons of her life. The one we’d spent so long hunting down. We’d just never expected that it would end up being our own father. “What am I, Daddy?” 

“You’re my daughter, and you’re one of the best hunters in the business. That’s all.” 

“So they’re lying?” She nodded toward Eth and me. 

“It’s not that simple.” 

“Make it simple,” Lou demanded. 

I wanted to step into the conversation, to have a chance to say my own piece, but Lou needed it more than I did, so I bit back every comment I wanted to make. 

“I didn’t know you were my daughter,” Dad whispered. “You were different.”

“What does that mean?”

“I didn’t know what she was. I thought we were happy; I thought we were normal. I thought she was human. It all went to hell the day I came home and found you playing on the fucking ceiling. What was I supposed to think?” 

Dad sighed, and I lowered the gun slightly. He’d been a symbol of strength my whole life. Until I’d met Evie, I’d thought he was a paradigm of good, even if his methods were a little unconventional compared to other kid’s parents. 

After Evie, everything had changed for me. 

I’d battled him, but mostly as an external method of fighting the parts of myself that wanted to destroy Evie. Seeing him all but admit to crimes against his own daughter made my world shift in ways I hadn’t anticipated. Theorizing about what might have happened and having it confirmed were two vastly different things. 

“She told me what she was, but I didn’t believe her,” Dad explained to Lou. “I thought a doppelganger had broken into our house and taken my wife. In fact, I was so convinced of it, I packed you guys up, and we left. All of my life I’d learned how dangerous fae were, so keeping Ethan and Clay safe was my number one priority. My other priority was getting back my wife and daughter.” His words made sense and caused my rage to dim. 

“How long was it before you realized that she wasn’t a changeling?” Evie asked, and my mind reeled. It was a question I hadn’t considered—one that was impossible to imagine. 

Had Dad discovered that it was his daughter long before the Rain had stopped torturing her?

Dad turned on Evie. Pure rage and hatred echoed on his face, and I knew without a doubt that I had to get Evie out of the room. It was enough to stop the sympathy that had been building for him in its tracks.

“This is your fault! If you hadn’t turned my son against his family, this would never have come out.” He took a step in her direction. “You ruined their lives!” 

“Don’t!” I warned him before he could get too close to Evie. If he even attempted to hurt her, I wouldn’t even think twice about shooting. If it came down to a choice of the two of them, she would win every time. “I think we’ve heard enough. It’s time to go.”

“You’re not leaving,” Abe protested. 

Aiden laughed. “You’re hardly in any position to make demands.” 

“How do you expect to get past security?” Ben asked.

“That’s our concern,” Eth said. 

As I prepared to herd everyone through the door, Lou charged for Dad. An agonized expression twisted through the fiery scars that rose on her cheeks. A primal scream flew from her lips. 

“You tortured me!” she screamed at him. I wondered whether the knowledge made the memories of her torture clearer or whether she’d just guessed exactly who was most likely responsible for her injuries. “How could you do those things to me? I was just a child!” 

“Get her out of here!” I yelled at Eth. I wanted him to pay for what he’d done, but I also knew she wasn’t in the right frame of mind to get the information she’d want. She’d likely just kill him and never know all of the facts. That lack of knowledge would haunt her for years to come. 

If I could get just a few minutes alone with him, without any of the fae or Evie in the room—a few minutes alone with him and the instruments that were locked away in the toolboxes in the room—I could get Lou all of the answers she would need later on as the truth sank in. 

I would enjoy it more than I probably should, but I didn’t care. 

“Evie, Fiona, Mackenzie, I want all of you out too.” 

“I’m not leaving you here,” Evie said as she moved closer.

I’d relented about her coming to Bayview, but I couldn’t do it on this. She did not need to witness the things I planned to do to Dad. He’d taught me interrogation techniques too well, and I planned to use every one of them on him to find out exactly what had happened to Lou while she’d been locked away and injured by their hands. 

If Evie witnessed the interrogation, she would surely think me a monster.

“Don’t argue with me.” My jaw was so tightly clenched that I could barely open my mouth enough to force the words out. “Just go! I don’t want you to have to live with the memory of what comes next.” 

“Clay, don’t do this,” Dad said. “Don’t let them go. You have to see how wrong they are—just look at the damage all of those creatures have done already. We wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t for fae trickery.”

I couldn’t believe Dad would even try that old routine on me after everything that had happened. I’d been at the fae court and had been welcomed like a guest despite how many fae I’d killed and wounded over the years. Yet when I returned to my supposed place in the world, I was treated like a criminal. 

“Do not push me,” I said with a clear warning in my tone. “You’ve done more damage than any of them. More than enough already. And they are not creatures!” 

His face grew red. “Everything I did was for you. For our family. I did it so that you didn’t have to be freaks.” 

“I don’t care! You’re the one that destroyed our family and it’s time you owned up to it. You are dead to me.” The words were as final a statement as I’d ever uttered. As far as I was concerned, I would have no further relationship with him after I found out what I needed to learn about all that Lou had endured. 

“Just be careful,” Evie said, resting her hand on my shoulder for support. I stood straighter as a result of her touch, drawing strength from her just like I always did. 

Confident that Eth and the fae would keep her and Lou safe, I turned my attention completely to Dad—at least until an exclamation from Eth drew my attention to the door. 

Dancing right on the space between the human and ethereal planes, and pushing his way through the crowd into the space, was a fae in a large, hooded cloak. He was vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place exactly where I’d seen him before. When he moved through the room, he flittered quickly in and out of the ethereal plane, no doubt confusing any in the room who couldn’t track him between planes, but I was able to follow his passage through the space easily enough. 

