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CHAPTER ONE





“CLAY?” EVIE’S VOICE pulled me from my thoughts. I glanced over to her and saw concern buried beneath the lilac hue of her eyes. “You’ve barely eaten. Are you okay?”

I couldn’t quite manage a smile, but I nodded to ease her worry. “I’m fine.”

The words had become a force of habit. As much a lie now as every other time I’d uttered them. The truth was, my focus was on everything but our surroundings. It was busy trying to plan for an unknown future and obsessing over the events that had led us to a shitty bus stop somewhere in South Carolina.

It had started with an unexpected reunion in Salem. Against all odds, Evie had found me. My family, my history, my very nature, all put her life at risk. Despite that, she had braved it all to be with me, and that alone made me willing to fight for what we had.

We’d run from my family, again, and spent a few perfect days together after so many years of missteps and denial. Our peace had ended with the delivery of a newspaper to our hotel room. Encrypted within an ad on the front page was a note from my family: The meeting is over. You’ve had your fun. It’s time to bring your new bride home.

The words ran on a constant loop through my head. The message was most likely from my father, although there was no way to be certain. I had no doubt it was missive—intended to be a call to arms to return to my family’s side. To return to continue to “fight the good fight” against the supernatural creatures that roamed the earth. To rejoin the Rain, the organization they belonged to—the same group I had once believed in and pledged my life to.

Instead, I’d taken it as a warning to leave the hotel room before my family caught me with Evie, the phoenix I was in love with. The one who had opened my eyes and shown me the truth of the world and convinced me that not everything was black and white. Over and over, she had proven that some others could love. They could feel. They deserved life.

One thing was clear, when they sent the note, my family had to have been unaware that Evie was the girl I had with me. If they had been privy to that information, it would have ended in a raid on the hotel room and not subtle hints and a coded message to return to their side. 

They would have destroyed her, and I would have been dragged back to Hell—to the Bayview Prison, the Rain’s New York headquarters—to be subjected to retraining. 

Again.

A shudder ran down my spine with the thought of the nonstop torture I’d endured there after the last time my family had found me with Evie. For weeks, my life had been reduced to facing unspeakable beings and forced to perform horrendous acts. All in the name of forcing me back to their worldview and forging a new loyalty to the Rain. It had almost broken me completely, and I didn’t think I would survive another round.

It was part of the reason Evie and I had been going nonstop for as long as we had. Twenty-six hours had passed since the encrypted message had been delivered to me via a daily newspaper. For almost twenty of those hours, the two of us had endured journeys were we were squeezed onto bus after bus to get as far away from Salem as we could. 

The one saving grace was the fact that I’d had my girl in my arms the whole time. Even now that we were sharing dry sandwiches in a dirty bus stop, I couldn’t regret the decision to run. Not even when she looked at me with such concern and worry. Then again, she was the only one did look 

Despite the certainty my family had been in the dark about Evie’s reappearance in my life initially, I had no doubt they now knew who I was with. Too much evidence existed for them not to have discovered the truth. After my failure to return to them when called, they would have investigated my movements and found out about Evie almost immediately. The security footage at both hotels would have been easy enough for them to retrieve. 

From there, the pieces would have fallen together for them.

“Don’t look so worried,” Evie said, putting down her food as though my lack of appetite had infected her too. With a sad smile, she brushed her hand through my hair, pushing the brown strands back off my face. Her fingertips trailed my cheek, brushing under my eyes. Her gaze steadily stared into mine and she frowned. “Are you sure you’re all right? I know this can’t be easy.”

“I’m fine,” I said.

When she looked like she was about to argue, I tried for a smile again. The thought that I was with her and that she was safe against all odds, made my lips curl upward in an easy arc. I could deal with being estranged from my family so long as those two things remained true.

“I’m with you. That makes everything perfect,” I said with more confidence in my voice. “Are you done?”

When she nodded, I grabbed the remaining food and threw it out. It was a waste, and something we would have to be mindful of over the coming weeks and months—fuck, years even—but I couldn’t face taking the leftovers of the terrible meal with us.

Returning to her side, I offered her my hand and wrapped her in my embrace. We walked a little distance away from the chairs and stood by a bank of lockers in the middle of the concourse.

“Now what?” I asked.

She shrugged.

Lifting my hand, I tucked a few loose red-gold strands of her hair back under her cap. The unusual warmth of her skin kissed the pads of my fingertips as I brushed her forehead. 

Although the touch was innocent, it sent my blood rushing south. 

Only a week earlier, I’d been certain I’d never see her again. That the warmth granted by her nature would never radiate around me again.

Her hair and her heat were two parts of her nature that drove my desires insane, but they were also the ones that endangered her life. The proof I should hate her—should want her dead—but also the reason I didn’t. 

They were the most obvious signs of her true nature to people like me. People who’d dedicated their life to the destruction of all nonhumans. To the Rain. The organization I’d removed myself from by choosing Evie. 

I didn’t regret my choice. How could I? I loved her. Maybe leaving my family, and the only life I’d ever really known, would prove that to her. It was the second time I’d risked everything for her, but this time I would make it stick. Dealing with the danger I brought to her world had been too much for me the first time I’d attempted a life with Evie. When it had cost her father his life, I couldn’t stay. 

Because I was weak, I had walked away to save her life. 

Things were different now though. I was different. Stronger. Able to protect her from the world. 

My certainty wasn’t just because of my increased physical strength but because I knew what life was like without her now, and I never wanted to face that again.

She obviously saw my concerns etched in my expression, because she frowned.

“We’ll be okay,” she reassured me.

When I brushed my hand over her cheek, she closed her eyes and leaned against my palm. Unable to resist the urge to be close to her, I used my touch to guide her nearer to me. Her lips were waiting as I pressed mine against them. Her need to touch, to taste, seemingly as desperate my own.

“I know,” I said as I pulled away. Resting my forehead against hers, I closed my eyes and took a moment to prove to myself that she was with me and she was safe. My breaths were deep, calming me as I drew on her strength. We needed to keep moving, but I wanted to stop and hold her for a moment first. I was like an addict desperate for one more fix.

“I think I might freshen up a little,” she murmured, breaking the moment.

“Okay, you go check if the restrooms have showers. Just don’t keep me waiting too long, okay?” Even though I didn’t want to let her out of my sight for a second, it was somewhat inevitable until we could find somewhere to settle down together. “I’ll check the timetable while you’re gone.”

She offered me a smile and then cupped my jaw between her hands in order to guide my lips back to hers for a moment more. I wondered if the two-day growth I now sported bothered her. If it did, she didn’t say anything.

It went against my need to keep her safe, but I watched her walk away without pacing urgently behind her. In the seconds before she pushed open the door, she spun back to glance at me one more time, offering me another reassuring smile. My heart clenched at the sight. She’d risked everything to follow my family and find me in Salem, and yet she still wanted to make me feel comfortable. 

I never wanted to make her regret her decision to find me.

As soon as she disappeared, I paced back and forth in front of a set of lockers as the words my family had sent me played through my mind again.

Spinning back around for another loop, I cast my eyes in the direction of the ladies’ room and wondered how long she might be in there. I needed a shower, a shave, and to freshen up myself, but I wouldn’t let her come back out to find me gone.

“Clay?”

I spun around when I heard my name called. When I did, I caught a glimpse of a familiar stocky redhead from my past walking toward me. The sight sent my stomach plummeting. Fuck.

“Clay Jacobs, you son of a bitch, it is you!” The guy clapped me on the shoulder.

“Max,” I said as I took in the grinning operative in front of me.

“It’s been ages, hasn’t it? ’Bout a year, right? Not since that, God, what was it? Lizard man?”

“Yeah,” I said, somewhat dismissively as I looked around, hoping that Evie wouldn’t choose that moment to return to my side.

A frown tugged at Max’s brow as I met his green-eyed gaze again.

“It, uh, it was a wild weekend, that’s for sure,” I added. From what I recalled, Max’s partner had gotten so drunk while we were waiting for the lizard man, he’d almost become a midnight snack. If my twin-sister, Louise, and I hadn’t all but tripped over his legs poking out of the swamp, he wouldn’t have lasted the night.

“So, where’s the family?” Max asked. He raised his hand to scratch his cheek, showing me the M-shaped Rain symbol tattooed on the back of his hand, just behind his thumb.

Every second I continued to speak to him was one second closer to the time Evie would join me at my side. Max wasn’t the sharpest tool in the Rain shed, but he was well enough trained to spot Evie for what she was in a second, especially with the increased chatter about the existence of such creatures in recent years. 

There was also a risk my family would have put out a notice to all Rain headquarters to pay special attention to women matching Evie’s description. Either way, it was likely Max would mark her as a phoenix on sight and then expect me to join him on a hunt.

Breathing through my nose, I tried to force the anxiety clawing at my throat and racing through my heart from my features. 

“Solo hunt,” I said. I tried for a smile, but only managed a brief upward twitch.

“Hunt?” His gaze traveled around the terminal. “Haven’t heard of anything that might interest you Elite around here.”

Shit. I should have said some R&R or something, anything, else. I clenched my fists. 

“It’s nothing really, just a lead . . . on Lou’s case,” I added as the idea occurred to me. 

Almost every Rain operative we’d worked with, and many that we hadn’t, knew the story of Lou’s kidnapping by the fae when we were babies and my family’s quest for revenge ever since. 

“Dad and Eth asked me to come down and see what I could find. On the quiet, you know. No point getting Lou’s hopes up unnecessarily.”

He nodded but the suspicion that pinched the corners of his eyes didn’t shift. “So, I heard the funniest story this mornin’ when gettin’ my assignments,” he said. “’Bout an operative gone rogue.”

My gaze flicked straight to his face, searching for any signs of mistrust. “Yeah?”

“Way I hear it, ’stead of destroyin’ the creature he’s huntin’, he runs off with it. Could be anywhere in the country they say.”

The thundering sound of my pulse in my ears made it hard to focus on his actual words. It was clear he knew everything, or at least enough to indict me. 

I didn’t know why he was talking to me instead of just attacking, but it was possible he was stalling until backup arrived. With the new insight that we’d been caught, I did another scan of the area and saw what I’d missed the first time. A CCTV camera hidden near a light fitting on the depot’s roof.

Fuck.

I cursed ever helping create the damned facial recognition software. It had helped me find Evie before, but now it might have damned her too. We’d been trying so hard to be careful, to keep our heads ducked and avoid cameras. Obviously, not well enough.

Even though Max had made me, and we both knew it, I had to pretend not to understand what he’d just revealed if I wanted to have any chance of getting Evie out.

“That’s terrible,” I said, moving my hand to my gun. My motions were slow, cautious, and fluid, so as not to draw his attention. “What else do you know? Maybe I can keep my ear to the ground for some extra information?”

“Oh, I’m sure you know all ’bout it,” he said. Even as he said the words, his hand reached for his holster, but he was too late.

Before he had a chance to get near his gun, I reached for him, pulling him against me so I could press my gun hard against his side. With my lips at his ear, I whispered, “How many are coming?”

“I dunno what you’re talkin’ ’bout.”

Wrapping my arm tighter around his neck, I forced my gun into his ribs. Our stance was verging on the point where we risked drawing unwanted attention, but I didn’t care. “How many?”

“Three.” The word was squeezed out between clenched teeth.

“How long?”

“They’ll be here any minute, traitor. There’s nowhere for you to go.”

“You know nothing about it,” I hissed. “Now, let’s go.”

Using the force of my gun against his side as motivation for him to keep moving, I pushed him toward the men’s room. Out of the corner of my eye, I kept watch for Evie. She still hadn’t found her way back by the time I shoved Max through the doors into the restrooms.

With my gun still shoved hard against Max’s ribs, I pushed him though the room, kicking open the doors as I passed each one to check that the place was empty.

“Why’re you doin’ this?” Max said while I forced him to move toward the basins.

“Because I don’t have another choice,” I said in apology as I whipped my gun away from his side and moved to knock him unconscious. Only he anticipated my action. He might have been stupid, but he wasn’t completely foolish.

Luckily, I was quicker. When his fist flew at my head, I ducked and tackled him around the middle, smashing him against the wall. 

The air flew from his body in a huff, and he fell to the ground, but he hadn’t finished fighting. He yanked out a knife he’d tucked into a sheath in his boot. Even while fighting for a breath, he launched himself at me. 

I curved out of the way of his blade as it whistled through the air. The tip of the knife nicked my arm, but his motion turned his body, exposing his side. I kicked out, smashing the bottom of my foot against his side.

Using the momentum of my body, I reached for his hair, yanking his head backward and smashing it against one of the porcelain basins. He sagged in my arms as the fight left his body and he slumped into unconsciousness.

I supported his fall so that he didn’t smash his head against the tiles. Then I pushed his unconscious form underneath the basins so he wouldn’t be spotted from the door before I was ready for him to be found. 

“I won’t let anyone hurt her,” I added as I patted his chest.

Taking a quick second to get my heart rate back under control, I stood and met my own reflection in the mirror. My gaze was haunted. Guilt gnawed at me. I had taken down someone I’d once worked with, someone who had trusted me. For Evie. Splashing my face with cold water, I took another deep breath.

For her, I’ll do anything.

I turned and left the bathroom. When I reached the lockers, Evie was already standing by them waiting for me. Her red and gold hair was pulled up under her hat, and her gaze sought me out. Pushing my panic down, I offered her a comforting grin. The Rain might be minutes away, but she would never know.

I would keep her safe.

“Sorry, I just needed to—” I pointed toward the restroom’s door.

She grinned at me. “Did you check out the times?”

“Yeah,” I said, grabbing her hand and leading her out through a side-door. “There’ll be a long wait here. Let’s get a taxi to the train instead.”

“Sure thing. Let’s go.”

On my way out, I stopped and stepped away from Evie just long enough to tell one of the station attendants about the person passed out in the men’s room.









CHAPTER TWO





A SICKLY YELLOW fluorescent light flickered overhead. 

To one side of me, a row of metal chairs, each one complete with shackles and chains to secure any guests. 

In front of each chair stood a smooth metal table, and behind, a case I knew contained tools of torture. Although I didn’t recognize that specific room, I knew its purpose well enough. 

It was a treatment room.

A place that would inspire fear in the heart of most people, and all paranormal creatures, if they knew of the existence of the Rain’s torture chambers. 

It was just one method they used to keep the world free of all others. The last time I’d set foot in one of those rooms had been the day I’d broken down and submitted myself back to a life bound to the Rain. Back then, I’d thought all hope was lost and I had little choice but to follow my family and continue my life as a Rain soldier.

Only, Evie had found me. Against all the odds, she’d returned to my side. Together, we’d found our way free of my family. Free of the Rain. That was exactly the reason my heart smashed against my ribcage when I glanced up and saw Evie in the treatment room with me.

How did we get here?

I locked gazes with her and saw the fear flickering in her eyes, widening her pupils. 

The gun in my hand was heavier than it should have been. The reason for the extra weight was where the barrel was aimed—straight for Evie’s heart.

“Clay,” she murmured as her eyes dropped to stare at the gun in my hand. “No. Don’t. Please.”

Even though I tried to let go of the gun, it refused to drop from my hand. I wrestled with it, trying to tug it away from Evie. The crack of the gunshot rang through my ears, but was soon drowned out by Evie’s voice screaming, “No!”

I woke with a gasp. 

In my arms, Evie cried out again. Trying to wrestle my breathing back under control, I gently stroked her cheek.

“Shh, Evie, it’s okay,” I murmured into her ear before pressing my lips against her neck. “It’s just a dream. You’re okay.”

It was just a dream, I repeated to myself, even though I could almost feel the ghost of the gun weighing down my hand and recall the look of pain on Evie’s face as the bullet ripped through her heart. It was a dream I’d had once or twice before, and it always stopped my heart. 

It was one that might prove prophetic if the Rain ever caught up with us. It was up to me to make sure they never did.

To distract myself from the sensation and my worry, I wrapped my arm around Evie’s waist and brushed my palm over her side.

Our position lying across four chairs had her resting almost on top of me, with her back to my front—pressing me into the backrests of the barely padded seats. Her curves pressed against me and made me hyperaware of her proximity. It was almost enough to make me forget our surroundings.

For the last nineteen days, we had been on the move to save her life. 

We’d crisscrossed the country in our desperate attempt to evade not only my family but all of the Rain operatives.

Though we’d found the occasional opportunity to bed down in dodgy motels and had even managed to spend a night squatting in an abandoned house in the Deep South, we had spent most of the time there catching up on much needed sleep and not nearly enough on other vital tasks—like the further exploration of each other’s bodies. I needed at least a week of seclusion, hidden away somewhere safe with Evie, in order to even begin to satisfy the longings I had for her. Desire rushed through me as I imagined losing myself in her embrace and holding her in my arms in return.

As I glanced down over her thin frame, I was almost sick with need at the thought of pressing every inch of myself against her smooth, warm body. To once again feel the heat of her skin beneath my fingertips as I tasted her sweetness on my lips. While we traveled, I had to constantly remind myself that we were in public and the kind of consideration I wanted to give her body would attract unwanted attention.

She shifted in my arms, and I held her tight to make sure she didn’t fall off.

“Clay?” Her voice was groggy and still filled with sleep, but it was clear she was waking up.

“Hey,” I murmured against her ear. “How’d you sleep?”

Her mouth curled down into a little frown.

“That well, huh?”

She shrugged. “How about you?”

“Yeah, about the same.”

She stretched against me before untangling herself from my arms. I missed her warmth almost instantly. Moving to the seat beside me, she looked at me with a grin. When I met her gaze, I had to stifle the hungered moan that rose in my throat.