I was aware of movement beside me and felt Evie approach me. 

“The shadow,” she whispered to me. 

“No,” I said, wondering whether this fae could really be the one who’d been stalking her. It didn’t make sense though. Everything she’d told me about her experiences was consistent with a shadow person—unless he was mimicking one? Why though? 

When he pulled the hood back, his hair was almost as dark, and in that instant, I recognized exactly where I knew him from. He was “Rob,” the fae who’d tricked me into a job interview on the day Evie had been attacked by Lou in Detroit. He’d been the reason I was away when Lou attacked, the reason Evie almost died. 

“He’s not a shadow person,” I muttered to her. “He’s fae.” 

“Thank you for clearing the way for me,” the fae stranger, whose name was certainly not Rob, said before glancing between Evie and me. His gray eyes were the color of death, and a sickening smile twisted his lips. A shiver ran down my spine when he met my gaze.

“Caelan, what are you doing here?” Dad asked. 

Dad knows him? 

How? 

The revelation was too much to contend with. Doubt over Dad’s motives and lies over the years came flooding back. Had he and this Caelan conspired to destroy Evie? My words caught in my throat and refused to move. 

“This has nothing to do with you,” Dad continued. 

“Are you trying to be amusing, Troy?” Caelan responded, confirming there was definitely some relationship there. But what? Could he be the enemy Dad had turned to? “You stole my daughter, caged her, and held her captive, and yet you think it has nothing to do with me.” 

He glanced toward Mackenzie and extended his wings wide to either side of his body, almost like an opened-armed invitation to her. 

“Everything will be perfect now, sweetie. Daddy’s here.” 

If Mackenzie was his daughter, that meant Caelan knew Fiona as well. 

There was something vital I was missing, but with the rapid speed the conversation was moving at, I didn’t have time to work out what it was. 

Caelan, Fiona, and Mackenzie spoke with each other and, as they did, Mackenzie moved further from our group and into an almost no man’s land. All I could focus on was the widening area that I had to defend, and how it made everyone weaker. I needed to gather the group together again, or the danger would increase for every one of us. 

An instant later, I heard a fluttering of wings beside me. Risking a quick glance in either direction, I saw that the three fae guards who’d accompanied Fiona and Aiden had flanked me with drawn weapons. I breathed a little easier knowing that at least I had backup. I would have been happier if it was Eth, but he still had his hands full trying to care for Lou. 

While I was running through the various scenarios in my mind, Caelan shifted back onto the ethereal plane and moved around the room. He flicked his wings with such ferocity that it was hard to watch him closely, but I tried as best as I could while still keeping most of my attention on Dad. 

As soon as I saw Caelan’s intention, I shouted a warning to Eth, but it was too late. Caelan knocked Eth off his feet and pulled Lou into his hold, pressing the tip of a long, curved knife against her throat. 

Fuck.








CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE





“FATHER, DO NOT do this,” Mackenzie begged. “This is not right.” 

Caelan laughed, the sound like a crackling fire. “Not right? I have lived at the mercy of Fiona’s whims for years! I have rushed back to her side every single time she has asked me to. No matter how much I gave her, it has never been enough. I want her to know the true meaning of suffering—I want her to know real loss.”

He forced the knife closer to Lou’s skin, and I saw genuine fear in my sister’s eyes. The fear—all emotion—drained away as Caelan murmured something into her ear and she grew compliant in his hold. 

I have to help her. 

“I have tried to show her for years just how easily I can take her fledglings from her. In fact, this one here has been one of my biggest allies in making Fiona pay, but now that she knows what she is, she is no longer of value.” 

“What are you talking about?” I asked with a growing sense of dread. The memories of Lou attacking Evie while Caelan distracted me played over and over. It wasn’t a coincidence?

“He is referring to the fact that he sent Louise after Lynnie,” Aiden said. 

He sent Lou after Evie? How? 

“I don’t understand,” Evie said to Aiden. “I thought Louise came after me because she believed I’d taken Clay from her. And you,” she turned on Caelan, and the fire around her body coiled tighter with each word—he had to see the danger she posed, “you hunted me and killed people I cared about.” 

“It is something we have suspected for a while,” Fiona said, “but we have been unable to get confirmation. Understand that when you were at our court, I had no knowledge of the link you could offer to my family. Only once you left and Aiden requested the resources to help find your love, did I even begin to comprehend your importance to my family. When Aiden explained that Clay had saved your life, I found new hope that maybe he had grown into the young gentleman I always hoped he would be, despite the hatred he had been raised with.” 

Dad was about to say something, no doubt more bullshit and lies, but I wanted to hear the rest of Fiona’s story, so I warned him to stay silent by straightening my aim and closing my finger around the trigger ever so slightly.

“As soon as I knew you could be a link back to my fledglings, I tried harder to find Clay. If he could see past your nature and understand you were not dangerous despite his strong Rain heritage and the upbringing he had . . . I guess I hoped that maybe one day he would be able to see past all of the prejudices instilled in him. Of course, at that stage I was only partly right. Two of my best guards almost lost their lives when they found him in Salem.” 

Her words made me recall the fae Eth and I had encountered on our way back to our hotel after meeting with the local operatives. How different might things have been if I hadn’t adopted my usual shoot first and ask questions later approach? 

“Any potential reunion between the two of you could have paved the way for Clay to learn the truth,” Aiden said. 

“And that would have reunited mother and son,” Caelan snarled. “This would have given her exactly what she wanted! So of course, I had to stop it.” 

“Stop!” Evie shouted. “You were using me? All of you?” 

I wanted to run to her, but I couldn’t risk Dad doing anything stupid if I didn’t have the gun trained on him. While I stood as guard dog of the group, Caelan gloated to Evie about how easy it had been to follow her around, how having something touched with his magic was easy to track. It made no sense, and just led to still more questions for me. 

“I don’t understand what any of that has to do with Lou,” I said.

“Somehow Caelan has been able to forge a link with Louise,” Fiona said. “I don’t know how or why, but I believe he might be the reason she has doggedly pursued Evelyn for so long.” 

“But why would you send Louise after me?” Evie asked. “Why would you come after me at all? I don’t even know you.” 

Caelan frowned before giving a small, incredulous shake of his head as he addressed Evie’s question. “Exactly how conceited do you have to be to believe this has anything to do with you?”

“It was Clay.” Fiona’s voice was full of sorrow and resignation. “You wanted Clay to suffer.”

All I could think of was that once again I’d brought uninvited danger into Evie’s life. The apparent shadow, who’d killed Zarita and who knows how many more of Evie’s supposed victims, was only on her tail because of me. I glanced at her ready to apologize, but Caelan was talking again, taunting Evie. “All I wanted was for him to feel the sting of the same fate you forced on me, Fifi. You made me live for years without my true love—without you. He would have suffered even more if Louise here had been just a little better at her job. I did everything to make it easier for her. I laid traps for the phoenix and ensured she was on the wanted list for multiple murders. It should have been easy for Louise to go in for the kill or for the phoenix to kill her. Either would have given me the satisfaction of knowing that I’d taken your child away from you—the way you took mine from me.”

As Evie searched for answers, Caelan taunted her, and her aura reacted as I expected it to, tightening and raging hotter until the base of the flames was almost blue. Her anger pushed her toward him step by step. By moving closer to Caelan though, she was moving away from the protective area the three fae guards and I formed. 

“Evie, don’t,” I warned, stepping slightly closer to her and reaching for her while still keeping the gun trained firmly on Dad. 

“At least I was right about one thing,” Caelan said. “Destroying the phoenix would have destroyed you. Your love for her, it weakens you. It will be such fun to watch you fall to pieces once she is dead.” 

I couldn’t take it anymore. I couldn’t blindly ignore him threatening Evie and Lou. I swung the gun around on him and placed my finger over the trigger, ready to pull. 

“Threaten her life again,” I warned. “I dare you.”

Caelan took a step closer to me, pressing the knife against Lou’s neck so hard that droplets of blood formed against the tip. She whimpered in response, and I wondered why she didn’t react and use her training to fight free of the hold. Unless it had something to do with the way Caelan had whispered in her ear. 

Dad turned to Caelan. “Leave my children out of this.” 

“You had less objections when you had me bind her magic.” 

“What . . . what are you talking about?” Lou asked.

“Daddy did some bad, bad things when you were young, did he not?” 

“I did what I had to,” Dad said without any trace of apology or remorse. 

It confirmed my biggest concern that at some point, he’d realized that she was Lou, his daughter, and yet he’d still continued to torture her. In the corner of my eye, I saw Eth pull himself off the floor and silently start to make his way toward Caelan. As soon as I noted the movement, I ensured my gaze didn’t give him away. 

“Including having me wrap up all of her perfect fae elements and leave her effectively human.” 

“That is when you captured her, was it not?” Fiona asked. “You bound her to you when you bound her magic. You have been present within her mind all of these years?”

“Does it not burn you up that I have spent so much time guiding her through life? However, she is useless now that you have this knowledge. The two of you took my daughter from me,” he said, leaving his hand wrapped around Lou’s throat in a chokehold and pointing the knife between Fiona and Dad. “Perhaps I should show you how it feels.” 

“No!” Dad and Fiona both shouted it at the same time. 

While Caelan gloated, Eth edged closer still. No doubt he would soon overpower the fae and we’d have control of the room back. I was confident that Lou would be able to handle the knife that was threatening her when Eth made his move. Just because she was in shock didn’t mean she’d forget years of training when the shit went down. I was just worried about the other unknown factors in the room. The last thing we needed now was for Dad or anyone else to fuck things up. 

“Take the phoenix,” Dad said. “Do whatever you want to it, but don’t hurt Lou.”

The instant I heard his suggestion, I lost control. I leapt at the man who’d raised me and pressed the barrel of my gun against his forehead. 

“No one is going to do anything to anyone,” I snapped, ready to pull the trigger if he dared try to argue. 

A second too late, I saw my mistake. Lou knew about disarming an opponent with a knife, but only because Dad had taught her. He’d taught us all how to disarm various weapon-holders. My rage had led me straight into a trap, and he took full advantage. Not even half a second had passed before he grabbed at the barrel of the gun and twisted it sharply back around onto me, meaning to bend my wrist until I had no choice but to relinquish my hold. 

Because I’d seen the trap soon enough to attempt to avoid it, I was able to hold onto the weapon through his initial strike, but he was relentless. He wrestled for the gun, trying over and over to twist my arm around. I ignored the other movement in the room as I struggled to keep my fingers on the grip. 

After a moment, he relaxed his hold. Not wanting to fall into another trap, I moved the gun backward, but then, lightning fast, he struck out again, twisting the grip in my palm and loosening my hold. The moment he had it in his hands, he aimed it recklessly at Caelan and Louise, but he didn’t take the time to line up the shot properly and the shot missed by a good few inches. 