Despite the constant travel, the life that she and I had been able to live in the short time since she had found me exceeded every dream I’d ever had. The reality of sleeping while wrapped in each other’s arms—even if it was in the back of a bus depot or on a train while it whisked us to the next city—and of waking to find her at my side every morning was almost unbelievable.

Those innocent little moments were more perfect, heartfelt, and intense than even the hottest session with any of the girls I’d slept with when I’d thought there was no hope for a reunion. Looking back at my attempts to push memories of Evie into the past, they were almost laughable. No one could make me feel the things she did, and I was stupid to have tried.

“So, where to now?” The question rolled off Evie’s lips without hesitation. It was almost as if she were simply asking what I wanted for breakfast, not seeking my input into a decision that would shape our foreseeable future. Evie’s gaze, though filled with the same longings I felt, had a more desperate need overriding her lust—she wanted an answer.

For a brief moment, we’d found a temporary sanctuary, tucked away in the Amtrak station in Detroit, hidden in the far corner of the vast, almost deserted waiting room. 

The muted sunlight that poured in through the dusty, arched windows gave the place an otherworldly feel. The shoes of the few people who did move through the concourse squeaked against the linoleum. Together with their quiet voices, it formed a soundtrack to fill the silence that had fallen between Evie and me.

Her question was fair. We’d spent the better part of the night in the Amtrak station, and by rights we needed to be moving again to ensure we weren’t spotted.

“Where do you want to go?” I asked.

She shrugged and then chuckled. “I hear Norway’s nice this time of year.”

Although Evie’s statement was said as a joke, I understood the undercurrent of desire in it. Going overseas would solve some problems, but perhaps not as many as she might assume. The Rain didn’t only exist in the States. Every country had their own divisions and in many ways, it was more unified than the U.N. 

Regardless, given the number of Rain operatives that were certain to be at the airports, there was no way to sneak her out of the country. Protocol dictated that the Rain operatives at airports and cruise terminals would be extra wary while Evie and I were unaccounted for. They’d probably be looking at heat signatures of all international travelers. No doubt they would use disease control as an excuse to justify the extra scanning to the public. At least for the short term.

It might have been possible for me to slip through security unnoticed, especially if I could use the chain around my neck as a supplement to my passport, but getting Evie through as well would prove problematic from any airport in the U.S. Even sneaking her across the Canadian or Mexican borders would be hard, and she was—understandably given the number of guns and patrols around border points—unwilling to take the risk.

Even though leaving the country was impossible, I understood Evie’s need to escape. Her desire to be anywhere else. Watching her twitchy movements and furtive glances around the depot, I could see that now she was fully awake, she was desperate to do something soon.

Despite the need to move on, I was in no hurry to get onto any form of public transportation. I’d had enough of tiny seats, cramped cabins, and rude people—a lifetime’s share of odd smells, strange sticky spots, and noisy passengers.

I was tired.

I was hungry.

And God was I horny.

It all combined to make me more than ready to stop and do things my way for a while. 

To find somewhere defendable to hole up for a while. At least for long enough to have more than a few stolen moments alone with her.

I was positive we’d done enough since leaving Salem to cover our tracks. Having not encountered any other Rain operatives since South Carolina, I was certain they’d grown weary of being extra watchful by now. They had other missions and more pressing tasks. 

Only my family would still be committed to the search, and I didn’t think they’d be able to find us. I knew the tactics they would use, and I had covered our tracks carefully. The fact was Evie had been able to keep herself off the radar without knowing the Rain’s tricks. With me, and my arsenal of knowledge, at her side, there was little risk. Together we could brave the world from a secure fortress, for a little while at least.

Whenever I raised the idea with Evie though, she didn’t seem quite as enthusiastic. She’d spent so long on the run that I doubted she even knew what it felt like to stay in one place for more than a few days anymore.

“So?” Evie prompted, cocking her eyebrow at me in question.

I sighed. The silence that had passed between us was heavy and pregnant with expectation, but not awkward. She knew I was weighing our options, but she was running out of patience.

“I wish we didn’t have to go anywhere,” I said. It wasn’t the first time the sentiment had passed my lips. 

Every day, I promised her the running would all stop one day soon and we’d have a normal life. In return, she would give me a somewhat indulgent smile, as if I were discussing how we might spend some random millions won from the lottery, before buying a single ticket, and then would remind me once more that there was no such thing as normal for her. Regardless of what she said, I wanted to find a way to provide one. More than anything else, I wanted that for her.

“You want to stay in an Amtrak station?” she asked. A chuckle fell from her lips, but it wasn’t easy or carefree. Even though we hadn’t spent much time together, I knew her well enough to hear the difference.

“I’m just . . . not used to this, you know?”

She tilted her head in question.

“This running. The constant movement. Yeah, with . . . well, you know,” I didn’t want to say the words—the Rain, “it was all structured. Organized. We’d have hotel rooms or stay with other people. Unless we were out camping, we almost always had a roof over our heads and food on the table.”

The experience over the last few weeks had given me a taste of what Evie’s life had been like ever since her dad’s death eighteen months earlier. Her past was so much worse than what we had to do now though, because she’d had to endure it alone. Yet as we moved, she took every mile in her stride, as if the constant battle for freedom didn’t weigh her down like it did me.

Each time we stopped for a brief pause, she’d simply duck into the ladies’ room and freshen up. Then she would come back out, her multihued red, bronze, and gold hair tucked back up into a tight, neat ponytail or braided close to her skull. Her eyes would search for me, and the instant her gaze landed on me, her mouth would tip up into a warm grin that reinforced the vows she had made when we’d reunited—the promises to never be apart.

She would cover the distance between us before pressing a kiss to my lips and brushing her palm over the stubble on my cheeks or tousling her fingers through the growing mess of hair on my head.

She frowned. “I’m sorry, Clay.”

Shaking my head, I gathered her hands in mine. “I don’t regret it, not even for a second. I just wanted you to know why I really don’t want to get on another train right now.”

“We’ll take a bus then.”

“If I have to sit on a moving vehicle—any moving vehicle—for even one more hour I might snap.”

Evie’s frown deepened, but there was nothing more for me to do but voice my desires.

The words had been stuck in my throat for so long because if something happened, if I begged for us to stop and it caused her harm, any injury she sustained would be my fault.

Two years ago in Charlotte, I’d inadvertently forced her onto the Rain’s radar, which had been the catalyst for her father’s death. I never wanted her to be hurt again. 

I swallowed down my fear, and my hope. “Why don’t we stop here?” 

My voice lacked volume as I found the nerve to ask the question she probably didn’t want me to ask.

She looked over her shoulder, as if someone would be right there, watching her with a weapon ready in hand, before giving me an uncertain smile. “I don’t know . . . I think it’s still too soon.”

I suspected that we might have been able to spend the next few years moving between bus stops and Amtrak stations and it would always be too soon. My hopes of getting the chance to find some substantial alone time with her fell. I wouldn’t make her do something she wasn’t comfortable with. Still, I refused to give up entirely.

“Sitting here isn’t making a decision, so why don’t we just take a walk instead? I hear Detroit is lovely this time of year.”

She laughed, clearly seeing the compliment I’d given the increasingly run down city for what it was: a ploy to get away from the Amtrak station, at least for a few hours. Regardless of seeing through the ruse, she humored me and nodded. “Okay.”

I stood and offered her my hand. “Shall we?”

After I helped her to her feet, she glanced around. “I’ll just . . .” she pointed toward the restrooms. “Check my hair,” she finished under her breath.

“Why?” I offered what I hoped was a confident smile. “You look perfect.”

Despite the fact that she’d been asleep until recently, very little of her hair peaked out from beneath her beanie, far less than would risk drawing anyone’s attention. I would have told her if that weren’t the case—or just fixed it for her.

“You would say that.” She slapped my arm playfully, but the action was slightly off and her voice fell flat as she glanced toward the amenities again. “You’re biased.”

I reached for her arm, curling my fingers around the top of her bicep, and met her eye, hoping she’d understand what I needed to say. “I mean, you look perfectly normal. Nothing out of the ordinary.”

Her eyes fell away from me as she frowned. I wondered whether it was the fact that I paid close enough attention to her to know she wanted to ensure her hair was completely hidden beneath her beanie that made her break her gaze away from mine—or because I was asking her to put all of her trust in me.

“Still,” she murmured. “I’ll just be a minute.”

Watching her walk away, I sighed. She ducked into the restroom to check her camouflage herself. There was a barrier between us that I hated. It wasn’t that I didn’t think she loved me, or that she regretted finding me. She simply didn’t trust me like I wanted her to.

It was hard not to be offended that she couldn’t put her faith in me. Closing my eyes, I reminded myself that it wasn’t that she didn’t believe me. She’d just done this solo for so long it would take her a while to be able to place her trust in someone else. Especially when that someone else was the one who’d put her in the position of having to run in the first place. 

I tried to convince myself her lack of trust wasn’t a lack of faith. It was the equivalent of me going on a mission with a new team, one that wasn’t my family and that I didn’t know as well. I shuddered at the thought.

A few minutes later, obviously satisfied she was covered, she returned to my side.

“Better?” I asked, trying to show her that I understood in the only way I could.

She offered me a weak smile, letting me know she saw straight through my question, and nodded.

After we left the station, we strolled hand in hand down Woodward Avenue heading toward the Detroit River. The leisurely pace we set was a welcome change from the desperate race we’d been on ever since we’d left Salem.

While we walked, Evie pointed out apartment buildings, and we made up stories about the people who might live in them. It was something we’d done from time to time—usually whenever I promised that one day we’d stop running. Although I was certain she played the game more to placate me than because she believed my assertions. Still, it was a nice distraction from the danger that had been close behind us. We talked about the life we’d have if it were us. 

The farther we walked, the more the idea of staying in one place seemed to resonate with her. I allowed my hopes to rise in conjunction with her excitement. On our walk, we passed the places the city’s downturn had yet to claim—places that still drew some of the almighty tourist dollar.

“This will never work,” Evie murmured as we passed buildings we’d never afford to live in and that were impossible to live in rent-free.

“Trust me?” I’d visited Detroit a couple of times during my travels with my family and tasted the decay first hand. There were plenty of opportunities for two wayward souls like us to find a place to live among the edges of society.

By the time we reached the intersection of Charlotte Street, I almost felt like the universe was guiding us home. The name, Charlotte, would forever be synonymous in my mind with our first reunion and the lessons I’d learned since then.

I tugged on Evie’s arm and turned onto that street, leaving the main road to head into areas a little more suitable for our needs. Within minutes of walking, the atmosphere had changed, shifting to show all the signs of the unfortunate deterioration of the once beautiful city.

“Can’t you imagine settling down here?” I asked, waving my hands around the deserted streets and overgrown lawns.

She snorted. “It’s not exactly the dream.”

I pulled her to a stop, swinging her around so that I could meet her gaze.

“You know what my dream is?” I brushed my fingers across her forehead, tucking in a few strands that had fallen loose during our walk, before caressing her cheek with my palm. “My dream is to spend more than a few hours in a bed with you—preferably not sleeping.”

I pressed my lips against hers, exerting the lightest of pressure but drawing out a wanton sigh regardless.

When I lifted my mouth from hers, a sly grin crossed her lips, and it became clear she was starting to see it my way. She was as desperate for me as I was for her. My heart beat faster, and my cock started to swell in celebration.

I wrapped my arm around her shoulder, tucking her body against my side as we walked more slowly, surveying the area and assessing the houses nearby. The way she pointed out different places, it became very clear that I wasn’t the only one who was looking for somewhere to stay any longer. 

Even if it was only a temporary stay, we weren’t heading back for the Amtrak station anytime soon.









CHAPTER THREE





A LITTLE FARTHER up the road, we stumbled across a small low-rise apartment building, which, with its bay windows and romantic archways, must have been a beauty in its day. 

Fenced off, boarded up, and with a bright green carpet of moss covering most of the bottom third of the bricks, it wasn’t a great permanent solution. However, it would definitely suffice for a night or two. Certainly long enough for us to entertain ourselves by not sleeping for a while.

Before our travels, I would’ve worried Evie might be against staying somewhere so rundown, but we’d slept in a couple of buildings in similar, and worse, conditions. It was almost ironic that before our last separation, before I had indulged of the forbidden fruit and knew how good it tasted, I would’ve refused to make love to her in such a hovel.

Now the run-down building was like a beacon to me for the promise of carnal fulfillment it offered. My need was so desperate it took everything I had to stop myself from claiming her on the spot, regardless of the possibility of prying eyes. The one thing that convinced me was that being arrested for public indecency wouldn’t do much to help my argument that we could pass through Detroit unnoticed.

“Maybe we could stop for a few hours,” she said, confirming my assessment that she was as desperate as I was for some uninterrupted alone time. Seeming to read my mind, she dragged me closer to the building I’d already earmarked as a potential hideaway.

“I’m not sure a few hours will really cut it,” I said as I drew her against me.

The evidence of my desire pressed hard against her hip. The need she’d inspired in me had to be obvious. She bit her lip before I coaxed it from between her teeth by dragging my own across it.

“Maybe a night or two?” I suggested between soft kisses. “If you still want to keep running after that, we will.”

“Oh god,” she moaned as I cupped her ass before slipping my fingers around to brush briefly over her body to inflame her need further. 

Her cheeks were flushed and a new heat radiated from her body, branding me with her desire. I craved her, and was more than ready to deliver everything she wanted—to fulfill her every desire.

With the silent promise of what would come next on our lips, we broke apart to scope the area. While she scanned the streets for potential witnesses, I jumped the fence and hunted for an access point. A quick lap around the base of the building confirmed the lower level was too well secured to gain access. 

The glass was missing from a number of the windows on the first floor though. I would be able use that to my advantage.

The decorative green molding that ran the length of the building offered a handhold. As I grabbed hold, I hoped like mad it wouldn’t simply crumble in my hands as soon as it bore any weight. Careful to avoid knocking the hardened and desperate parts of myself against the brick wall, I hoisted my body up onto the first floor and scrambled inside through the first open window I found.

Being sure to step around the obvious areas of dry rot on the wooden floors, I did a quick assessment of the place. It wasn’t the Ritz, but it would do until I could find something more permanent. 

If we decided to stay in Detroit like I wanted that was.

I turned back to the window and signaled for Evie to follow me. In almost no time, I was helping guide her slender frame through the open window. The moment she was inside, I attacked. I didn’t care how rotten the floor was, or how high the chance was that the whole building would collapse on top of us with a single step in the wrong place. 

I wanted her.

Needed her.

Craved her.

Brushing my tongue against hers, I held her in my arms and relished the burn that accompanied her magic touch. The way she clutched at me, as if her hands couldn’t decide which part they most wanted to hold, assured me that my every feeling was reciprocated. It had been only a few days since we’d last succumbed to desire, but it felt like a lifetime. Even if I’d been getting my fill daily—hourly—I didn’t think it would be enough.

As our clothes fell to the floor, we used them to form a makeshift mattress among the peeling paint and warped, lifting floorboards. Our surroundings soon disappeared and I was lost in her embrace, no longer lying with her in the middle of the rabble and debris. 

Her eyes captured me and held me captivated as I moved over her. Entering her was like inhaling oxygen after being deprived for too long—a much needed deep breath that would allow me to survive.

“Fuck, Evie,” I murmured as I moved inside her to the symphony of her desperate moans. “This is . . .” My voice trailed off as her legs wrapped around my waist, drawing me deeper and demolishing all capacity for thought.

Too soon, it was over, and we were both boneless and spent. The only consolation was that we had time to do it all over again before we had to move on.

We spent the rest of the afternoon, and most of the night, wrapped up in each other, safe inside the tiny slice of paradise we’d carved for ourselves.





“YOU KNOW what I want more than anything else in the world?” I asked as I threaded my fingers with hers before lifting them into the soft light of the rising sun filtering through the open window.

“What’s that?”

“I want a long, normal life with you. I want a white picket fence and a house in the suburbs.”

“Kids?” she croaked. Her face paled, and she turned away.

“No!” I said, perhaps a shade too fast. We both knew there was only one known way for a phoenix to reproduce—death. I didn’t want a family that way. Ever. I could do without kids, so long as I had her. Rolling onto my side, I wrapped my arm around her naked form before kissing the side of her neck. “Maybe a dog.”

“What sort of dog?”

“Does it matter?”

She sighed. It was possible, but unlikely, I imagined the sorrow in the tiny sound. “I’m just trying to picture it.” Her voice was wistful, longing.

“Umm, how about one of those little white fluffy ones that just yap yap yap all day long?” I moved my lips over her skin. With each yap, I made the sound first against her throat, then her collarbone, before lifting up to reach her breasts. “Girls like them, don’t they?”

With a playful swat, she pushed my yapping mouth away from her. If nothing else, I had succeeded in making her smile.

“That noise would drive me insane,” she said.

“What about a great big German Shepherd? Something that can keep watch over you all day and make sure you’re safe.”

Her hands closed around my cheeks. “I’d rather you be my guard dog.”

“So, no dog then.” I gave the best shrug I could from my half-prone position. “How about a swimming pool?”

“Why?”

“For late night skinny-dips of course.”

She gave a soft chuckle. The sound was so beautiful that it made me want to draw out another. “Of course,” she said, “how would we survive life without late night skinny dipping?”

“Exactly. I’m glad you understand the logic.” I leaned forward and kissed her but was interrupted by her yawn. We’d had some rest earlier in the night, but each time we’d found sleep her nightmares had woken us. “For now though, I think you should try to get a little more sleep.”

“I’m not tired.” She yawned again, giving away her lie.