Evie shouted something, but I was too focused on the fight in front of me to turn away. If I allowed Dad to keep control of the firearm, we’d all be done. While he was focused on the gun, I made my move, reaching for it and grabbing onto the grip. The action caused Dad to tighten his hold and he squeezed the trigger. 

A small gasp, almost noiseless in the commotion drew my attention to Evie. A burst of red coated the ground in front of her. It was enough to tell me something was seriously wrong. Disregarding the fight for the weapon that I’d been so intent on only moments earlier, I turned to cover the distance between us to make sure she was okay. 

Time seemed to slow down, although everything still moved at normal speed as I raced to her. 

It was like a bad dream where I couldn’t move fast enough. My limbs wouldn’t untangle quick enough to get under her falling body. 

The sound of a third shot broke the air and, behind Evie’s falling body, Caelan took a shot between the eyes and slumped to the ground, releasing his hold on Lou as he fell. Eth swooped in to grab Lou, but even before he reached her, a burst of bright blue light erupted from her body. 

From within the light, a set of wings extended from just below her shoulders. They were almost translucent and appeared shaky—like a butterfly that had just emerged from a cocoon.

Even as the flash of her aura erupting into life faded from my eyes, an image smashed into me with enough force to send me to my knees. The chill of air passing through a dank cell. The menacing presence of black-cloaked figures. Glinting athemes and murmured spells. 

I tried to ignore the wave of visions—memories . . . whatever the hell they were—out of my head long enough to reach Evie, but I couldn’t ignore the pain of a thousand cuts that shot up my arms. Each slice of the blade that had ripped through Lou’s flesh as a child echoed over my skin as the visions of her past rushed through my mind. Lou whimpered in Eth’s hold. My eyes shot to hers, and I was struck by the agony swimming in the ice-blue depths. 

Less than a second had passed since the darkness of her childhood memories had shot through me and stolen my breath, yet it was a moment in time that changed everything. With the release of Lou’s fae traits and the visions that raked my mind in response to the release of power, there was no longer any possibility of denying our true heritage. 

My thoughts were filled with image after image of Lou’s past torments, but I shook them off because, although I’d wanted answers, they were meaningless in the face of the bigger issue. The blood from Evie and the shot that hit her. Although I’d tried to be there to catch her fall, the dark visions of Lou’s past had stolen my speed. 

Evie hit the ground on all fours. My heart lodged in my throat when I saw her paling skin. A small smile graced her lips, no doubt because she’d done what she’d set out to do when reaching for Caelan—Lou was safe. I couldn’t celebrate or smile along with Evie though, because blood dripped from her wounds at an alarming rate. 

Almost as soon as Evie landed, her arms collapsed beneath her, and her momentum carried her to the floor. On her back, the entry wound was inches away from her left shoulder blade. Near her heart.

I swallowed down my fear. It had to look worse than it was. I worked to convince myself that the injury couldn’t be as bad as it had seemed after my quick glance. That the blood pooling beneath her wasn’t all hers. 

“No!” I shouted, wishing the sound could somehow reverse the last minute and take us back to my choice to threaten my father. Take back my fight for the gun. Take back the bullet that had torn straight through Evie’s body. I wanted to take it all back, to not fall into Dad’s trap and ever risk the gun falling into his hand. 

My hands shook, and the taste of bile filled my mouth as I reached for Evie. 

Blood rushed past my ears, drowning out all other sound as she rolled over and revealed the gaping hole in her chest. I squeezed my eyes shut to stop my tears. It was even larger than the one on her back. 

When I met her eyes, confusion swam within their depths, and I doubted she even understood what happened. Her hand lifted and pressed against the edges of the wound, coming away slick and red with her own blood. 

I stumbled over the last few steps to reach her as fast as I could, tears already pricking my eyes, and pulled her against my chest. 

She’ll be okay. She has to be. 

She was warm in my arms, and for a moment, I was convinced it meant she would be fine. Then her eyes rolled back in her head, and her aura flickered and dimmed as she drew in another failed, wheezy breath. 

“No,” I murmured as I cradled her head in my arms. The blood from her body was on my hand, and when I caressed her cheek to let her know I was there, I left ruddy stains over her olive tones.

After a moment, her eyes seemed to search for me, and she tried again to breathe. Her exhalations consisted of spluttering coughs, her inhalations useless wheezing. Watching her in horror as she struggled, it was clear she was going to bleed to death or suffocate in my arms if I didn’t do something to stop it. I had to stop it. Although it hurt like hell to do it, I let her go, returned her to the floor, and then pressed my hands to her wound to try to stop the bleeding. 

“Stay with me,” I pleaded as I did what I could to fix her. I’d been trained in first aid and field surgery, but it was all useless to me now. It wasn’t a flesh wound or a bullet lodged within arm tissue, it was a through-and-through wound in her chest, possibly even through her heart judging by the speed of her blood loss. I was helpless. “I can’t lose you.”

With a strength I would have thought impossible, she grabbed for my hands and stilled my movements, holding them within her own. She closed her eyes and stopped breathing for a moment. The tears that had threatened from the first moment I saw her blood overwhelmed me and began to fall. Each one traced a path along her cheek, leaving rivulets of clean skin among the mess. 

Releasing her hold on me, her fingers sought after something unknown. Over and over, she moved her hand through the air, and only at the last second did I understand what she needed. 

I tilted my head so that her fingers brushed across my face; then I reached up and pressed her hand in place over my cheek. She opened her eyes again and the swirl of purples within met my gaze with such intensity, it was clear she was saying good-bye. I shook my head, and my tears fell faster. 

“No, Evie,” I murmured. 

She muttered something that might have been meaningless or might have been the most important words of my life, and then she closed her eyes. 

“No,” I muttered, refusing to let her go. She can’t die. She just can’t. I couldn’t believe it even though I was faced with the truth of it. “You’re not going anywhere, Evie!” 

I lifted her to me as her heart stopped beating. 

“Evie!” 

She murmured against my cheek, the words garbled and breathless. Then, she closed her eyes, and her body sagged lifelessly in my arms. 

My grief and rage joined, becoming one beast that threatened to overwhelm me. Not only did it have a voice that roared in my head and silenced all sounds around me, but also icy fingers that crept along my spine and sharp claws that pierced my heart and made it bleed. The useless organ sputtered in my chest, almost as if it refused to beat for a moment longer and wanted to fall as silent as Evie's now was. 

From behind me, multiple pairs of hands reached for me, pulling me away from her, but I fought them all off.

"Leave me!" I shouted as I gathered Evie closer to my chest. My voice was hoarse and tight, a consequence of the tears that flowed along my cheeks. It caught in my throat and refused to work properly, even though I needed it to. I needed everyone to back off and let me hold Evie. Let me fucking grieve.

"You have to let her go," the voice could have belonged to anyone in the room. I didn’t care. I wasn’t going to listen to it. 

Instead of growing colder in death, Evie grew hotter than I’d ever felt her before while holding her so close. I held tightly, refusing to allow her to leave me. Flames erupted from her skin, lapping at her clothing and threatening to overwhelm her. 

“You can’t leave me,” I sobbed before gripping her shoulders. “Not now, not like this.” Not ever. 

An instant after the flames started, they were running over the tiled floor as though it was a forest floor full of tinder. 

Arms that could only belong to Eth pried Evie’s body out of my arms and tugged me away from the fire. 

“She’s gone, Clay,” he said, his tone filled with sorrow that was still only a fraction of the darkness that held me tightly in its clutches. 

I watched, helpless and terrified, as the flames that were now separate from her body turned inward, seeking out my beloved. 

“No!” I screamed and fought loose of Eth’s hold. 

Without a thought, I raced back to Evie’s side and lifted her up into my arms, away from the fire that surrounded her and sought her out. I carried her a number of steps across the floor before placing her back onto the cold tiles and brushing her hair off her face. I didn’t care what anyone else thought; she wasn’t gone. She wouldn’t go. She wouldn’t leave me. 

“Help me,” I cried as I started CPR. “Somebody fucking help me!” 

Small hands came to rest beside mine on Evie’s chest. “Let me see what I can do.” I looked up into a pair of eyes that were at once familiar and strange. 

“Please, Mackenzie,” I whispered to my half-sister as hope and sorrow worked together to steal my voice. “I can’t lose her.” 

She placed her hand on mine. “I know. I’ll do everything I can.” 

Her hands hovered over Evie’s chest, and at first, it seemed like she was doing nothing, but then she released a breath and offered a small smile. 

“I might be able to do something.” 

Well, fucking do it! I wanted to shout the words at her, but I bit my tongue and waited. I didn’t want to piss off Evie’s potential savior. 

“Mother, we will need to be prepared to move as fast as possible,” Mackenzie said. “I might be able to return her, but I will not be able to sustain her for long without additional help.”

Fingertips brushed through my hair, and I glanced up to see Fiona—Mom—looking down at me with tears in her eyes. The sorrow on her features could only be that of a mother witnessing her son’s heart breaking. At that moment, the years that I’d missed didn’t matter. 

I needed her, and I needed her support, and she gave it all willingly. 

“I . . . I can’t lose her, Mom,” I whispered. 

Her tears fell as she knelt beside me. “We can’t lose her.” 

I broke down and reached for her. I might have been almost twenty-four, but I wasn’t too old to seek comfort in my mother’s arms when my world had shattered. After a minute, I’d gathered myself enough to watch Mackenzie’s process. 

It was strange to watch the fae healing technique because it was so different from everything I knew about first aid and medicine. Mackenzie breathed for Evie like you would in CPR, but it was different—almost like she was passing her aura into Evie rather than oxygen. 

Mackenzie’s hands rested in the space above Evie’s chest, her aura swirling around the wound, as if the light that emanated from her body was part of the process. Then Mackenzie pulled a small vial from her pocket and poured the liquid within into Evie’s mouth. 

There was movement in the room and speaking, but I couldn’t focus on anything but Mackenzie and Evie as I sat on the floor and watched my half-sister work. 

After almost a minute, I heard the most wonderful sound—a gasping intake of breath from Evie. I raced back to her side, falling onto my knees and threading my fingers through her hair. 

“Let us proceed,” Mom said, and I glanced up to see what she meant. The three guards, Aiden, and Mom had formed a circle around where Evie lay. 

“This room is too sterile,” Aiden said. “There is no life, so this will not work.” 

“Are you questioning my ability, Aiden?” Mom asked, her voice fierce and infused with an authority impossible to deny. “There are three females of my bloodline in the room. That is more than sufficient to forge a ring from the fire that is burning low here.” 

“Three?” Lou asked. “You’re including me? What . . . what can I even do?” 

“Your presence alone is helpful,” Mom said. 

Regardless, Lou crossed the room and held her hand. “Let me know if you need me to do anything more.”

Mom closed her eyes and began to mutter something in a language I didn’t understand. The fire that Evie’s death had caused swirled into the air, circling around and around, faster and faster, until it began to glow with all of the colors of the rainbow. 