I cocked my brow at her, putting my doubt on display. She was trying to be strong, I could see that, but I would feel guilty if she didn’t have enough sleep because of me. As much as I wanted to insist on entertaining her in other ways, she needed rest. 

Once she let go, she was asleep within a half hour despite her protests and resistance.

As soon as she was snoring lightly, I left a note telling her I’d be back soon and then headed out to gather a few supplies for breakfast. A few blocks from our little overnight squat, I found a small dive bar that was open for breakfast and decided to treat Evie to something hot and filling.

After ordering our food, I started to chat with the bartender who instantly recognized that I wasn’t a local—perhaps because I hadn’t ordered copious volumes of alcohol as a liquid breakfast like every other person in the bar. I confirmed that I was a visitor, but that I was interested in settling down. Despite giving me an odd look—perhaps because everyone else was trying to get the hell out of the city—she told me that there were plenty of available apartments around.

I nodded but was a little worried about the ability to get something long-term without a job history or giving out too many details to the property managers.

While I waited for my order, the guy beside me at the bar, one with a Bloody Mary in front of him despite the early hour, moved closer. “Did I hear you right? You’re looking for an apartment?”

I shot him a suspicious glance. “Yeah, why?”

He flicked a business card up between his fingers. “I manage a building a couple of miles from here. I’m always interested in new tenants.”

After glancing at the card he’d offered, which was almost blank except for a barely legible, handwritten phone number on it, I took a moment to assess his attire and attitude. With my experience dealing with less than ethical people, his behavior screamed unprofessional and dishonest. If I was reading him right, his shadiness might work to my advantage.

Even though I probably should have consulted with Evie, the idea of being able to surprise her with a plan, with a solution for the future, made me too excited, and I decided to find out what options we had as soon as I could.

The bartender returned to hand me my order but before I left, I struck up another conversation with the property manager.

“So what do you have available at the moment?”

Raking his hand through his hair, he scoffed, “What don’t I have available? Or have you been living under a rock?”

I decided to take a gamble on his potential underhandedness. “Let’s assume I have cash and am able to move in immediately, what do you have?”

“You have cash?” With a laugh, he waved me off. “So did the last three tenants that skipped out on me. No point having cash if you don’t have a job to get more.”

“If you can get me somewhere cheaper than a grand a month, I can do at least four months upfront.” The figure was likely to be high for Detroit, but I hoped it would be enough to earn his interest.

He sat up a little straighter and offered me his undivided attention. “What do you need exactly?”

For a moment, I paused to consider his question. We wouldn’t need an expensive apartment with all of the trimmings. All I wanted was to be able to give Evie the basics she’d had to endure without for years, like a permanent place with electricity and running water. “Anything with basic utilities and a bed.”

As an out-of-towner looking for something under-the-table, I knew I was going to be taken for a ride on the cost. It was worth it for a place to settle with Evie for a while though. Besides, it was likely the extra cash would go a long way in keeping his mouth shut if someone came looking for us—or at very least give him a reason to give us a little warning to get out.

“I think I can help you out.” He offered a grin that had a predatory edge. “Come see me at ten.”

After confirming the address with him, I headed back to Evie with a skip in my step. Things were definitely looking up.

We ate breakfast in our hideaway, and I spent the time putting out feelers about how she would feel about settling down in Detroit for good, or at least for a few months. Her initial response wasn’t overwhelmingly negative. In fact, it would have been excited if not for the little fearful tone her voice took on when she spoke about being found. It was enough to make my decision for me. If the guy could show me even one apartment that I thought was suitable, I would jump on it.

Within an hour, I was out of the house again, on my way to the meeting. It wouldn’t have surprised me if Evie suspected what I was doing, but she didn’t question me on it when I said I needed to head out for a few hours on my own.

During the walk to the address I’d been given, I passed cookie-cutter houses and perfectly manicured lawns and started to worry that the apartment he wanted to show me would be like those. As much as I wanted that life for Evie, I was a realist. We couldn’t have that yet—or maybe ever. The reality was that in smaller communities like the one we’d wandered into, everyone knew everyone else’s business. Their pasts, their plans for the immediate future, and any secrets they had never remained hidden for long. Everyone knew everything about their neighbors even if they never spoke to them. I couldn’t risk someone being that inquisitive about Evie. It was far too dangerous.

When I closed in on the meeting point, I relaxed. The vacant lots grew more frequent, the grass more unkempt, and the buildings grew in size from single family houses to multi-story apartment buildings. I stopped in front of a four-story building. At a guess, it must have held at least fifty apartments. The exterior of the building hinted at deep corridors and confusing labyrinths. It was run-down and in desperate need of some TLC. Cracked windows and broken sills featured heavily across the apartments that faced the street. Despite that, it wasn’t quite ready to be condemned.

Better still, because the building was already tenanted, we wouldn’t have to worry about being caught climbing in and out of an abandoned place. Determined to keep Evie safe from discovery by my family—the Rain in general—and to give her the best life I could, I was ready to move on it. Despite its obvious flaws—in fact, because of them—I had decided the apartment was probably perfect without even stepping inside.

After finding the property manager for our meeting, he showed me an apartment on the first floor. The mold on the ceiling and rising damp on the floor suggested that the room wasn’t supposed to be available for rent. No doubt there was something less than legal being offered, but I didn’t care. Those flaws were easily fixed. The most important thing was that the apartment would keep us off the grid.

While showing me around the small one-bedroom, the man went on about how he’d been the property manager through four different corporate owners. That he didn’t mind taking his liberties here and there to ensure he received his fair share. His boasts about what amounted to larceny continued while a cacophony of people screaming at each other or having noisy sex played on around us. 

I was sold. 

The place was cheap, available, crowded enough for us to easily disappear into the background, and relatively close to the Amtrak station. Although I wanted to settle down for a long time, I needed to be realistic about the fact that we might end up back on the road again in a hurry.

Within minutes, I’d reached an agreement with the property manager, telling him it was perfect before handing over the four months rent. “Perfect” might have been a slight exaggeration, but it was enough. Unless we wanted to keep traveling forever, it was unlikely we would find anywhere better. Besides, I could see us finding a place of peace among the noisy neighbors. After all, the people who didn’t want to answer questions were usually the ones least likely to ask them in return. 

I couldn’t wait to tell Evie when I returned to her.





 





CHAPTER FOUR





WITHIN A WEEK, we were more settled than I’d ever imagined we could be. As I had suspected, our neighbors were more interested in fucking and fighting than what we were doing. The anonymity helped us blend in easier. Whenever we did sneak out from our perfect cocoon, we were just two more nobodies in a rundown part of a broken town.

The perfection of the slice of life we’d carved out for ourselves was marred by only one thing—Evie’s continued nightmares. They struck with regularity, at least two to three times during a good week. More often than not, she would wake with a bloodcurdling scream on her lips and with her skin blazing with heat. 

Whenever it happened, I tried to comfort her. With my arsenal of techniques I’d learned from years of dealing with similar awakenings with Lou, I was usually fairly successful. Plus, I was a fast study and had quickly developed some other methods of calming Evie that had nothing to do with my sister, for good reason.

As the weeks of our new life flew by, the shortage of cash we’d soon be facing worried me more than the possibility of being discovered. The money I’d withdrawn from my accounts while it had still been safe to do so, in the hours before my reunion with Evie, was fast dwindling—especially after a significant chunk went on the generous rental agreement I’d entered into. As much as I wanted to do nothing more than stay at home and enjoy every second Evie and I had, it was clear one of us needed to find a job that paid under-the-table or we’d have to resort to other less legal methods of getting some cash. Theft or credit would risk putting us back on the grid. In the end, we agreed it made sense for me to be the one to risk getting a job. Evie’s heat and unique look could cause issues and attract unwanted attention.

I hated keeping her locked away in our home while I looked for work, but it was necessary to keep her safe. She seemed to understand and was willing to do whatever she needed to in order to keep my peace of mind intact, for which I was thankful.

After days of trolling the newspaper’s classifieds and trawling the streets, I finally found something I thought might change our fortunes. It was a basic position and easy for me. A nighttime security guard, but for an establishment that wasn’t entirely legal. Although the ad glossed over the finer details, reading between the lines it was pretty evident that the business was most likely an illegal brothel being run out of premises that used to house a well-known lounge. It might not have been the best business to work for, but the pay would be good and the hours relatively short.

Best of all, if their own business wasn’t exactly above board, they wouldn’t ask questions or want to have any major background checks. It was the most promising lead for an under the table job I’d found. I hadn’t told Evie all of the specifics because I didn’t want to jinx it, but I was certain she would be okay with it if it helped our cause.

I called the number listed in the ad and, after a brief interview that consisted of finding out my name, what training I’d done, and whether I knew how to handle a weapon, I was invited in for a meeting. 

I climbed into bed with Evie the night before the interview and let her know I’d be heading out in the morning. If it paid off like I hoped it would, I’d probably only need to do it for a few short months for us to be set again for a while. With no phones, no cable, and only basic needs like food and running water, we didn’t have a ton of expenses to pay out of any cash I earned.

After another night spent in my own little heaven, I woke to Evie whimpering in her sleep. She cried for her father and the sound tore at my heart. There was no denying the guilt that threatened to strangle me at the sound. Trying to alleviate the swirl of emotions within me, as well as reassure Evie and end her nightmares, I pulled her body against my chest and wrapped my arms around her as she woke with choking tears. Even as she nestled against me, the weight of her loss still crashed over me. It was my fault he was dead. 

The need to do something more for her, to prove to her without a doubt that I would love her for the rest of our days, I unclasped the chain from around my neck. I’d worn the dove pendant since I was a child—it was my last link to my family. I didn’t need it any longer though, so I offered it as a symbol of the promises I’d made to her. Evie was all I needed. She was everything to me—my whole world. More than anything, I needed her to understand that. There wasn’t a single part of me that regretted what we had or what I’d had to give up to claim it.

The moment the chain left my neck, I felt naked and exposed in a way I’d never experienced before. I also felt cleansed. The jewelry wasn’t only my last remaining link to my past; it was also a symbol of my place within the Rain. The power my family wielded due to our status as part of the elite. For that reason, I hadn’t taken it off in over fifteen years.

Giving it up was me symbolically tearing out the remaining part of me that followed the Rain’s teachings, and by offering that to Evie, I was proving she meant more to me than they ever had—if there was ever a doubt. As I offered it to her, I told her to consider it a good luck charm.

She touched the dove on the pendant. “It’s your good luck charm though.”

Reaching for her, I dragged my fingers through her silky hair. “I’ve got everything I want right here; I don’t need any more good luck.”

Just like she always did when I mentioned how happy I was, or how unbelievable our life was now, she changed the subject by trailing her fingers along one of the litany of scars that crossed my body. 

Over the first few days of our time together, I’d constantly worried that the next time she ran her eyes over my body the marks would have become a reminder of the terrible deeds I’d done, and that the truth of who I once was would scare her away. However, one day when we’d found a quiet moment together in a motel during our travels, she had surprised me by running along one with the softest touch. “How did you get this scar?” 

Not wanting to lie, I had told her exactly how I’d gotten the scar. Instead of being turned off or scared away, she’d listened and nodded before thanking me for being honest. I found I enjoyed letting her into the true nature of my world a little at a time, enough to satisfy her curiosity when it appeared, but not enough to terrify her and send her running from my old life—prejudiced and hate-filled as it had been.

The second scar she’d asked about was a paper-thin one that ran across my jaw just below my chin. After I’d told her the source of that—slipping in the bathroom when I was seven and smacking my chin against the bathtub—she’d ended up laughing at me. 

When she’d giggled, I had tilted my head in confusion. 

“That’s just such a normal injury,” had been her explanation.

“What about this one?” she asked, drawing me back to the present. She trailed her fingers over the long-healed scar from the harpy’s claws. As I told Evie what type of creature had caused the damage, I recalled the seduction of the harpy and how completely helpless I was to fight against the hold she’d had over my body, at least until my brother, Ethan, had broken me free of her spell.

“What’s the worst thing you’ve ever had to face?” Evie asked.

I screwed up my face as I considered her words. There were so many ways I could answer her question, depending on how I interpreted it. Worst was such a subjective thing.

There were so many hunts during my teenage years that had me battling the worst beasts imaginable—werewolves, vamps, wendigos. Things that would make most normal people shit their pants. I’d seen so much bloodshed and violence that I would never be able to rinse away the red tinge that coated most of my memories. Only none of those leaped to the front of my mind with Evie’s question, probably because they’d all happened before she’d awoken my conscience.

Instead, I was inundated with choice from the hardest of the internal battles I’d faced. The first hunt after Evie left Ohio had been a little difficult, but I had swallowed down what I thought I’d felt for Evie, done what I needed to do, and moved on without too much concern.

Killing the vamp during retraining had been harder than any other kill up to that point. The only reason I had been able to do it was because she’d been so close to revealing the secret of Evie’s continued survival.

Recalling the púca and her child was an impossibility. My mind shied away from the memory of the little girl and her crying, tear-stained face. It was far too easy for me to picture Evie in the young child’s face. I was too ashamed of the mistake that had left a young girl motherless to even consider telling Evie that one. Even after so long, I couldn’t linger on thoughts of what had happened after I left Eth alone with the toddler.

There was one other case that came to mind. One that still occasionally haunted my nights, especially the part where I watched a vision of Evie being consumed in an illusion brought on by the creature’s curse. “A wendigo. In Canada.”

After she asked what happened, I explained it to her as best as I could without revealing just how idiotic I’d been flying to Canada on my own, days before anyone else was due to arrive. If there was one thing I had learned about Evie, it was that she would admonish me for risking my life that way. She would have disappointment in her eyes, and I hated being the one to put it there.

The conversation continued and brought my family back to the forefront of my mind.

Once more, I worried about how they were coping. Even though I’d made the right choice, that certainty wasn’t enough to shake my remorse over leaving them the way I had. They’d been everything to me for so long. My whole life, they’d had my back just as I’d had theirs. I didn’t want them near Evie, but that didn’t stop me missing them and the security that came from hunting with them.

I wondered, not for the first time, just how close our escape from the Sheraton had been a few months earlier. Had they been mere minutes away from discovering the truth about Evie, or would we have had a few more hours up our sleeves? 

Even with her safe in my arms, the thought caused panic for her safety to claw at my throat. It tore at my sanity. In response, I held her tighter and reminded myself that either way, she was safe. It shouldn’t have mattered to me whether my family had been minutes away or days. Somehow though, it still did. It played at the edges of my mind.

I was certain they’d have reviewed the video feed from the morning we’d left the Sheraton by now. They probably would’ve checked the Hawthorne Hotel for the day that Evie and I had reunited as well. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind that they’d learned of Evie’s survival, which made them acutely dangerous to us. Because I knew it would only scare her, and she didn’t any extra stress, I hadn’t told Evie that they’d known I was at the Sheraton. I could only hope she understood that when I had promised I would keep her safe, I meant it. There was nothing I wouldn’t do to keep her from harm.

“Where do you think they are now?” Evie’s softly spoken question drew me away from my concerns. 

Just like talking about happy things was hard for her, I couldn’t talk about my family. I always tried to steer the conversation in a different direction. Lingering on those memories reminded me of the way I’d deserted them.

Since settling in Detroit though, I had come to understand that if we were going to be a team then secrets and half-truths about the knowledge I had wouldn’t cut it—no matter how justified they were. It was time to start laying it all out on the table. I answered with as much information as I had about them now, which admittedly was very little. “I don’t know. I’ve tried tracking the GPS on their phones, but they must have changed them.”

Despite trying to hack into the tracking systems at the Rain a few times before we’d settled down, I hadn’t been able to find any details on their current locations from either their phones or their cars. It didn’t surprise me, they knew the methods I would use to try to track them as well as I knew the ways they’d try to find me. That was the reason I refused to use my credit cards, even the ones issued in aliases, and why I’d advised Evie not to use hers either.

We were better off remaining as off-grid as possible and trying to live cash-only for as long as we could. Even the utilities for our apartment weren’t in either of our names or any of my aliases. Instead, the shady manager I’d rented from had added them into the rent, for a small fee on top of the costs of course.

When I caught Evie gazing at me with clear concern and empathy, it was clear she was beginning to question what I’d given up to be with her. It wasn’t that I hadn’t thought of the cost myself. Of course I had. She was simply more than worth it. I told her exactly that, needing her to see the truth. There wasn’t a single decision that had led me back into her arms that I regretted. I would make each one of them again in a heartbeat. It was hard for me to explain exactly how much I felt for her though. How important she was to me.

By the time Evie had climbed over my hips to thank me for the chain and say good morning in her own special, and fantastic, ways, I actually felt a sense of relief wash over me. By passing the last link I had to my family over to her, I was freeing myself of them. It was almost as if I no longer had their watchful eyes on me constantly. That left me free to dedicate the rest of my life to serving the beauty above me.





A LITTLE over an hour later, I was ready to go for my quasi-interview. Once more, I prayed that Evie wouldn’t have any issue with what I would be doing. I’d already decided that when the position was a certainty, I’d fill her in on the details. Then we’d see where we went from there. If I did the gig for long enough, we might even be able to save up enough to bribe our way out of the country. The more miles there were between Evie and my family, the better I would feel about her safety.

Once I found my way onto the street, after a number of lingering kisses with Evie, I looked back toward the apartment block with a smile on my face. Part of me wanted to say fuck it all and rush straight back inside into her arms, but I needed the work if we wanted to stay in Detroit. So far, I had succeeded somewhat in giving that to her, and it had exceeded my wildest expectations.