The swirling mixture of color shifted lower and lower until it curled just above the floor. As soon as it touched the tiles, a bright light burst into the room, and then I was surrounded by trees and the sounds of nature. 

“What . . . What happened?”

Mackenzie and Evie were the only ones with me. 

“We have to get Evelyn out of the ring so the others can come through,” was the only response I got. 

I lifted Evie in my arms, carrying her out of the ring but not knowing where to go. Mackenzie took a few steps and then stumbled. 

“Are you okay?” I asked, unable to go to her assistance because of my precious cargo. 

“I’m fine,” Mackenzie said, offering me a comforting smile and moving forward. “Follow me.” 

She led the way to the healing wing of the court, and when we arrived, Evie was taken from my arms and into what must have been the fae equivalent of an ER. 

Once Evie was safe in the care of the healers, I walked over to Mackenzie, who hadn’t followed the rest of the healers, and pulled her into an embrace. 

“I can never thank you enough,” I said. 

She nodded and swayed on her feet a little. 

“Are you sure you’re all right?” I asked. 

“It has been an emotional day. It has taken a little out of me.” 

Her words reminded me that although one of the bullets had nearly taken Evie from me, another had taken Mackenzie’s father. She hadn’t even had a chance to grieve before she’d stepped up to help Evie. 

What if by saving Evie, she lost the chance to save her father? 

She smiled weakly at me. “I know what you might believe, but I will be fine. Mother had told me stories about the wickedness of my father. However, I never saw that side of him. After hearing how he stalked your friend and killed people for fun . . .” She trailed off and closed her eyes. “I just cannot believe I fell for his lies.” 

“We both had a bit of bad luck when it came to fathers.” 

“We did, but we have a pretty fantastic mother.” 

I smiled at her. “We do. At least, aside from her terrible taste in men.” 

She laughed, but it died away quickly. For all her assertions that she was okay with what happened, part of her was reeling from her loss. I knew it because I would have been the same. I hated Dad, but part of me couldn’t imagine not having him in my life still. 

“I really can’t thank you enough for what you did,” I said again. “You saved her life.” 

“Just make sure you keep her close. Entwined auras are very rare.” 

“Aiden mentioned something about that. What does that mean?”

She smiled again, but it was more wistful. “There are stories that tell of fae couples who are meant to be. Regardless of how far apart they live, fate will draw them together. When they unite, their auras entwine and react to one another. When that happens, they are joined by a bond stronger than any other.”

“Wow.” There were so many forces trying to guide Evie and me together, despite all the circumstances that ripped us apart. It made me more certain than ever in everything we shared. I met Mackenzie’s gaze, so strikingly similar to Lou’s. “When do you think I’ll be able to see Evie? I need to know that she’s okay.” 

“It will not be long. First, let us see to those wounds of yours.”

I looked down at my hands and saw they were covered with blisters and burns. I’d been so concerned with Evie that I’d been able to push all the pain from my mind. 

Now that the adrenaline was leaving my systems, the sting of the burns returned. After seeing the wounds, it attacked in force. Despite the agony, I was more interested in knowing that Evie was okay than having my wounds tended to. 

“I’ll be okay,” I said, drawing my hands behind my back. 

“What would Evelyn say if she saw these wounds?” Mackenzie asked. 

I went to brush the back of my neck with my palm, but the pain of lifting my arm was too much. “I just need her to be okay.” 

“I am certain she will be. However, I am more positive she will be better pleased if we fix you up too.” 

After I reluctantly nodded, Mackenzie disappeared for a minute, reappearing with bandages and a salve. She swayed slightly as she worked, but it didn’t take her long to have me as patched up as she could. 

“Are you sure you’re okay?” I asked. 

“I will be perfect once I have some rest. If you wait here, someone will be with you soon to let you know more about Evelyn.” 

“Okay. Make sure you get some sleep then . . . sis.” The last word felt odd considering Mackenzie was a practical stranger, but she’d more than earned the title, and not just because of our shared mother. 








CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX





BEFORE TOO LONG, I began to pace the small room Mackenzie had left me in. Just as I finished a circuit and turned back around toward the door, it swung open. I expected someone with green wings—the color I’d learned related to healers—but instead, Eth walked in wearing a big smile. 

“This place is really awesome,” he said. “I only saw a little bit of it the other day, but, dude, did you know monogamy is practically frowned upon here?” 

“How did we ever doubt that you could be fae?” I asked. 

“Are you all right?” he asked when he saw my bandaged wounds. 

“I’ll live.” 

The statement seemed to bring his mind to Evie. “How is she?” 

I shrugged even though I was desperate for an answer to that question. “I haven’t heard anything, but Mackenzie’s sure she’ll be okay. What happened after we left?” 

“Dad stole the key and snuck out while everyone was focused on Evie. Abe followed behind him. Ben just stood in the corner of the room like a scared rabbit until Lou and Mom went through the ring. Then he scampered too. The three guards stayed with me to protect the room until Aiden returned with some enchantments, and then we came here. It was much easier than trying to get out through the lobby, that’s for sure.” 

I leaned against the wall, tipping my head back to rest against it. I only just noticed it in that second, but the headache that had plagued me at Bayview was completely gone. 

“How’s Lou?” I asked. 

“She’s doing as well as you can expect considering the changes that she’s had to deal with. She always believed the Rain shtick more than anyone else I think.”

“I wish I could get my hands on all the bastards that hurt her.” 

“Does that mean you don’t hate her anymore?” 

“I never hated her,” I said. 

He raised his eyebrow at me. 

“Things she did pissed me off, but how much of that was even her? How much of that hardened bitch was just Caelan’s influence shining through? I don’t see the point in causing issues for her or making her transition any more difficult than it’s already going to be.” 