True, our apartment was a tiny mess and the screaming from the neighboring apartments could get a little unbearable at times, but it was a place where we could just be us. Together. Somewhere Evie could literally let her hair down and be free without the worry over whether the multifaceted hues would draw attention or mark her as something not-quite-human. A home where I didn’t have to look over my shoulder every second of the day for the moment my family finally caught up with us.

With some effort, I resisted the temptation to rush back up to Evie for one more kiss, or better yet a quickie against the apartment door. I left our building behind me and headed toward my job interview.

A little over twenty minutes later, walking at a casual pace, I found myself fairly close to where Evie and I had spent the night a few weeks earlier. I glanced down at the piece of paper in my hand to confirm that the red building I’d found was definitely the address listed in the ad.

Once I was sure I was in the right place, I rang the bell as instructed. Without a word from anyone inside, the door swung open. Glancing around as I moved, I headed into the darkened space, a little suspicious and a lot glad that my piece was tucked safely into the holster at my back.

“Hello?” I called into the empty dimness. “I’m here to speak to Rob.”

After the echo of my own voice stilled, there was nothing but silence in reply. 

I took another step and called out once more. As soon as I moved into the muted light of the room, the door slammed shut behind me. The click of a lock sounded behind me. 

The darkness became murkier and footsteps rushing away from the door sounded from the other side of the metal. I spun around and headed straight for the entry. I tried the handle, but, as I expected it would be, the door was locked.

“Clay?” a voice I didn’t recognize called my name from the darkness behind me.

“Rob?” I turned toward the sound, trying to confirm whether the person was, in fact, my supposed contact. Through the inky black of the covered windows, I could barely make out a bar and some tables. Among the tables, I saw movement.

A tall, thin man in a black suit stepped forward but was still obscured by the shadows. I couldn’t make out many details of his features. Dark eyes met my gaze and too-pale skin seemed to almost glow in the darkness. Not enough to light the area, but enough for me to see his face through the shadows he hid in now that I had spotted him. Like clouds on a dark night lit from behind by the moon.

“Yes.” He stood in the darkness. “I apologize for the conditions. We’re still putting the finishing touches on everything.”

“No problem,” I said, moving to shake his hand as my eyes adjusted to the dark a little better. As I moved forward, he stepped farther back into the shadows with a wary glance down at my outstretched hand. He clearly wasn’t one for physical contact.

Even without the strange aversion to contact, there was something off about him, but I couldn’t put my finger on exactly what it was. The way he stuck to the shadows certainly didn’t help to improve my impression of him, but it also made it hard for me to get a read on exactly what was strange about him. Or it might have been the atmosphere in the building playing tricks on my mind.

With its perma-dark interior and dreary ambiance, it was the sort of place I would’ve expected to be running a Rain operation in—a setting for a poltergeist or revenant—not the setting for a brothel.

It takes all sorts, I guess.

In truth, I didn’t really know what the inside of a brothel looked like—I could only rely on my imagination. It was much more Eth’s scene than mine, and even he’d prefer to find a willing partner at a local bar. It was cheaper, for starters.

When Rob turned his back to me, he gave me the opportunity to assess him a little further. From behind, I noticed that his white, oddly luminescent skin was brighter than I’d thought. His hands crossed at his back, and the skin there had a pearlescent glow against the dark suit he wore. I wondered whether there was a UV light turned on somewhere in the bar, lending him the odd glow. I glanced down at my own hands, but saw nothing unusual. 

My instincts screamed at me for attention, twisting my stomach until my fight or flight reaction was in full force. I took a calming breath and reassured myself that I was on edge because of the months of worry over protecting Evie. I forced my worry aside. It was worth dealing with something a little off for the things I wanted to give Evie.

He spoke again. “You said on the phone that you have extensive martial arts experience?”

I nodded. “I’ve trained in a variety of disciplines for practically my whole life.”

Walking a semi-circle around where I was standing, and refusing to look at me, he continued, “And weaponry?”

I resisted the urge to sigh, but my voice may have belied my irritation when I answered him. “Let me make this easy for you. I can guarantee I have sufficient training to be able to tackle any issues you might have at this establishment.”

The man turned back toward me and loosened his tie. “All of your family would have, I presume?”

Frowning at the mention of the word family, I stepped to the side and assessed him better. It was still hard to see his face as he remained mostly obscured by the shadows. There was something more than that though. It was almost as if his features were somehow smudged. Like he wasn’t fully formed.

Would you like some balls to go with that wild emotion? 

He was taller than me, but almost rail thin. If he became a threat, I was certain I could take him down. “I don’t see what family has to do with what goes on here.”

He laughed but it sounded odd, devoid of all mirth. His quiet chuckle was dry and scratchy, like fall leaves crackling under heavy footfalls.

Something’s wrong.

It wasn’t just paranoia. I was certain of it. Every instinct within me was on edge, screaming at me to leave. It was impossible to ignore it a moment more.

Get back to Evie. Now.

“Actually, I don’t think this is the right place for me after all,” I said as I reached to place my hand on the gun.

“Nonsense. A smart boy like you will do well here.”

I backed up to the door and confirmed it was still locked. “Unlock the door and let me out.”

“I would. However, we are still discussing your future, or perhaps the lack thereof.”

Wrapping my fingers around the hilt of my gun, I pulled it from the holster. “Unlock the door and let me out,” I growled again, letting him know with my raised gun that I wasn’t in any mood for bullshit and games.

“Well, this is a little unexpected.” Rob raised his hands in surrender as he laughed again, the same dry, crackling laugh of pinecones pressed into a roaring fire. “Then again, perhaps not.” He took a step backward and disappeared. Not just into the darkness, but completely into thin air.

There were very few creatures that could disappear at whim, and only a handful of them smart enough to orchestrate the little charade I’d been tricked into being a part of.

Only one of those would taunt their intended victim with the promise of better things.

Fucking fairies!

I wanted to scream with frustration at the waste of my time. It was easy to imagine that somewhere nearby a whole court of fae were having a good laugh at the expense of the fool. They would soon learn they’d picked the wrong human to mess with though. The possible reasons for the trickery teased at my mind. One thing leaped to the forefront of my thoughts.

Could that fucker have been the one Evie was with?

The uninvited thought flittered through me and made instant sense, which spiked my jealousy. Being with Evie was addictive; I knew that better than anyone. Maybe he’d never gotten over her. I’d never be able to. Her touch was branded on my skin and her image scorched into my heart.

He had to have been almost Dad’s age, maybe even older considering how relatively slow the fae aging process was, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t the one who’d held Evie each night and offered her companionship.

Nausea rolled through me. Had he been there for her after I abandoned her? Had he been the one who wrapped her up in his damned arms and whispered promises that were meaningless because of their source? Had he made oaths and filled her with false hope?

Was the trickery an attempt to win her back? Damned fae tricksters who didn’t know when to back the hell off.

If that was what he wanted though, he’d be in for a fight. I wouldn’t give Evie up lightly, especially not to such a wicked, vile creature. It hadn’t been an easy decision the first time I’d left her, and I wasn’t sure I could make it again. At least, not without a damned good reason—like her pushing me away.

Even that couldn’t have stopped me. 

If she did that, I’d find some way to be close to her and keep her safe, even if I couldn’t be with her. She was a part of me. Her love raced through my veins, keeping me alive and marking me as hers. She was in every breath I took and in every beat of my heart.

Disregarding the locked door behind me, I held my gun steady in case the fucker in the suit—whose name was almost certainly not Rob—reappeared, before heading farther into the darkness to find another exit.

I passed through three rooms without finding a single one of the filthy and grime-coated windows that didn’t have bars on the outside. The other three metal doors I came across were all locked. 

I wasted close to half an hour trying to find an escape. Sirens blared outside as three emergency vehicles rushed past the building and a tug at my chest told me that I needed to get out.

I need to get to Evie. Now!

Racing farther into the building, I tried to find a rear exit—anything to help me get out. I couldn’t explain the ache I felt, but I knew I needed to find Evie. I would feel better when she was in my arms and had proven my panic was unwarranted.

It had been close to two hours since I’d held her, and my heart screamed at me to return to her. After another ten minutes of searching, I finally found a single window in the back of the building with no bars to block my exit. After checking around me for any sign of the fae bastard, I holstered my gun and climbed carefully through the window. It was a tight squeeze, but I made it through.

The instant I was free from the building, my feet pounded the pavement in the direction of home. Every ounce of my strength and determination carried me back to her. It took less than ten minutes to run what had taken more than twenty to walk. By the time I was a block away, my instincts were on high alert.

My feet moved faster as I saw the horrid sight in front of me. Dense plumes of black smoke poured out of our building. Something was wrong.

“I have to get through!” I shouted madly at the people milling around, trying to get a peek at the day’s entertainment. I pushed and shoved, using my elbows, shoulders, knees—anything I had to—in order to barge my way through the intermittent throngs of bystanders.

I reached the containment line set by the police and firemen in time to see a gurney being loaded into the back of an ambulance. At first, my blood was like ice. Fire was a bad sign if Evie was involved. Then the sight of the blonde hair on the girl on the stretcher gave me an instant burst of relief. I would have felt guilty about my elation over it being someone else, but I was too happy to see that it wasn’t Evie being taken from the building.

Moments later, as I glanced at the gurney once more, my relief sank into desperation. The sickening pull in my stomach that had been drawing me to this spot had nothing to do with the fae, possibly little to do with Evie even, and everything to do with my twin sister, Louise.

What’s she doing here?

Almost as soon as the thought crossed my mind, it was followed by another, much more desperate one.

Where’s Evie?

“I need to get in there.” I rushed to the front of the containment line.

The flames.

Louise.

My hands shook as my heart lodged firmly into my throat.

A hand came to rest on my shoulder. “No, Son, you need to come with us.”

I closed my eyes in resignation and the agony in my chest grew at the sound of my father’s voice.

They’ve found us.









CHAPTER FIVE





DRAWING IN A deep breath, I considered my best options. It would be easier to follow Dad’s instructions and leave with him. My number one priority was finding out whether Evie was still alive, and the quickest way to get that knowledge was through my father. If she wasn’t dead yet, maybe I could argue for her life.

What can I say to convince them to spare Evie?

I already knew the answer. They would keep her alive for one reason and one reason only—to take her to Hell and pass her to the Assessors for their sick experiments. Memories of the things I’d endured at their hand, of the fucked-up things I’d seen them do, crossed my mind. For a brief second, I almost hoped she was dead—better that than the alternative—but the thought made my heart twist and ache deep in my chest.

Is there any way I can make them see she’s not the enemy?

I was about to turn around to agree to go with him when paramedics carried a second gurney from the burning building.

Unmoving, loosely swaddled in a fire blanket, and draped with a clean white sheet, was my reason for being. The colors in her hair burst into life as the sun kissed the top of her head, making it appear that the fire had been carried outside with her body. The sight was enough to spur me into action. I needed to know whether she was going to be all right. The fire that had filled the apartment, sending thick smoke billowing into the air, was as dangerous to Evie as it was to anyone else in the area. 

If she’d been caught inside when it started . . .

My breath caught in my throat.

She has to be okay.

Shaking off Dad’s hand, I pushed past everyone. The small crowds gathering disappeared in front of me as I focused on her prostrate body. Her frail appearance, unconscious and draped with a white sheet, was all I could focus on as I rushed to her.

“Excuse me!”

The EMTs loading Evie into the back of the van stopped at my exclamation.

“Will she be okay?” I couldn’t help the concern and stress that tightened my vocal cords and made my request sound more like a demand.

After looking at his partner, one of the EMTs turned to me. “Are you her next of kin?”

I nodded. “I’m her fiancé.”

It was the first relationship that popped into my head, and I was certain the EMTs wouldn’t talk to me if I was anything less.

“She wasn’t wearing a ring,” the other EMT murmured.

Shit! I shook my head. “No, she wasn’t. I can’t afford it yet. But I gave her a chain. My chain. It’s got my name on the back. I’m Clay.” I was panicking that they might take her away. If they did, I might never see her again. It would be so easy for my father, for any of the Rain, to intercept the ambulance and direct it anywhere but the hospital. 

The only positive was that neither of the paramedics had Rain sympathizer pins on their uniforms. I hoped it meant they were at least genuinely concerned about getting her to a hospital.

The EMT who’d said Evie wasn’t wearing a ring nodded to confirm that she had been wearing a chain.

“Can you please take me with you? I couldn’t bear it if anything—” My concern for her choked off my thought as my eyes trailed over Evie’s unconscious figure. She already had tubes running across her face, providing her with oxygen, and an IV in her arm. Anger over what had happened to her burned through me, even though I didn’t know all the details. 

Yet.

I pressed my hand against my mouth to stop myself from letting loose the string of profanities that threatened to burst loose.

She’s going to be okay. She has to be. She just has to.

“I’m sorry, we can’t allow that.”

“Please?” I begged, desperate to stay with her. The only way to ensure she wasn’t intercepted was to be at her side until her final destination. I couldn’t allow her to disappear from my life forever. More than that, I wouldn’t allow her to fall into the hands of Assessors.

“I’m sorry,” he said again as he walked away.

My only choice was to keep arguing, delaying Evie’s arrival at the hospital, or to trust the EMTs. Neither option seemed ideal, but I stepped back and watched on helplessly while they loaded Evie into the ambulance. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw Dad climb into the other ambulance, the one that held Lou. I had no idea how he’d managed to talk his way into it, but the fact that he had didn’t bother me as much as the fact I couldn’t do the same.

Eth stood near the police line staring at me with open contempt, but I just ignored him. After Evie was secured in the ambulance, the doors closed. Unable to do anything more, I stood and watched as they drove away with the most precious cargo I could imagine.

Turning away from the sight, I stalked over to my scowling brother. Tears burned at my eyes, but I fought them off. I wouldn’t fall apart until I was certain she was safe. The quickest way to do that was to get in a car that wasn’t stolen—something that wouldn’t attract any unwanted attention. I hated that I had to throw away my pride and ask for my brother’s help, but for Evie, I would tear the world apart.

“Where’s the car?” I demanded.

“Why? So you can follow the freak?”

My fingers clenched at my sides. “Either you tell me where the car is or you drive me to the fucking hospital.”

“Do you even care that our sister—your twin for God’s sake—was just loaded into an ambulance as well?”

“I couldn’t give a flying fuck. Right now, I couldn’t give a shit if all of you were in one. You brought this on yourselves by following me here. Why couldn’t you just leave us alone?”

He growled. “We’re just here to make sure she doesn’t hurt you.”

“Hurt me?” I scoffed as my voice rose. “Hurt me? You are un-fucking-believable.” I stormed by him, determined to find my own way to follow the ambulance, but he followed behind me.

“Where are you going?” he asked as he jogged to keep up with my stride.

“Isn’t it obvious?” I snapped.

“Not really. The car’s this way.” He nodded his head in the other direction.

I slowed, but didn’t come to a complete stop. “I thought you weren’t going to help?”

“I never said I wasn’t going to help, just that I was only here to make sure she doesn’t—”

Spinning on the spot, I grabbed the collar of his shirt and cut him off. “She is not going to hurt me, understand? She would never hurt me.” I shoved him away. “She’s had weeks to try. Most of that time we’ve been completely alone.” An almost-smile crossed my mouth as I thought about our time together, the way she had lit up my life in ways I’d never imagined possible, but it fell into a scowl seconds later at the thought of her in the back of that ambulance. What if I’m too late? “The only thing that can hurt me right now is losing her, Eth.”

His mouth twisted as if he’d swallowed something foul as he nodded. “I’ll drive you. I’ll even get Dad to back off for the moment, but this is far from over.”

In the end, it was a good thing Eth drove. My worry for Evie left me unable to concentrate on anything else. A few times, Eth tried to talk to me, but I barely heard a word he said. The only thing I understood was my own guilt taunting me, running on a constant loop through my mind. I’d put her in that hospital bed by allowing myself to be with her again. If I hadn’t gone to meet her at the Hawthorne Hotel in Salem, she probably would have escaped that night never to be heard from again.

Or she might have been killed in the raid that went down.

In spite of the terrible morning, and the fact that her life now hung in the balance, I couldn’t imagine a situation where I hadn’t at least tried to be with her after knowing she wanted to find me.

The feel of her body, the sound of her laugh, all of those things that I had barely experienced before, were alive and well in my memory now because of the time we’d spent together. Pinpricks behind my eyes threatened tears once more, but I couldn’t let Eth see my weakness. I had to be strong and fight for Evie—fight for both of us.

Maybe I could make them see that she wouldn’t hurt anyone. Maybe they would understand the truth about what her death would do to me.

Yeah, right.

By the time we reached the hospital, I was desperate to be at Evie’s side again. I needed to see her, to hold her, and to know she would be okay despite the condition she’d been in when I’d last seen her.

Eth pulled up in front of the hospital and handed me a phone when I went to leave the car. “Take this.”

“Why?”

“Because you might’ve turned your back on us, you might have even betrayed us, but we’re still family. I thought you might want to find out more about Lou.”

“If I want to know anything, I’ll find out.”

“She’s not at this hospital.”

Eth’s words didn’t surprise me. I wouldn’t have expected Lou to be taken to a general hospital. The Rain had access to the top medical teams in the USA and plenty of private clinics in major city areas that were readily available to treat all manner of bites, scratches, wounds, and burns that would raise too many eyebrows in normal hospitals.

Probably the only thing that should have surprised me was that Evie hadn’t been intercepted and taken there too.

“Apparently she’s in bad shape.” He held out the phone to me again. On the screen was a message from Dad listing the address Lou had been taken to and the details of her care.

Reluctantly, I took it from him. Although my initial reaction to the news was that if Lou was hurt she deserved it for what she’d done, it didn’t take long for the reality to follow. She was only doing what she was instructed to.

She was a soldier, just as I had been before . . . 

Before Evie.

Soldiers didn’t choose their fights—they only ended them. I took the phone with a curt nod before rushing into the hospital to find out more about my love.

When I approached the nurse about Evie, I was handed a pile of paperwork to complete with insurance and social security information. I filled in the details using the first thing I could think of—one of Lou’s most frequently used aliases. She’d used the name on so many missions, that I had most of the information drilled into my head. Even though it could raise red flags in the Rain systems, it was too late to worry about that. They knew where Evie was anyway, and at least this way I was able to fill out the forms and not raise the suspicions of the hospital staff.

Then I waited.

For three hours, I sat in the waiting room with all of the other families, each one of us desperate for information on our loved ones. The atmosphere was cloying. The scent of hopelessness mingled with the sickly smell of pine disinfectant. I couldn’t risk leaving the room until I knew more though. My world had fallen to pieces and wouldn’t be rebuilt until I could hold Evie in my arms and confirm for myself that she was okay.

One by one, various doctors came through the waiting room doors and called out the name of a patient, some with good news and some with bad. Guilt ate at me for staring openly at the families as the doctors spoke with them in hushed whispers, watching as some clutched mouths, palms covering barely hidden smiles of overwhelming joy, while others tempered their sorrow with hard eyes and dour faces.

I wanted news.

Good or bad, I needed to know. I prayed for the good. It had to be positive. Evie had to be okay. I wasn’t sure I could handle anything else. There would be no suppressed emotions or strong-willed nods like my waiting room co-inhabitants. There would be only my own heart exploding in my chest with rage and pain as my mouth rambled explanations for why there was a newborn among the ashes of Evie’s body.

Unable to contain the concerned energy any longer, I began to pace.

Why’s she been in there so long with no news?

At first, I thought that no news had to be a good thing. At the very least it meant she was fighting. After a while, I started to doubt that assessment. Her condition was obviously bad if they had to operate on her for so goddamned long.

My pacing increased to long strides that took up nearly the length of the waiting room before I swung back around toward the chair I’d claimed. Moving provided some freedom from the noises in my head, if only temporarily. From time to time, the phone in my hand chimed and chirped, but I ignored it. I couldn’t care about Lou until I knew more about Evie. 

What did it matter if my sister was fine if Evie wasn’t?

Right when I thought I would go completely crazy with the wait, someone finally called out the name of the alias I’d given Evie. When I jumped up and raced over to find out more, I was escorted over to a police officer without even being offered a single reassurance about her condition.

“I believe you accompanied this girl in,” the officer said, holding up a surveillance photo of Evie.

I nodded. “She’s my fiancée.”

“I’m not sure whether you are aware, but your fiancée is wanted for questioning in relation to a number of fatal fires.”

My mouth went dry as his words sunk in. “I don’t know what you’re talking about officer.”

Lies. 

Of course I knew. The Rain had framed her for her father’s death. I had no doubt that my father would have ensured she took the fall for the fire—and the deaths—at the Hawthorne Hotel once he discovered she’d been there. The surveillance photo the officer had shown me was almost certainly taken from a camera near the check-in desk at the Hawthorne. 

“I just need to see her,” I added.

“I’m afraid we can’t allow anyone in to see her until we’ve been able to question her in relation to the matter.”

If he planned on questioning her, maybe she would pull through. Not wanting to appear too positive, I pushed down the tide of hope that rolled through me. “Is she under arrest?”

The officer pressed his mouth into a hard line but didn’t answer my question.

I decided not to push him on the issue, not while I was getting something—however little it might have been. “Sorry, I know you probably can’t tell me that, but maybe you can help me. I don’t know what this is all about, but I really need to know that she’s going to be okay. Is there any way that I can talk to her doctor or something in the meantime?”

After a small pause where he assessed me with a cautious eye, he raised his hand and called someone over. Coming over to join us was a no-nonsense looking woman in a white coat. Her auburn hair was drawn back into a neat ponytail, and she had a grim expression on her face. After the officer left me in her care, she introduced herself and advised that she was consulting with another doctor on Evie’s case.

“We have stabilized her for the moment, but to be frank, it’s still touch and go. She has first and second degree burns to a significant portion of her torso, which should heal with time and will hopefully result in minimal scarring. Of greater concern is the risk of acute respiratory distress from smoke inhalation. She had some swelling in her airways, and the concern is that this might worsen in the next seventy-two hours. It also appears that she is suffering from a severe infection. She’s currently being kept under sedation, but we’ll reduce that once the antibiotics begin to take effect.”

Glancing over my shoulder, I ensured the police officer was far enough away before turning back to the doctor. “Please, can I see her? I just need to know she’s okay.”

“I’m sorry, I can’t allow that.”

I clenched my jaw, knowing that swearing at the doctor wouldn’t do me any favors. 

“Thank you for looking after her.” I hoped I sounded sincere. Knowing there was nothing more I could get from the doctor, I headed back toward the hard plastic chairs in the waiting room.

Hanging my head, I tried to figure out what to do next. The simple fact was that I needed to get Evie out before anything worse could happen, but I couldn’t risk her dying on me if I tried to move her before she was well enough to survive travel.

A shadow moved in my peripheral vision, stopping just in front of me. The movement caused me to look up to see who was blocking the light. Eth threw a bag onto the chair on one side of me before sitting on the other.

“What are you doing here?” I snapped.

“Trying to be supportive to my pain in the neck brother even though all I really want to do is kick his surly ass.”

Closing my eyes, I crossed my arms and leaned back in my chair, determined to ignore him but only lasted about a minute before an involuntary chuckle burst from me.

“Surly.” I opened one eye. “Really?”

He shrugged. “If the surly shoe fits.”

I leaned forward. “Why are you really here?”

“You weren’t answering the messages I sent, and I was worried about what you might do.”

“You were worried I might find a way to sneak Evie out you mean?”

“Think what you like, you know there’s a good reason for what went down today, and if it’s any consolation, we thought you were being held against your will.”

I wanted to call him on his bullshit—they went there without a reason just because of what Evie was—but I was too tired. The day felt like it was something out of a nightmare, but even my worst dreams had never left me so defeated. There was a gaping hole where my heart had been—an ache that swallowed my whole chest, and a headache strong enough to leave me wondering whether my head would explode from the pressure.

“I don’t even care, man.” I closed my eyes and rubbed my temples as I sighed. “I just need her to be okay.”

“Are you sure that’s for the best?”

Knowing it was useless to argue, I ignored him and hoped he might take the hint and disappear.

“It might not be much, but I figured that today you probably lost everything you’d brought with you, so I gathered up some supplies.” He nodded toward the bags. “Whatever else happens, just remember that I’m not the enemy here. We’re family. Family is key.”

He said the family motto as if it actually meant something, as if anything outside of Evie’s survival did.

When I didn’t respond to his ridiculous attempt at warm and fuzzy, he left. After a few moments, curiosity got the better of me and I opened the bag he’d left. It was full of clothes for me as well as a few protein bars. 

After seeing what he’d done, I almost felt bad for being rude, until I reasoned that it was a meaningless gesture unless he was willing to walk away and leave Evie and me alone. I didn’t think he would be. Of course, even if I could convince him to do just that, Dad and Lou wouldn’t give up so easily. 

If at all.

After another hour without any further updates, I couldn’t sit idly by while I waited for news. I had to see Evie, especially if she was as bad as the doctor indicated. 

On the pretense of getting some snacks, I grabbed my bag and headed into the general areas of the hospital. I went in search of a break room or somewhere where I could steal a set of scrubs or a doctor’s coat—anything that would help me to blend into the background of the hospital scene. As I searched, I stumbled into a janitor’s closet and couldn’t believe my luck.

Of all staff in any company, the cleaning staff tended to be the invisible ones, able to pass through rooms without standing out. Very few people ever intentionally met their eye. I slipped into a pair of spare scrubs that were a touch too big, not so much that I looked ridiculous but they sagged a little around my waist. Then I grabbed a mop and bucket. Keeping my head down, I pushed the wheeled bucket along the halls.

Nearing the nurses’ station, I pretended to wipe down the desk, but in reality, I checked the schedules. After I found Evie’s room number, I spent a couple of minutes assessing the best route.

When I started to push the bucket again, I tried to move with a sense of purpose, like I was supposed to be there. No one questioned me, one person even directed me to a mess that had been left in a break room. I waved and nodded to acknowledge them and kept moving. 

A little way down I was just down the hall from Evie’s room, I pushed the bucket into a nearby waiting room. After scoping the scene, I walked up to a large man who looked desperately close to breaking. His fight or flight instinct on the verge of taking over his emotions. I accidentally-on-purpose smashed the bucket against his foot.

Drawing himself to his full height, he hurled abuse at me, most of the names not entirely appropriate for a waiting room filled with families. Allowing my frustration over Evie’s situation to come to the fore, I answered back with a smartass remark designed to earn me a punch in the mouth. 

When the guy’s fist flew at me, I ducked easily out of the way and followed through with a punch to his gut. Shouts rose all around me as people tried to intervene and break us apart. In the middle of the mass of bodies, I twisted and smacked another person in the mouth.

The room bustled with shouts and cries. Already strained emotions burst to release a commotion that grew large enough to draw the guard away from Evie’s door. I used the pockets of confused patients to shift away from the guard before sneaking out of the waiting room and through to find Evie. I would have felt guilty if I hadn’t been so concerned about getting in to see her condition for myself.

Once I pulled the door shut behind me, I turned to look at Evie. Obviously wounded and bursting with a variety of wires and tubes, she looked so fragile. 

My own breath stopped at the sight. 

Her skin was red and raw, not burned so deep that she wouldn’t recover but enough to cause bile to rise in my throat at the thought of the agony she’d wake in. I moved over to her, trying to fight back the lethargy that was rising with every moment. The chain I’d given her just hours earlier was conspicuously absent, so I hunted around the small room for her belongings.

In a drawer, I found a small pouch holding the pendant. In order to let her know I’d been there, I secured the chain around her neck, relieved it hadn’t been damaged in the fire or subsequent rush to the hospital. It might not have been much of a good luck charm, but it was a part of me, and I wanted her to have it when she woke, just in case I couldn’t be there in person when that miracle happened.

And it would happen. 

Anything else was unthinkable.

“What did you do, Evie?” I murmured as I ran my finger along the few unblemished spots on her face. A few places along her shoulder had loose bandages wrapped over them, and I assumed they were the worst of her injuries. I sat beside her, gently caressing her cheek until I gathered up the courage to press a soft kiss against the same spot.

Dragging a chair over from the other side of the room, I moved to sit next to her. When I did, I clasped her hand in mine and sat with her for an unknown length of time.

A song burst to life from my pocket, startling me. Figuring It must have been Eth’s cellphone, I rushed to answer it. I didn’t want the sound calling the attention of the guard outside the door.

“What do you want?” I muttered when I saw the name on the display.

“I want the same thing I’ve always wanted.” It was Dad’s voice on the other end, just as I’d expected it would be. “You, back where you belong.”

“I am where I belong.” I looked down at Evie’s pale face and motionless body. “I’m never coming back to your side. Not now. Not after this. I can’t believe—”

He cut me off. “But first I wanted to let you know about Lou—”

“I don’t give a shit about Lou,” I spat. “Any injuries she’s suffered are her own fault. That goes for all of you.”

“How can you say that?” His tone was cool and deadly. “You know what sort of creature you’ve been shacked up with. You know exactly how dangerous they can be.”

“This wasn’t Evie’s doing.” I felt certain.

“Are you sure?”

“Ye—” I cut myself off because although I trusted Evie, I couldn’t be certain. There was a fire after all. An image of Evie taunting me by burning a card during our first reunion in Charlotte flashed into my mind.

Did Evie start the fire? She had the ability, but I couldn’t believe she would do something with the intention of causing any harm. “Do you know something? Do you know what happened?”

Dad sighed but didn’t respond.

“How did this happen?” I growled, needing him to tell me what he knew. “All I know is there was a fire. Did you start it?”

“You invited a creature into your life who has the capacity to start a fire and yet you have the gall to ask me that.”

I closed my eyes. Evie wouldn’t hurt someone. She just wouldn’t. “I’ve spoken with her doctors and they don’t know if she will make it. They said that it’s touch and go.”

“We did what had to be done in order to destroy the creature and bring you home.” He was utterly without remorse and that made me hate him even more.

I was in serious danger of shouting and being caught in Evie’s room, so I dropped my voice to a whisper—that didn’t lessen the hate it contained when I spoke though. “I don’t care why you did it, or what you think you were trying to do. What you’ve done is reprehensible.”

“Maybe once that creature is gone, you’ll finally be free and you’ll see we did the right thing.”

Free? I wanted to reach through the phone and punch him in the throat to cut off his lies. I wanted to pitch the phone across the room in a fit of rage. Instead, I took a deep breath and spoke softly so that the guards outside didn’t hear me, but with a venom so deliberate that Dad would be left with no doubt about just how far across the line he’d gone. “If she doesn’t pull through, I . . .” I closed my eyes and knew that the next words had the potential to completely shatter our already tenuous relationship. “I’ll never forgive you.”

“And if your beloved monster is responsible for a death? Will you be as unforgiving then?”

It’s impossible. My mind rallied against the thought. I stood and crossed to the window. “What are you talking about?”

“Louise.”

“What about her?” He’d been trying to say something about her earlier, but I had cut him off.

“It doesn’t look good.” His statement hung in the air between us, and I turned to look at Evie lying on the hospital bed. For a moment an image of Lou in the same position struck me.

Was she that badly hurt?

“What happened?”

“Not on the phone. I’ll send you the address, and when you come to see me face to face, I’ll tell you the whole story.”

“I can’t leave her,” I mumbled to myself.

“There may come a time when you have to choose between your monster and your life.”

“That’s easy. There isn’t a choice.” I closed my eyes as resignation sunk into my core. What he didn’t understand was that I’d already made that choice. My own life, and even those of my family, didn’t matter compared to keeping Evie safe. Not anymore.

“Will you come to see me if I guarantee we won’t move against the phoenix while you’re away?”

“How can I trust you?”

“Do you have a choice? You can’t stay in that room with her forever.” His words were a confirmation that not only did he know exactly where I was—meaning he had spies around, but that those spies were poised to become killers or kidnappers with just a single word from him. I leaned my head back against the glass as I ran through my options.

“Hey!” The cop who’d been standing guard stood at the doorway looking straight at me. “What are you doing?”

“Shit.” I had to get out of there. I hung up on Dad and slipped the phone into the pocket of the overalls remembering that I looked like I should be there. I grabbed at my pockets, hoping like hell there would be something in there to prove I was supposed to be in the room. My fingers closed around a rag and I pulled it out, pretending to polish the window.

“You should know better than to use a cell phone in a patient’s room. Now, are you finished in here?”

I nodded and mumbled an apology before pushing my way past him. By the time I was out of sight of the police guard, I’d already received the text from Dad with the address and a time limit. I still wasn’t certain I was ready to leave Evie unprotected, but I couldn’t get back into the hospital room to be with her anyway—not now that the guard would be extra suspicious.

Having seen what Dad was capable of, and having endured the Rain’s punishment in the form of retraining, I wasn’t willing to risk Evie’s life. He would take my disobedience out on her.

Reluctantly, and with a building sense of dread, I retrieved the bag Eth had brought for me from the janitorial closet and left the hospital to head toward the address Dad had texted me. More than anything, I hoped I could negotiate for Evie’s safety. 

I’d almost gone crazy in the two years we’d been apart, and that had been after only a week of being with her, I wasn’t sure I could do it again, even if my family demanded it.

They would have to choose—accept her or lose me completely.

 





 





CHAPTER SIX





THE ADDRESS DAD had sent housed an old, repurposed police station. 

Almost as soon as I arrived, I was shepherded into a small interview room. The table in the middle with a chair on either side reminded me of the treatment room I’d endured at Bayview. My heart rate spiked and my palms grew sweaty. Regardless of Dad’s threat, I wanted to rush away, leaving the sight and accompanying memories far behind me. For the sake of Evie’s safety, I took two deep breaths to calm my racing heart and moved deeper into the room.

Along one wall were two plastic chairs. I opted to sit in one of them instead of subjecting myself to reliving the horrors of my retraining. With Evie sick, maybe even on her deathbed, I wasn’t able to cope with any extra stress.

I hung my head between my hands as I sat and waited for the local Rain to summon Dad, or Eth. Maybe they were bringing an Assessor—even a whole pack of them. 

A few moments later, someone sat in the chair beside me. I continued to stare at my hand rather than acknowledge whoever it was.

“You had to expect that this would be the outcome when you made the choice to leave your family for a freak.” When I looked up at the sound of Dad’s voice, his steady gaze assessed me with care. I’d seen the same look in his eyes many times, usually in the seconds before he would pull the trigger to destroy a monster.

“There was no choice. I love her, Dad.” I couldn’t lie to him anymore. It was pointless to pretend that Evie wasn’t important to me. He needed to know she wasn’t just a crush or a passing fancy. It had felt like a betrayal the first time I’d walked away from her. This time, while she was fighting for her life, it would have been something so much worse. 

As impossible as it was, I needed to make my family see. To understand. I couldn’t leave her again. I wouldn’t.

“I know that you think you do, but it’s only because she has you under some spell. She has ever since—”

“No!” Pushing out of the seat, I cut him off. My anger propelled me forward, and I paced halfway across the room before I stopped. “There is no spell.” I spun back toward him. “I love her, Dad. End of fucking story. And you know what? I was happy. For the first time in God knows how long, I was genuinely fucking happy.” 

I slumped back to my seat as the reality of how far from that happiness I now was struck me.