“She’ll be happy to hear that. She’s been worried that you’ll never talk to her again.” 

“I’ll come and see her as soon as I know Evie’s okay.” 

“Yeah, sure,” he said with a chuckle. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“As if you’ll be able to tear yourself away from Evie’s bedside for a minute until she’s back up and walking around.” 

I chuckled. “That’s true.” 

We fell silent for a while, each of us processing the events of the day in our own way. 

“Thank you for what you did for us too—it takes a lot to pretend to betray someone. You had no way of knowing whether Evie or I would understand.”

“Nah, I knew you would. Both of you. Neither of you are stupid. Although considering your reaction to the anti-fae symbol, maybe you are. Why the fuck didn’t you tell me you were still under the influence?” 

I scrubbed the back of my neck. “I was certain it would fade at any stage.” 

“It won’t will it?” 

I shook my head. “I don’t think so. I think I’m like this for life now. I think that’s what these mean.” I pointed at my eyes, to the place that was no longer brown but instead a bright blue. 

“Well, that means you can come and go here as you please. That’s not a bad thing.” 

“You know you’ll always be welcome too,” I said. 

“Yeah, but only when people help me get some enchantments.” 

Ignoring the pain it caused me, I placed my hand on his shoulder to offer what comfort I could. I could tell it bothered him more than he was letting on. “You know Mom will give you some to take home if you wanted to.” 

“At the moment, I’d rather not. I don’t want anyone in the Rain finding this place until we know who we can trust.”

“That’s true. Look, my research about Evie is in my bag. I’ve been careful to put fail-safes in place when putting it up on the Rain databases, but I think you should read it all. Share it with Mom, so that it can be documented here too, just in case anything happens. I want other people to know.” 

He nodded. “I will, but you know she’ll be okay. Right?” 

I was about to say something more when a fae walked into the room. Her green wings and aura gave me hope that it was news about Evie. I moved across to her quickly, ignoring Eth as there was something far more vital to know. 

“You must be Clay,” the female fae said. 

I nodded. 

“My name is Willow. I have been looking after Lynnie.” 

“How is she?” 

Willow smiled, which I took as a good sign. “She should be fine, but we will keep her in an enchanted sleep for a little while longer to give her body a chance to recover a little more.” 

“Can I see her?” 

“Certainly.” Willow led me from the room. 

“I’ll just see you later then,” Eth shouted from behind us. He chuckled when I continued to ignore him. 

I followed Willow into a private bedroom in the healing wing. 

Evie was tucked up in bed, sleeping. Aside from her pale skin, she looked almost normal. At least until I looked closer. Her aura was subdued, barely making it an inch beyond her body. Her breaths were so shallow it was easy to miss them, and after a minute of watching her, it was almost easy to believe that she hadn’t really been saved at all. 

I moved to sit at her bedside and drew her hand into mine. Her skin was clammy, pale, and cold to the touch. I only hoped Willow and Mackenzie were right in their assessment. 

“Please be okay,” I quietly begged her. 





AFTER A few days, I was practically a permanent fixture in Evie’s room. The fae seemed to understand, delivering food to the room, and even changing my bandages at Evie’s bedside. 

Each time I reached for her, sometimes to brush a strand of hair from her cheek and sometimes just because I needed to touch her, the lack of heat convinced me that she'd passed on without warning and I'd watch her chest closely for signs of her indrawn breath. The lack of machines and monitors—all necessary requirements of modern medicine, but deemed unnecessary by the fae healers—made her pallid appearance all the more worrying.

The last two times she'd ended up in a hospital, the machines had assured me that she was breathing and that her heart was beating. Now, despite the assurances of the two healers in charge of her care—Mackenzie and Willow—the silence in the room seemed deathly and unnatural.

Over the days that she’d been sleeping, Mackenzie and Willow had been monitoring Evie’s temperature, and they were as concerned by it as I was. It was normal—perfectly normal—for a regular, healthy human. It was far too low for Evie though. It concerned me nearly as much as her complete stillness. 

“Didn’t you say you’d stopped the sleeping enchantments?” I said to Mackenzie when she came in to check on Evie. “Shouldn’t she be awake by now?” 

“We have, but we have to keep up other enchantments, or her wounds might regress, so that could impact how long it takes for the stronger ones to wear off.” 

I nodded because she’d told me all of that the last time she’d been in the room, but I was growing impatient. 

“You know Mother really wants you to go to see her.” 

“I can’t until Evie’s awake.” 

“It is very important to Mother for you to go see her today. It is after all the first birthday she has been able to attend for yourself and Louise in years. Louise is already there, as is Ethan.” 

“It’s the second already?” I asked, surprised how quickly the time had passed. 

“It is as of about six hours ago. Will you not go down just for a little while? I promise I will let you know if anything changes here.” 

“What if she wakes up and I’m not here?” 

“Then she can wait for you as patiently as you have been waiting for her.” 

I rolled my eyes. “That’s not really my point,” I said. 

“Regardless, after Mother arranged a special cake for you and Louise, I think it is the least that you can do to go and thank her.” 

“You’re not going to let it rest until I do, are you?” 

“I really will not. Besides, you said yourself that you owe me a favor. I am now calling that favor in.” 

I’d learned the day after Evie’s rescue that Mackenzie had actually given up some of her energy to bring Evie back. It was the fae version of CPR, only it was more powerful than any human medicine could ever be and more dangerous to the fae healer, especially when Evie had been beyond normal healing and Mackenzie was already weakened from her lack of food while in the custody of the Rain. 