“Does she really mean that much to you?”

I nodded. “She’s everything.”

“Is her life worth more than your sister’s?”

Was it? The answer was yes. And no. It wasn’t like there had to be a choice between the two. It was only my family who would force me to make that choice—and only if I didn’t prove to them that there was another way. 

I didn’t care if it meant moving permanently to a private little cell in Bayview together. So long as they promised they would leave her unharmed, I’d do it. I would do anything. 

If I had Evie at my side, I had everything I needed. “Why?”

Dad wrung his hands together. “Because you’re being honest with me, I’ll be honest with you too. It was Louise who found the creature.”

My fingers clenched into fists at his use of the “C” word. Evie wasn’t just some creature—she was perfection. I closed my eyes and bit back my frustration. “Evie,” I said, opening my eyes to meet his gaze.

His eyebrows scrunched together in confusion.

“Her name is Evie. Not, that monster, that creature, or anything like that. Just, Evie.”

He waved off my correction. “Louise went to talk to her. Only talk. She was concerned about you and wanted to ensure your safety. But then that monster attacked her.”

I shook my head. “I don’t believe that. I can’t. I mean, Evie is in hospital. It’s not like she just put herself there. Where’s Lou? I want to talk to her. I want to find out what happened.”

He hung his head. “Louise is . . .” He seemed reluctant to continue. Before he did, he swallowed heavily. “She . . . she’s gone, son.”

“Gone where?”

An ancient sorrow was etched onto his features when he looked at me again. “She didn’t make it.” He squeezed his eyes shut.

My mind reeled as understanding struck me. Lou was . . . dead? Was Dad right? Had Evie killed her? I couldn’t believe it, but . . .

What else could’ve happened?

Long ago, I’d learned that all animals, monsters and humans included, had a natural reaction to a challenge: fight or flight. 

Evie’s first instinct was flight. It was what she’d done in Ohio when I was accusing her of the worst things. 

It was what she had tried to do in Charlotte when I’d first showed my hand. It was her response to Eth’s chase. I couldn’t understand why she would have stood her ground and released her fire if Lou had just tried to talk to her. 

My mind offered up the frightening dreams I’d had of Evie as a seductress and fire-starter an age ago, but I couldn’t reconcile that picture with the woman I knew now. She wasn’t that person—she wasn’t evil.

I thought back to the one time I had seen Evie use her gift. She’d sent the flame into a business card I’d given her, but the fire had quickly developed a life of its own and spread. At the time, she’d dropped the card as if had burned her skin. Could the blazes she was capable of starting actually hurt her? If so, was Dad right? Had Evie set the flame?

Why would she? It made almost no sense. What need could she possibly have had for flames?

Almost in response to the thought, new images struck. My sister—the hunter. Flashes of her cruel torture of various creatures ran through my mind. It dawned on me. Evie’s first instinct was flight, but what if she’d been forced into a situation where there was no other choice but to fight?

Had Lou pushed her too far somehow? Whatever I asked of Dad, his answers would be skewed to paint Lou in the most positive light. It was in his best interest to convince me that Evie was a threat. 

Only, I knew my sister better than that. 

The memory of the witch priestess whom Lou had forced into a scold’s bridle entered my mind. I clenched my fists at the thought that Lou might have done something equally terrible to Evie. What tortures had Evie endured before retaliating?

Had Lou restrained her? Beaten her? Every additional thought made me burn for the potential suffering Evie might have endured.

“Lou would still be alive if she hadn’t tried to hurt Evie,” I murmured as the bitter taste of rage danced on my tongue.

The corner of Dad’s mouth lifted and he nodded in agreement. “I’m glad you’re seeing this situation for what it is.”

“No!” I growled. “It’s you who doesn’t see the situation clearly! If you’d all just left us the fuck alone, no one would be hurt or dead right now.”

His eyes hardened, and his smile dropped into a frown. “How can you say that after everything you’ve seen?”

“All that I’ve seen?” I scoffed. His words burned into my heart and soul, touching the places deep inside that still bore scars angrier and uglier than any on my skin. Straight to the wounds torn open by retraining and countless kills. “All that I’ve seen?”

I stood and paced around the room again. 

Memory after memory assaulted me. The time I’d spent with Evie might have been minimal, but compared to the rest of my life it had been like being granted a short stay in heaven. Only now, the door was threatening to close on me, and I didn’t know if I’d be able to force it back open.

“Like what, exactly?” I spun toward him, my heart racing and my blood boiling. “Assessors who are only a shade less horrific than the monsters they investigate. A sister more deranged than most demons. A father willing to subject me to torture for weeks and weeks just to get me to see his side. The only one who’s ever done anything halfway decent for me is Eth, and that was to murder a child! Tell me what part of anything that I’ve seen is supposed to convince me that the Rain is right in any of this? 

“What part is supposed to make me believe that any one of our kind is worth more than the sweet girl who invited me into her life despite all of my faults, despite the fact that I was responsible for her goddamned father’s death, and who’s currently fighting for her life in a hospital bed just minutes from here.” My voice was hoarse by the time I finished my rant.

“Listen here, boy, those Assessors have gathered information that has saved countless lives. Your sister might have been a little zealous in her methods of dispatching this filth, but can you blame her? Maybe if you’d spent more time trying to help her and less time thinking with your fucking dick, she’d still be alive.”

“Don’t you dare try to put this on me!” My breath wheezed as I tried to swallow down some air. I was so done with the guilt that was a constant weight in my chest and sick of the Rain—of my father—for relentlessly pounding it into me for so many years.

They’d spent my entire life using my grief against me, using it to crush my spirit and as a whetstone to sharpen me, to fashion me into an unthinking soldier. To shape me into their tool to kill some who may very well have been innocents like Evie.

Since the day she’d walked back into my life, Evie had wanted me to see that I couldn’t control everything. She’d helped me to understand that it wasn’t my fault that out of the two of us, Lou was the one taken by the fae, or that I was too young to assist in the search for her. Evie had helped me—she’d given me a peace I’d never expected to find and had softened my sharp edges. “You were the one who failed Lou, and now you’re failing me!”

The back of Dad’s hand struck me across the face the instant the words had left my mouth. It was an action he’d threatened often enough when we were kids, but he had never actually hit me before. 

Shock flooded through me, and all I could do was blink at him before turning on my heels and heading for the door. “Fuck you, and fuck the Rain. I don’t need this shit!”

“If you walk out of this room, that filthy pet of yours will be dead long before you can return to her.”

I stopped cold and spun on him. The way my blood boiled through my veins, it seemed like Evie’s gift had been forced into me. “If you cause any further harm to her, it will be the last time you ever see me. You’ve already lost one child, Dad,” I spat the name like a curse. “Do you really want to try for two?”

He took a step toward me. His knuckles were clenched so tight that the skin stretching over them was white and the joints bulged. “I am not going to negotiate with you over the fate of a monster.”

I narrowed my eyes and took my own step toward him. My own fists were clenched at my side. “Who’s negotiating?”

“Both of you need to calm the fuck down, right now.” Eth’s voice broke into the space between us, causing both Dad and I to jump and spin toward him. Eth’s brow furrowed as he looked between us.

“I can’t deal with him when he’s like this,” Dad spat as he moved to walk past Eth and out of the room.

I raced after him, yanking on his shoulder to stop him from leaving the room. “You won’t hurt her.”

“You have no—”

“No!” I shouted. “I’m not asking. I’m not negotiating. I am telling you. You. Will. Not. Hurt. Her.”

“Clay, don’t push it,” Eth warned me. “Dad won’t do anything until we’ve had a chance to talk it through, will you?” He eyeballed Dad as if daring him to contradict both of us.

With a soft growl, Dad shrugged off my hand before pushing past Eth.

I breathed a little easier knowing that my brother was on my side in the argument, at least for the moment. That support would only extend until he’d had the chance to talk me around, but it kept Evie safe for at least a little while longer while I tried to think of some other way to get back to her and find her a way to safety.

After considering my stance for a moment, Eth crossed the room and sat in one of the chairs Dad and I had filled not too long before. He waved his hand toward the space beside him, inviting me to sit. 

After assessing him for a moment, and I accepted the invitation. 

“Do you even give a shit about Lou?” he asked.

“Of course I do, I just—” I cut off with a sigh. The reality of Lou’s situation had yet to hit me. It didn’t feel real, not deep in my core. I’d always expected that a tangible feeling—something that caused a void to be ripped open in my chest—would accompany the death of one of my family members. Instead, I felt nothing but anger at my father and even at Lou herself. “How am I supposed to process it?”

“You’re supposed to get furious and want to destroy the thing that hurt her.”

I buried my face in my hands. “That’s the thing. I do feel like that!”

“That’s g—” he enthused.

“Just not about Lou,” I finished, cutting him off before his elation could grow too fucking big. “If she was here right now, I’d . . .” My blood boiled even at the thought, so I took a few deep breaths, before clenching and releasing my fists a few times to calm myself. “I’ve lived with Evie for weeks now. She’s had so many opportunities to hurt me or to let her true colors show if she was hiding any deep, dark secrets. But she hasn’t. She isn’t a monster, Eth.” My voice was infused with the passion I felt for her. I couldn’t help it. The way I felt about her—the things I would do for her—I needed my family to understand the depth of it if I ever expected them to accept our love. Of course, they had to see past their own prejudice first. “She’s just a girl. A beautiful, wonderful girl. She makes me happy. I would’ve thought that meant something to you all, but none of you give a crap about it, do you?”

“About what exactly? The monster?”

“My happiness.”

He snarled at me. “How about you get your head out of your own ass for a minute?”

“I get it, Lou is dead.” The word stuck in my throat, and it didn’t feel right to apply it to my twin sister. I kept expecting her to walk in the door and give me a hard time, to mouth off with her usual brand of sass that made me want to shake her senseless.

Eth tilted his head as he whispered the word, “Dead.” With a sigh, he dropped his head into his hands. “This just keeps getting worse,” he murmured, almost to himself.

“Maybe Evie did it,” I admitted. “But maybe she didn’t. Who’s to say Lou didn’t set the fire herself?”

“Do you really think—” He shrugged as his brain caught up to his mouth. We both knew Lou was capable of some sick things and setting a fire to kill something she considered evil was definitely not outside the scope of possibilities. “Okay, so maybe she could have. But that doesn’t change what you’ve done.”

“I fell in love. Is that really such a bad thing?”

He ran his hand through his hair. “You betrayed your family. That is a bad thing. Family is key. It’s the only thing we have in this world that we can rely on. That might not mean shit to you, but it means something to me.”

I was wounded that he thought so little of me and my values. “Of course it means something to me too.”

“You’ve got a funny way of showing it.”

I sighed. “We can argue about this all day, it’s not going to get either of us anywhere.”

“What do you want us to do? Walk away from a known threat?”

A new weariness settled over me. I leaned against the table and took a breath. “Yes,” I said in a quiet voice. “That’s exactly what I want you to do. I want you to trust me when I say she isn’t going to hurt anyone.”

It seemed impossible that they would, but I was ready to lay everything on the table if it saved Evie’s life. I’d left her once to in an attempt to keep her safe, and I didn’t want to do it again. She was too important to me. I wasn’t sure I could survive without her after being granted everything I’d dreamed of since high school. I’d become addicted to the warmth that radiated from her body whenever we embraced and I wasn’t ashamed to admit it to myself. Admitting it to my family was harder, but if it was what it took to save her life, I was willing to do it.

“And what do we get out of that deal? More death?”

“No.” I pushed myself off the table and turned to meet his gaze so that he could see how serious I was. “You get whatever you want from me. I’ll come back. I’ll toe the line. I’ll even kill anything you want me to, just not her. I can’t have it.” Tears that I wouldn’t let fall filled my voice. “I won’t survive her death.”

“You know you have it backwards, don’t you? It’s her living that you won’t survive.”

“No. You don’t know her like I do, Eth. She wouldn’t hurt me. She’d never deliberately hurt anyone.”

He turned his nose up at me. “Your head is seriously screwed up.”

“Maybe,” I conceded. Maybe I should have been angry with Evie for Lou’s death, but I wasn’t. I was certain that even if Evie had in fact been the cause of the fire, it was only because Lou had threatened her—or worse. “But I don’t care. You have to give me that or I will fight every single motherfucker that I have to in order to guarantee her safety. Including you.”

He assessed me with caution, as if he were studying a wild animal and trying to figure out how best to soothe the beast within. “You really care for her that much?”

“I really do.” It seemed like he was actually starting to understand just how deeply her death would affect me.

He sighed heavily. “I’ll talk to Dad. I’ll try to get him to see your side.”

I beamed, and I wanted to hug him for being an ally. My first fucking ally in the whole situation.

“But I wouldn’t hold my breath if I were you.”

Moving across the room as he left, I leaned against the table for support again.

Why did I agree to come here? They’ve probably already taken her somewhere else.

It was only Dad’s promise that he wouldn’t do anything until Eth and I had talked that gave me any confidence in Evie’s safety. Dad may have done many things wrong in his life, but he didn’t break his promises to us.

Family is key, I reminded myself.

It was Dad who introduced us to the concept—he wouldn’t destroy his family if there was any hope of saving it.

A few minutes later, the silent loneliness of the room enveloped me. Dad’s news took the silence as an opportunity to seep into my heart. As it did, the horror of the loss stung at my eyes and I slumped to the floor. 

Pieces of my heart still felt numb to the news, but the rest began to mourn the fact that I’d never see Lou again. Even though she pissed me off sometimes—more than anyone else in the world ever could—there were positive memories too. She had my back at least as often as I had hers. Regardless of whether or not it was her own doing, I had lost my sister and once that reality hit, it hit hard and it fucking hurt.

Part of me had always hoped we’d be able to find peace with each other again one day. That somewhere down the line she would see the good in Evie like I did and begin to understand why I’d fallen as hard as I had. I’d never have that now. I’d never have her sass me again or grate on my last nerve the way only she could.

She’s gone.

For the Rain, it would be nothing—the loss of a soldier and the death of one more Jacobs. The latest in a long line who’d given their lives for the “worthy” cause. For me though, it was a tragedy. It was the loss of the one family member I’d sworn I’d always do everything I could to protect. And by falling in love, I had failed her.





“THOSE ARE our terms, take it or leave it.” Dad crossed his arms and stared at me with open disgust.

I tried to figure out how exactly we’d reached this point. Eth had been able to convince Dad to spare Evie, but in exchange, I had to agree to do a one eighty on my recent stance about the Rain. 

Publicly, I had to stand up and repent, to tell everyone how wrong I’d been. I had to do that at Lou’s memorial, giving the speech of a loving brother and not a vengeful partner. I also had to agree to leave Evie. 

It killed me to do it, but once I learned exactly how many men Dad had positioned around the hospital watching for my return, it was clear I’d never be able to reach her again, let alone help her escape, before they would kill her. It broke my heart to even think it, but I nodded to agree to his terms.

“I get to see Evie one more time though, to tell her what’s happening.”

Dad gritted his teeth and looked like he was going to disagree, but finally he nodded.

“You will be giving her up though.” It wasn’t a question or a statement, it was a directive, and I would disregard it at my—or more specifically, Evie’s—peril.

“Yes, sir.” My gaze dropped to the desk as I said the words that would prove fatal to my happiness. Even as they left my mouth, a new emptiness clawed through me. I could only hope that Evie would understand why I’d had to do it, even though it killed me inside.









CHAPTER SEVEN





FUCK YOU’RE A MESS.

My hair stood up on end. The grease generated from running my fingers through it all day, combined with the gel I’d used that morning, caused the odd shape. 

Blood-shot and rimmed in red, my eyes looked like they belonged to something out of a horror movie and not a human—at least not a sober one. 

I turned on the tap and splashed my face with cold water before rinsing out my mouth.

The echoes of the eulogy I’d had to stand up and deliver kept running through my head. Key phrases like “dedicated to a worthy cause” and “despite being haunted by the horrors of her past” passed through my mind again and again. My entire being kept twisting between the dread of having to give up the life I dreamed of having with Evie—the one we had been so close to forging in Detroit—and the guilt I felt over betraying my family, thereby causing my sister’s death.

In the two days that had passed since I learned of Lou’s death, I’d somehow reached a strange acceptance that she wouldn’t be coming back. She was lost forever, and it was my fault. Just like Evie’s dad. My choices had led to another death, and soon I would have to accept my punishment and betray my heart.

A knock on the bathroom door drew my attention away from the haunted man in the mirror. On top of everything else, I had to share a hotel room with both Eth and Dad. Apparently I couldn’t be trusted not to run otherwise. I flicked the lock to allow entry, but didn’t actually open the door.

“How are you holding up?” Eth asked as he pushed his way in.

I shrugged. I couldn’t even begin to make sense of the torrent of emotions in me; there was no way I could explain them to someone else.

“You did good today.”

His words weighed heavy on me. I leaned against the sink and sighed. We’d had a private memorial attended by some of the Rain hierarchy and any of the teams we’d worked with in the past who were able to come to Detroit under short notice. Lou’s body would soon been transported to Boston to be interred in our family plot. All of us had been assigned a plot the day we were born. It was almost expected that we would die young, and we were all supposed to understand that an early death was merely part of the life we led or some such shit.

No doubt when her body arrived in Boston, another memorial would happen, and it would all start over again. It would be yet another opportunity for me to be paraded around like the puppet I’d become, forced to stand up and talk about how perfect she’d been. All the while I would still be suffering desperately from my other loss—the loss that Lou had caused. The loss of my happiness and the life I’d shared with Evie.

Eth attempted conversation again. “You’re doing the right thing, you know.”

Unable to listen to anymore of his platitudes, I grabbed a towel off the rack and patted my face dry before tossing the towel loosely back in place. 

I went to brush past him and leave the small room, but he placed his hand on my shoulder to stop me.

“I know I’ve given you shit in the past about needing to talk about your feelings, but this is one of those times when it might help. And I’m here for you if you need me.”

I closed my eyes and blew out a slow breath through my nose before shaking out of his hold and continuing past him. Talking with him would do nothing for me. My biggest concern was trying to figure out how I was going to tell Evie that I wouldn’t be able to stay. Especially when it would have to happen long before she’d fully recovered. Just like the last time, I’d shaken up her life and would leave before the sediment had settled back to the bottom.

I’d thought about trying to run away with her again, but it was impossible. Even if I could find a way past the guards and into her room, and even if we could escape equally unnoticed, where could we go? Lou’s chase and subsequent death had proven that my decision to leave Evie the first time had been the right one. As much as I hated to admit it, there just wasn’t a safe place in the world for someone thought of as a monster and the man who loved her.

Leaving Eth, I headed for my temporary bedroom to be alone to gather my thoughts. When I had called the hospital that morning, the doctors looking after Evie’s case had told me she still hadn’t woken. They had said she was showing some promising signs, even though they’d been unable to break her fever. I didn’t waste my breath trying to explain that her fever would never come down—it was a part of her. Then they said they would be reducing the anesthetic to allow her to wake when her body was ready and deal with the fever then.

Because it had been so long since I’d been allowed to visit her, I was determined to see her that night regardless of whether she was conscious or not. I just needed to be prepared for what I would tell her if she was awake. 

My mind had been turning over every possible way of saying goodbye ever since I’d agreed that I would leave her again, but it didn’t help me know the actual words to say. I’d broken her heart once before, and I wasn’t ready to do it again. I wasn’t even sure that I could.

What other choice did I have though?

Half an hour later, after running through a number of different ways to break the news to her, I went in search of Dad to demand I be allowed to go to visit Evie. When I neared the open door on his temporary office, I could hear him talking to Eth—arguing once more, like they always seemed to do lately. I never truly understood how soothing Lou’s presence had been on their tempers.

“The doctors are happy with her progress. She’s healing as well as can be expected.”

I slowed my steps. Those were words similar to what Evie’s doctors had told me. Were they talking about her?

“Then what though?” Eth said. “Clay’s going to learn that you lied to him before long.”

Lied?

My heart pounded against my chest, and I stood completely still, not daring to make a single sound in case it stopped the truths spilling from the room.

“As soon as she’s awake, we’ll transfer her to Bayview. It should be easy to keep her presence there a secret. There are certainly enough places to hide her while she’s observed day and night. We won’t leave her unattended.”

“I still think that the risk is too high. What happens when Clay finds out?”

“He won’t.”

The air left my body in a rush, almost as if I’d received a physical blow to the stomach. The image of my beautiful Evie in the hands of Ben, the director’s son; Steven, the Assessor who’d been in charge of my retraining; or any of the other Assessors, in fact, burned itself into my mind. 

What would they do to her? Would they push her limits to see how she makes fire?

They would torture her to draw out all of her secrets and then kill her the moment they had, of that much I was certain. Because they knew exactly what she was and that a child would result from the flame, they would keep on killing her descendants over and over until they discovered a permanent method of killing a phoenix. How many times would Evie and her legacy have to suffer the same fate?

If the retraining process I’d been forced to endure was the way they treated people they cared about, I dreaded to think about what they might do to her—a perceived threat. The cries of the werewolf who’d been forced to drink molten silver filled my memory and bile rose in my throat. I pressed my fist against my mouth to stop from making any sound and revealing that I had heard the truth of what they planned to do to Evie. It took everything in me to not react.

My stomach sunk to my feet even as my heart expanded to fill the space it left in its wake. I leaned against the wall, trying to gather my bearings. The room spun around me.

What can I do?

One thing was clear, if I let Dad suspect I knew his real plan, he’d either kill Evie or speed up the transfer. I needed to pretend I had no idea and then figure out a way to bust Evie out of the hospital—fuck the guards and the Rain. If I had to run to keep her safe, I would run all the way to fucking Australia.

Dad’s cell phone rang, but I couldn’t listen to his conversation with the sound of my own panicked thoughts ringing in my head. I needed to find calm and center myself, but I had no idea how, not with the potential agony Evie might endure at the hands of the Rain swirling around my head.

A moment later, Dad and Eth came storming out of the room and almost collided with me as I pushed away from the wall with a false calm and tried to pretend I was just then heading to see them and not listening at the door.

“Well, it looks like we know how your pet really felt about you,” Dad said.

“What?” I asked, not comprehending his words, or the meaning behind them.

“She left.”

“Left?” My voice was little more than a breath. If she’d left without waiting for me, was it because she finally understood what I had tried to tell her in Charlotte? That my very presence put her in danger. It had been my family that put her in hospital after all.

Does she blame me for that? Or does she think I had something to do with Lou’s attack?

“She broke out of the hospital tonight.” Dad turned to Eth who nodded at something.

I leaned forward to rest my hands on my knees as I struggled to catch my breath.

She’s really gone?

“But not before slicing the throat of a nurse,” Dad added—possibly a little too gleefully given the news he was sharing.

I shook my head emphatically. “No. Evie couldn’t . . . She would never . . .” The concept was so impossible, I couldn’t even voice it.

“We need to get over to the hospital,” Eth said, twisting me around and pushing me down the hallway so that I would go with them.

I couldn’t agree more because I was certain I would find some note or something there detailing some plan she’d laid out for her escape. Some information that would lead me back to her.





THE SCENE was like something out of a nightmare. The pale fluorescent lights casting deep shadows in the dark night did nothing to dispel the terrible sight.

On the bed where Evie had been the last time I’d seen her, there was nothing but a twisted pile of metal that had obviously once been the handcuffs chaining her in place.

Worse, there was indeed a nurse that had been killed during the escape. As much as I wanted to deny it, the evidence against Evie was damning. 

There was video footage of Evie colliding with the woman in the hallway, before Evie captured the nurse in her arms and dragged the unsuspecting woman into a patient’s room. A few minutes later, Evie left wearing the woman’s scrubs. No one else entered or left the room before the police officer who’d discovered the body. Unfortunately for Evie, there was no footage from inside the room to prove her innocence.

When I pointed out that there was no actual video of the death, Eth was quick to suggest that unless the comatose eighty-year-old man with arthritic hands in the room killed the woman after Evie left, there was only one suspect.

“She can’t have gone very far on foot,” Eth said as he stood after watching the footage. “Let’s go.”

“No!” My voice was firm, even though I hadn’t consciously decided to talk.

“What do you mean, ‘No’?” Spittle pooled at the corner of Dad’s mouth and his eyes were wide and wild.

“I mean no. You promised that you would leave her alone if I did as you asked and I have. I don’t care if your promise was bullshit and you planned to take her to Bayview. You owe this to me. Let her go.”

“We n—” Eth started to argue.

“I heard you talking about transferring her back to Bayview!” I shouted, cutting off whatever bullshit he was going to try. I didn’t care what the video showed. I knew Evie, and there was no way she could have slit someone’s throat.

Eth cast Dad a worried look before scrubbing the back of his neck. It was a habit I was guilty of on occasion, but he rarely did it. It was only when he was truly concerned about something that his palm brushed that spot. I narrowed my eyes at him, and he looked away to avoid meeting my glare. 

I took it as confirmation of what I’d already known—they had planned on handing Evie over the first chance they could, and Eth only felt guilty now that they had been found out. As much as it killed me that she’d ran, I was almost glad she’d escaped. I could cope with the pain if it meant she was safe. At least . . . I hoped I could.

“We have to do what’s right for everyone,” Dad said without remorse.

“Fuck that. You have to do what’s right by me,” I demanded. “Just this once, you have to be there for me. I’m telling you that you are not going after her. I won’t see her be tortured at the hands of the Assessors. Even with that evidence, I refuse to believe Evie killed that woman. That’s just not the girl I know.”

Eth looked like he was going to argue, but Dad nodded. “If that’s what you want.”

I crossed my arms and stared defiantly at the two of them. “That’s what I want.”





THE MORNING after I’d forced Dad and Eth to leave Evie alone, I went back to the hospital room to search for any clue of her thought process before she left. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to find, but I would’ve been happy with a note or something to indicate that she wanted me to find her, even though I wasn’t sure I could risk leaving again so soon. Dad and Eth were both watching me like hawks. Who knew how many other pairs of eyes were trained on my every move.

Not that it mattered. All I found was an empty room.

It caused an errant thought to come to mind. Maybe she had deliberately left no clues for me to follow because she didn’t want me with her. The departure was so absolute—her decision so final. I tried to find a reason why she wouldn’t want me with her and kept coming back to that one, glaringly obvious reason—she blamed me for her suffering. 

I fell forward against the bed with the weight of the thought, but once it had surfaced again, it was impossible to push away. The truth in it was undeniable. I clenched my fingers into fists to stop myself from showing any outward signs of my internal agony.

Satisfied that there was nothing left for me at the hospital, I made myself get up and leave. After leaving the room, Eth and I traveled together to the apartment I had shared with Evie, but there was practically nothing left but a gutted shell. On one wall, I could see the very top of the Rain symbol spray painted in red. The rest of the wall was blackened beyond recognition, but the presence of the symbol was enough to satisfy me that Lou had indeed threatened Evie’s life—as if there had ever been any real doubt.

The only room left mostly untouched was the bedroom, and it was almost empty save for a few of my clothes resting in innocuous piles on the ground as if nothing untoward had happened there. Everything of Evie’s was gone.

The last of our stash of money was gone too, replaced by the scrubs Evie had stolen from the hospital.

Once I’d seen the damage at the apartment, and the fact that Evie’s clothes were missing, I switched off completely. Losing so much in such a short space of time shattered my mind, leaving me vacant and unaware of what was happening around me. Only one thought echoed in my mind—settling in Detroit was my idea. 

My suggestion.

My fault.

Everything that happened since then was my fault. I had done this to us. I’d been the one to hurt Evie again. I had been the cause of Lou’s death. All of it, every heartbreaking event, was my fault.

I couldn’t cope with not knowing where Evie was or how she was, but neither could I risk tracking her in case it put the Rain back on her trail. I had to trust that Dad and Eth had kept their word and were leaving her alone. Regardless, I had nowhere to go but back to them because I didn’t want to be the one to force Dad’s hand. I’d done enough damage to Evie already.

She must fucking hate me.









CHAPTER EIGHT





THE FIRST HUNT we went on after Detroit, I was nothing more than a liability. I didn’t know what it was we were hunting. Neither did I care. The three of us had traveled to a new hotel room, on a new assignment, somewhere else in the country, but I was too far gone to give a shit where, what, or why. The loss of Evie, following so swiftly after the death of my sister, ripped out my insides and sent me back to the mess I was during my retraining.

I barely ate.

Sleep was impossible.

Every time I tried to even nap, I was woken by the screams that haunted my dreams—whether it was the memory of Lou’s or Evie’s, or some combination of both, I didn’t know. 

That was when Dad sent me to Bayview to help with research. Apparently I was too much of a liability on the road.

I was already empty, and after that, I was alone too.

Even at Bayview, I was lost. At night, I drank to try to stave off the dreams. During the day, all I did was open Evie’s file—and on occasion her mother’s—and long for what might’ve been. After a few days, I printed out a photo of Evie from the Hawthorne Hotel security footage Dad had acquired and had taken to carrying it with me at all times.

I’d even listened to a voice recording on her file. It was captured by a Rain sympathizer when Evie was just a little girl and had led to the first, unsuccessful, attack on her. It had taken me so long to build up the courage to ignore the guilt I felt over Evie’s father’s death enough to be able to open the file. When I finally did, I was taken aback.

In the recording, David spoke of his wife and how he’d felt drawn to her from the first moment he’d first seen her. At the very end of the recording, there was a snippet of conversation between him and a little girl, whom I could only assume was Evie. It was just a few murmured words that were impossible to make out, but it tugged at my heart nonetheless.

It didn’t escape my attention that the way David described Emily—the way he spoke with such passion about how much he’d loved her and the pain in his voice as he spoke about losing her—was almost identical to how I felt about Evie. He could have stolen my words verbatim. It made me understand the simple truth that from the very start, Evie and I were doomed to repeat the same pattern as her parents. There were no “once upon a times” or “happily ever afters” for us because we weren’t living in a fairytale.

“Why don’t we go out for a drink or two?”

I glanced up impassively at Ben, who was clearly trying to distract me again.

When I’d first arrived back, he’d ranted and raved about how I was a selfish dick and that Lou had paid the penalty for it. I couldn’t argue with him. Not only because I thought he was right but also because I just didn’t have it in me to fight. Instead, I let him shout until he’d eventually given up and gone away. Since then, he’d calmed a little but wanted me back to the way I had been once before—to put on the mask of a liar and pretend I was okay.

I shook my head but didn’t answer him verbally. I rarely used my voice anymore. What was the point?

What was the point in anything?

“I can’t believe I’m even going to suggest this,” he murmured to himself before pinching the bridge of his nose and releasing a slow breath. “Look, this moping around isn’t helping anyone. Why don’t you try to see if you can find her?”

I looked up at him in shock, unable to fathom what he was saying. “What?”

“I’m not saying to run back to her, God knows that’d be the worst thing you could do, but maybe if you can find her, if you can see that she’s safe, it’ll help you to move on.”

“I can’t. Dad would . . .” I didn’t finish my statement because we both knew if Dad learned I was trying to find Evie despite our agreement, he would ensure he found her first.

“He doesn’t have to know.” Ben glanced around. “It can just be between us.”

From the moment he made the suggestion, my life had meaning again. I searched for Evie, flagging the name of every stolen card she had, setting up a search on the facial recognition programs and updating the APB on her with the police. Just as before, I linked up the searches to the database on my phone and then removed all the evidence I could, leaving them to run in the background. 

The searches would likely make her life more difficult in the short term, but I had to find out where she was. 

I had to know she was safe. 

More than that though, I needed to know why she’d left without even looking back or acknowledging me with some sort of farewell. 

How she had.

At least when I’d left her in Charlotte, I had said goodbye.

Once I’d taken control of that small element of my existence, I felt life flooding back into me. I shaved for the first time since the morning Evie had left. When I set up the searches, I felt almost certain that I would get an instant hit and would have answers within hours.

By the end of the day, the purpose that had been ignited in me had burned itself out. I went back to the hotel and drank myself into oblivion. The next morning, I felt a renewed sense of hope that it would be the day I’d find out more about Evie’s location, but once more I left late at night after a day of no success. The pattern continued for another couple of days before Ben got sick of looking at me sulking every day and sent me to run some of the results of the Assessors’ research down to The Walls, another Rain base that operated out of Missouri State Penitentiary.

It was a meaningless mission, a time-waster to get me out of his hair for a few days. I had to take extra ID and a police badge to explain away the ammunition and evidence bags—filled with the remnants of creatures and other research findings—I carried with me, but it was still little more than a straight up delivery. A far cry from the missions I’d run with my family. A long way from the noble purpose of saving lives. 

It was impossible not to dwell on the fact that I had fallen so far from grace—from an Elite to a glorified messenger boy.

I finished the delivery and had some free time on my hands, but it was getting late. I was in the middle of a debate over whether to find a hotel and stay overnight or just drive back immediately when my cell phone chimed. Out of habit I pulled it from my pocket, ready to disregard whatever bullshit information Eth was sending me about his latest mission. Once I had the cell in my hand, once I saw the message I’d received, I stopped breathing.

Holy crap . . . it’s her.

I had to double check that what I thought I was seeing was actually there. Not one but two of the cards Evie had possessed in the past registered as being used in the same place—Rolla, Missouri. 

Of the two hits, one was a cash machine and the other was a motel. 

Moments later, while I was triple-checking the information in front of me, the facial recognition software sent me confirmation of a sighting at the same motel as the card. My hands shook so badly I could barely read the screen, but my heart grew so light that I thought it might float away to find her.

My lips turned up into the unfamiliar shape of a smile as it became likely that I might actually get to see her again soon. 

The messages cemented my plan of action. It would take less than an hour to get there, and I figured it was absolutely worth the trip if it could give me some extra knowledge—some further insight into Evie’s reasons for leaving.

If my assumptions were right and she wanted distance between us because she was afraid of my family, at least I would know. I could tell her that I understood, and we could have a proper goodbye. Maybe with some actual closure, I might not feel as though my heart had been put through a crosscut shredder before being forced back into my chest.

Like a madman, I drove straight for the motel, not even allowing a second thought or a moment of doubt to sneak into my mind. When I pulled up in front of the two-story building, I hid the key behind the rearview mirror and climbed from the car. After checking the street in case I was extremely lucky and stumbled across Evie before I had to raise anyone’s suspicions, I headed toward the main office of the motel.

“Excuse me,” I said to the young blonde behind the counter when she didn’t look at me as I entered.

She plastered a fake smile on her face, one that didn’t quite reach her eyes, as she greeted me.

I flashed my fake badge at her. “I’m looking for a girl who checked in today.”

“Room number?” The girl started flicking her nails.

“Um, I don’t have one.”

She sighed. “Name?”

I gave the name on the credit card. 

After a few minutes of lazy tapping, the girl looked up at me. “Sorry, I don’t have any rooms booked under that name.”

I brushed my hands through my hair. “I need to get in contact with her. It’s a matter of high priority.”

“I’m afraid I can’t help you.”

There was only one way I could guarantee getting any information out of the girl who seemed completely disinterested in helping me find Evie. I pulled out the photo I carried of Evie. “This is the girl. Have you seen her?”