“Fine,” I said. “Play dirty like that.” 

She smiled at me. “Go.”

I gave Evie’s hand one last squeeze as I stood. “Yes, ma’am.” 





MACKENZIE HADN’T been lying when she’d said Mom organized a cake, although it was more like an entire bakery rather than just “a cake.” 

As soon as I entered the room, a chorus of “Happy Birthday” started and I smiled at my family. My heart was warmed seeing Mom sitting between my brother and sister. Knowing no one was going to try to attack Evie while I was away from her bedside helped to put my mind at ease. It was the “one day” that I’d hoped for with Evie so many times in the past, and it seemed it had actually arrived. We could conceivably live at the court forever in safety. 

Lou leapt up from the couch and bounded over to me. Her smile was wider than I’d seen it in years—if ever. Her wings fluttered lazily behind her as she pulled me into her arms. 

In the days I’d been at Evie’s side, she’d kept herself scarce, but we’d spoken enough for her to confirm that the images I’d seen the instant Caelan died were her memories. Neither of us knew what it meant that I’d seen them, other than it reinforcing the link we’d felt all of our life and strengthening my suspicions that my fae gifts were somehow remnants of hers. 

“Happy birthday, Clay,” she said before planting a kiss on my cheek. 

“You too, sis.” I rested my hand on her arm. 

“You look happy,” Eth said. “Is she awake?” 

I shook my head. “Not yet. But I am happy. This is . . . it just feels like a dream.” 

“I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you sooner,” Lou said. “It might have saved everyone so much heartache. I’m glad you didn’t lose her. I-I know she means a lot to you.”

“I’m sorry too, for hurting you as much as I did.” 

“I know. I can see things so much clearer now. You’re lucky to have found her and brave to have fought us all so hard to be with her.” She indicated toward the notes Zarita had given me so long ago—the notes I’d told Eth to share with the court. Lou was studying them, along with all the translations Zarita had provided prior to her death. Some of the words leapt out at me and made me smile. 

Then I recalled the passage that had sent me racing back to the States a little less than a year earlier—the passage about the sunbird resting. 

Could that be why Evie is so cold? 

Almost as soon as the thought crossed my mind and solidified, another one followed. It was a question Evie had asked when we were reunited in the warehouse, and I was showing her the truth about her nature. “What happens when the sunbird sleeps?”

My panic rose as my heart lodged firmly in my throat. If that’s what happened, then what next? What would Evie think of me? Would her feelings have changed? Would she still love me?

Would I have to endure a cold, unfeeling stare when she finally woke? 

Would everything we’d battled to be together be worthless?

I glanced up and saw Mom wearing a smile so bright it probably could have lit half of the city. Trying to put the concerns out of my mind, I met her eye and nodded my greeting. There was no point worrying about how Evie would feel when she woke. There was nothing I could do until she woke and I learned what had changed. 

“So I heard there was cake. Shall we, Mom?” I asked, moving over to wrap my arms around my mother’s shoulders. I could tell that, although it was my birthday, I’d just given her the best present ever. 

Nearly an hour later, Mackenzie came into the room. 

The instant I met her gaze, she nodded with a smile. 

There was only one thing that motion could mean, and I hoped everyone would understand my need to leave immediately. I dropped everything and raced from the room without even a good-bye. I’d see them all later. In that moment, something else vitally important required my attention. 

Evie was awake. 

 





TO BE CONTINUED IN

LIVING WITH EMBERS

(SON OF RAIN #4)





If you enjoyed this book, please let others know by sharing your thoughts on the Court the Fire page on Goodreads, Booklikes, Amazon, and your other favorite review sites. 


Thank you






ALSO BY MICHELLE IRWIN

 

PARANORMAL ROMANCE


[image: ]


Happily Evan After (Fall for You #1)

Available Now


Evan is a reluctant cupid.


Facing an unknown term of servitude to repay his debt to the world, it is his responsibility to guide couples together. Despite initial hesitancy, he has learned to handle every case with care and he now basks in the afterglow of new-found love and relishes in the energy it provides him. But his end goal is still the promise of paradise in return for his penance.


It's all going according to plan until he receives an assignment that is inconceivable to him. He has to find a mate for Becca, within whom lives the reincarnated soul of his one true love. Bound by his duty to find her a match, he must resist her charm and suppress his own desires. It is his job and he cannot fail, even if his own paradise now seems lost.


For a cupid, falling in love is against the rules.


Isn't it?





[image: ]


All Amity Allows (Fall for You #2)

Available Now


Amity is a disillusioned angel. 
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Won’t it?





[image: ]


Through the Fire (Daughter of Fire #1)

Available Now
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When Clay reappears in her life, battle scarred and mysterious, Evie is unprepared and terrified as he forces his way back into her heart. When the battle catches up with her, and a tragic accident tears apart the peace she discovered, she finds herself alone and without the protection of her father, or her lover. Now, she needs to keep her secrets hidden and learn to survive on her own in a world that wants her dead, all while searching for the missing piece of her heart.
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As high school sweethearts, Declan Reede and Alyssa Dawson didn’t always see eye-to-eye. Especially when it came to his dream of being a driver in the ProV8 series. When he’s offered the chance at the career of his dreams, Declan straps himself in for the ride regardless of the cost.

Older, but not wiser, Declan is on the path to becoming a racing legend. Only, regret haunts him around the track and threatens to send him off-course. When a chance encounter offers the opportunity to correct his mistakes, Declan must learn to manage the curves if he wants to claim the ultimate prize.
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