The girl looked at the paper and then shook her head. “‘Fraid not.”

I placed the fake police badge I’d had for the delivery up onto the counter. “She’s wanted for questioning.”

The girl sat up straighter, no doubt interested because of the potential for gossip to share among her friends later. “What’d she do?”

“Does it matter?”

“We have different procedures depending on the type of crime.”

I figured she was lying, but I wanted to speed things up so I rolled out the reality of Evie’s rap sheet, hoping the clerk would want to avoid any danger to herself and her patrons—although with her current apathy, who could know. “Double homicide.”

The girl gasped and then leaned forward with interest twinkling in her eyes. “You really think she might be here?”

My frustration boiled over and I smacked my hand against the counter. “I don’t think she’s here. I know she’s here!” I roared. Instead of helping my cause, selling Evie out only made things harder by giving the girl something to dig deeper about. I should’ve known she’d be more interested in gathering gossip than helping out law enforcement. “And as I’ve explained, she is wanted for questioning in regards to two deaths in Detroit. If you don’t assist in my inquiries, I will have you arrested for aiding and abetting a known fugitive. Do you understand?”

Either my anger or my threat seemed to startle the girl enough that she seemed like she was willing to help.

“Now, let’s try this again,” I seethed, trying but failing to calm myself despite my burning desire to see Evie again. “Could you please just tell me what room she’s in? I’ll make sure to handle her with as little fuss for you as possible. Quick and easy.”

I thought I heard a noise behind me, and worried that maybe another customer had entered without me knowing. When I turned, no one was there. Between seeing and hearing things that didn’t exist, my lack of sleep, and just the general level of stress that Evie’s disappearing act had wrought on my mind and body, I was starting to think I might’ve gone insane but hadn’t fully acknowledged it yet.

Pushing the noise, and my sanity, out of my mind, I passed across my phone with the flagged card alert.

“These are the card details she would have used to book the room.”

I waited impatiently while the girl checked a few things on her computer. I had to restrain myself from sighing in frustration, especially knowing I probably could have found the information in half the time if I’d been granted access to the motel’s database.

“I think I might have found her.”

My heart pounded at her words.

“Follow me.” The girl smiled, clearly relieved when she glanced up at me. I could only assume that the confirmation of Evie being there, and that I would soon be even closer to her, had been enough to shake the anger from my expression.

I followed her out of the office and down the little path that lead to the rooms.

“I apologize, officer, I didn’t actually book her in. That’s why I didn’t recognize her, but I’m certain this is the right room.”

I nodded to let her know it was okay, and all was forgiven. All would be perfect, if only she would lead me to Evie.

“The owner of that card is booked into room 3B.” She moved closer to me. “Is she really wanted for murder?”

“She’s wanted for questioning,” I reminded her.

“Of course, I mean innocent until proven guilty, right?”

I wanted to roll my eyes, but I resisted the urge. Instead, I followed the girl as she led me up a flight of stairs toward the room where Evie might be. 

With each step, my heart inflated but I tried not to think about what could happen when I walked through the door. I didn’t want to get my hopes up too high. Regardless of the outcome of the meeting, it was unlikely Evie and I would leave together. The best outcome I could hope for was that we didn’t decimate the remnants of our already shattered hearts as we said our final goodbyes.

Once the girl had pushed the master key into the lock, I reached out my hand and stopped her from opening the door. “I’ll handle it from here. Thank you for your cooperation.”

She blinked at me twice, as if I was ruining the one exciting thing that might happen in her lifetime—which I possibly was. Like I cared. Then she nodded. “Of course.”

Holding the door slightly ajar, I waited until the girl was out of sight before pushing open the door, uncertain what might lie beyond.









CHAPTER NINE





MY GAZE FELL on a small bag stuffed full of what I could only assume were Evie’s clothes. The way everything was still packed perfectly inside the backpack, ready to fly at an instant, was enough to prove to me that she was there. 

It wasn’t just some stranger’s room—I had actually found her. 

The way that simple thought made my chest burst with life told me I was making a mistake even thinking about trying to give her up. I needed her like I needed oxygen. Fuck my father and his rules. If Evie was willing, we’d give it another try. We would just have to run farther and hide better, and I’d have to warn her about the Assessors’ intentions.

“Evie?”

The only response I got was the door clicking shut behind me.

I moved toward the closed bathroom door and knocked on it, calling her name again. 

Still, silence was my only companion.

Maybe she isn’t here.

I pushed the doubt out of my head. I was in the right place, which was enough for the moment. Deciding to wait, I sat on the bed, but the absolute stillness drove me crazy, and I figured I would be better off waiting on the balcony. If nothing else, I’d have a view of the street and the fresh air to keep me somewhat sane—or at least stop me from losing my mind completely.

Once outside, I leaned against the railing and watched the motel entrance in case Evie came back from wherever she’d gone. The sound of a car starting nearby drew my attention. I was certain there had been no one out on the street when I had left the office earlier with the clerk. When I saw someone in my car, I pulled my gun and aimed it at the space, intending to stop the hijack.

If some bastard thinks he’s going to take my car, he’s going to have a fight on his hands.

Another second later and the reality of exactly what I was seeing registered with me. It wasn’t some random stranger in my car. 

It was Evie. 

She glanced over her shoulder and for a moment, I just stared at her. The balcony overlooked the road, so I was close enough to get a good look. Her skin had a deathly pallor and a bandage was wrapped around her wrist. In the moment that our eyes had met, I saw fear and anger across the distance—or imagined that I did.

“Evie!”

I was about to run to her and explain what had happened when she turned away from me and peeled off down the street in my Lincoln.

She’d seen me. There was no doubt in my mind about that. She’d seen me . . . and run anyway. She had to know I’d traveled out of my way just to find her again, and yet she’d left me.

Did she think I’d hurt her on purpose?

If she did, she had to hate the fact that I kept trying to force my way back into her life over and over again. She didn’t understand though. I was always going to look for her because I wasn’t sure I knew how to live without her. Not anymore.

Why can’t she even let me explain? Does she hate me that much for my family’s fuck-ups?

It was the thought that had struck me in the hospital, and it seemed truer now than it had even then. She knew I was a dangerous influence in her life—first her father’s death and then this . . .

It was no wonder she hated me.

For a brief moment, I contemplated shooting out a tire and forcing her to talk to me, but I wasn’t a lunatic. There was little it would do other than piss off an extremely powerful being who already didn’t want to be anywhere near me.

I dropped my chin to my chest. I’d come to find closure, and with her actions, I had gotten it. Just not the way I had hoped.

“Fuck!” The word left my mouth in a rush, ripping from my lungs and tearing at my heart as it went. It echoed in my ears even as the wind carried it away. Another primal scream tore from me. The barrage was loosened, and I shouted at the world until I was empty—completely defeated by love, fate, and the universe, all of which seemed to conspire together to fuck me over again and again.





THING HAD gone from bad to worse after I watched Evie drive away. 

The initial emptiness I felt was soon replaced by the horror of her fleeing from me as if I were something to be feared. The thought hardened my heart, filling it with bitterness and rage. 

I was toxic. 

It was because of me that the lives of David, Lou, and Evie were lost or destroyed.

It was my own damned fault that every part of my life lay in tattered ruins. I wasn’t the Rain operative poster boy, the elite family soldier, the hero brother, or even the lover I should have been. I needed to be all of those things, but I’d failed at every one. 

My very being was so broken that I wasn’t sure the parts could ever be fit back together to form a cohesive whole. I’d dropped so far from everything I knew and everyone I’d loved that I couldn’t see a way back again.

For a moment, I contemplated the gun in my hand. Turning the piece around, I looked down the barrel and wondered whether the best outcome for everyone would be for me to just pull the trigger.

It’s so easy and would fix so much. I’ll never be able to hurt Evie again. Never have to see the look of disappointment on Dad’s face as I let him down again. Never have to cope with the guilt of so many fuck-ups.

I closed my eyes and imagined the peace that might await me if I just pulled the trigger.

I’ll never see Evie again either. I doubted I would anyway, but as long as I lived, there was always hope that one day things might be different for us.

It seemed so easy to end it all, and yet I couldn’t. 

After a breathless moment, I knew I never would. 

I couldn’t give up like that, no matter how dark things seemed to be. There were still people suffering at the hands of the real monsters, and by taking myself out of the picture, I was letting those monsters win.

Sirens sounded in the distance, coming closer by the second until a squad car pulled into the motel parking lot.

My shouts of anger had apparently caused a seemingly unusual round of activity from the apathetic clerk, who must have called the local police to let them know I was there.

It would have taken the station all of two seconds to discover I wasn’t one of theirs and had no jurisdiction asking after Evie without their involvement. By the time the two officers from the car approached me on the balcony, they’d already realized that I wasn’t a cop at all. 

My wild ranting about the monster who’d stolen my heart and torn it to shreds probably didn’t help my cause.

I was placed under arrest for impersonating a police officer and thrown into lockdown in a holding cell to wait for someone to bail me out.

Before long, I’d started to hope Dad would arrive sometime before my gorilla of a cellmate decided he needed to try to break somebody in half to make his day complete.

It took everything in me to try to ignore the massive bear-like man that sat across from me in the cell. Every time my gaze so much as slid past the huge space he filled in the air, he’d glare at me with increasing rage. With my mental state questionable at best, I wasn’t in a good position to deal with shit from him or anyone else.

Give me a wendigo or a werewolf over an asshole any day.

For about the fiftieth time since I’d seen my car disappear into the distance, I wondered where Evie could have gone. Why, after all we’d been through together, she had run from me without at least giving me the chance to explain. I hadn’t expected us to have a happily ever after, not with the pressures closing in on all sides, but I had at least wanted to talk to her. To let her know how I felt, and apologize for the ways I had wronged her.

Even after the devastating blow that came with the knowledge that she must have hated me, I felt a pull toward her. When I closed my eyes, I could still taste her lips. I could feel the warmth of her skin under my fingertips as I caused her to unravel beneath me. It was as if her fire had permeated through my exterior and now raced through my veins, reminding me of what we’d shared and what we’d lost.

I could almost hear her voice in my head, whispering sweet words and promises. Now that she’d left so easily, without even giving me a chance to say goodbye, I had to wonder if she had meant any of her oaths.

Were they all lies?

The time in the cell forced me to examine what I felt for Evie. I couldn’t shake her from my head. I had never been able to. 

That wasn’t normal—it wasn’t even close to normal.

Mom had left Dad heartbroken when she’d crumbled under the pressure of a lost child and had left us, yet he’d been able to move on with his life. He didn’t pine and worry about where she might be. In fact, I could barely recall him mentioning her. It was only because of a few photographs and Eth’s stories that I knew anything about her at all. Despite examining every relationship I had witnessed during my life, I couldn’t think of any in which either party exhibited any of the crazy signs I had.

Time and again, I’d crashed headlong into dangerous situations because my head and heart were both in knots over Evie.

Looking over the time of my obsession with her, and seeing the ashes of our relationship scattering behind me, it was easy to understand why my family was concerned that I might have been under some sort of spell. 

Even sitting there in the cell, it was impossible to gather together the tattered edges of my sanity long enough to expell Evie because she invaded every thought and lived in every memory. She was in my head, and wrapped around my thoughts, more than the vamp at Bayview could ever hope to have been.

Maybe it was time to consider that there is something more sinister at play.

I’d read through Evie’s and Emily’s files so often I almost knew them by heart. I’d investigated all of the information we had about phoenixes—which wasn’t much. The files contained little more than their defining characteristics and initial vulnerability to all weapons. None of the lore books mentioned how to destroy one permanently. Even the ability for the next generation to rise from the ashes was considered an urban myth until Evie had been discovered as a child. David’s taped conversation played over in my mind; his experience had been so damned similar to mine.

Could that be evidence my family was right? Maybe what I felt wasn’t real.

“What are you looking at, pretty boy?”

I hadn’t even noticed that my eyes had slid past the mountain of a man again until he snapped at me. His tone and everything about him put me on edge. I was done, and I didn’t care about consequences anymore. “I don’t know, I’m still trying to figure that out myself, but why don’t you just try calling me pretty boy again?”

His mouth split into a grin that was more malice than mirth. “So what, you’re going to try to be tough now, are ya, pretty boy?”

Before he even had a chance to move, I was at his side with the heel of my palm against his nose. A sick sense of satisfaction filled me following the sound of the cartilage crunching beneath my hand. He swore and clutched at his face. At the sight of the blood that rushed from the injury, I smiled.

Justice. 

I turned around and sat back on the bench I’d occupied previously. 

“Now leave me alone. I might be onto something, and I’m trying to think.”

A little over two hours later, I was finally led from the cell toward my impatient looking father. I hadn’t had any more trouble out of the lout, which was a good thing. I was already up for impersonating an officer I didn’t want to have to add a murder charge for the Rain to deal with as well.

Dad stared at me with open contempt as he nodded at whatever the cop in front of him said. Once we were out of earshot, he grabbed my bicep in a pincer grip and dragged me from the station. “What the hell do you think you were trying to do?”

I didn’t answer. What could I say? “I came for Evie.” That wouldn’t go down well.

“Where’s the Lincoln? Ben said you drove it down.”

“It was stolen.”

Dad gave me a questioning look as I laughed without any humor but shook his head when I didn’t explain the joke.

It was already getting dark when we hit the street. I saw his Chevelle across the road, but instead of dragging me toward it, Dad shepherded me down the road. “I don’t know what’s going on inside that head of yours, b—”

“That makes two of us,” I mumbled, interrupting him.

He growled before he turned my attitude back on me. “Boy, what more do I need to do to knock some sense into you?”

I shrugged. My time in the holding cell at the police station had given me plenty of time to come to the assumption that I’d lost my mind—that it was possible I hadn’t possessed any ability for true conscious thought since the first time I saw Evie. It certainly explained a number of my appallingly bad decisions in the last few years. 

Dad chewed me out over my apparent faults as we walked a few blocks toward some destination he obviously had in mind.

Eventually, he pushed me into a bar. Eth was inside already, waiting for us. When I met Eth’s gaze, his palm traced the back of his neck before he brought it in front of him to wring his hands together. His nervous state was obvious, and I could see only one reason for it.

The only thing that was missing was a giant sign that read, This is an intervention.

Fuck me.

I rolled my eyes but resisted the urge to break free from Dad’s hold and race for the door. That reaction would only delay the inevitable. 

By the time I was on my sixth drink, the conversation was going in circles.

“You’re a hazard, Clay,” Eth said. “We can’t have you with us, but you won’t stay at Bayview. What more do we have to do to keep you out of trouble and safe?”

Give me Evie back in my life.

Help me find out why she ran.

Help me get her out of my heart because she doesn’t want me anymore.

I didn’t answer. None of those things were what they wanted to hear. 

Instead, I sank down to the bar, moving to rest on the surface before discovering my mistake when my forehead landed in a spot that was sticky from various spilled and overfilled drinks. I sat back up and scrubbed my palm across my skin to clean off the mess before crossing my arms and sighing. The alcohol that came in a steady stream was doing little to cheer me, and it wasn’t letting me forget anything either. All it did was cloud my mind and make my movements clumsy.

“What’s go—” Just as Dad started in on me again with a familiar track that echoed Eth’s statements, I cut him off.

“Do you really think she could have made me fall in love somehow?” I knew I didn’t have to elaborate any further than that. Although neither of them had mentioned Evie, her effect on me had been the buzzing undercurrent of the whole conversation, the point of the whole intervention.

“It’s not in the lore,” Eth said. “So I—”

“But that doesn’t mean it isn’t true,” Dad steamrollered over the end of Eth’s sentence.

Eth frowned and then shrugged. “I guess. I mean the lore around phoenixes is so sketchy. Who has a chance of knowing what’s true and what’s not?”

He had a point. I nodded, raised my glass, and pointed it at Eth in a quasi-toast.

“Exactly!”

That was the point in all of it. All I had to judge what Evie might or might not have done was my family’s prejudice, a few useless notes on the Rain computers, and an aching, gaping chasm where my heart had once beat. 

“What I need is a new lore. We need the real lore. The law lore!” I chuckled at my own joke, finding it far funnier than I rightfully should. I figured it was the alcohol but laughed anyway. It relieved some of the tension coiling in my stomach, but it wasn’t long before more doubt and anger snuck into the empty space.

“What are you suggesting? That we bring the Assessors into it?” Eth asked.

“No!” The thought sobered me instantly. Even though I was certain she wanted nothing more to do with me, I couldn’t allow that fate to befall Evie. “There has to be another way. I’ll find out more myself.”

“I will not allow you to go chasing after that creature again,” Dad said.

I shook my head. “Not Evie.” I frowned as the ache in my chest swelled when I said her name. My stomach roiled, but it had nothing to do with the excessive drinking. “I’ll find out from the source, go to . . . wherever the hell it is that they’re from.”

Eth looked disgusted, but Dad nodded. “It might not be a bad idea,” he said. “At least you can’t get into too much trouble there.”

“You have to promise me though,” I murmured. “Promise that you won’t hurt her.”

Eth went to say something, but Dad elbowed him into silence. “I promise that she will not be harmed by us.”

“But—” Eth started in complaint before Dad held a finger up to stop him.

“Provided that no one else is hurt at her hand,” Dad added with a wry grin. “The smallest sign of danger from her and we will track her with everything we have.”

The idea of Evie being hunted held my heart in an icy grip, but then the thought that she might have somehow ensnared my desire for her own nefarious reasons sent fire blazing through my veins. The two feelings met, battled, and turned on me, combining to leave me tired, sore, and desperate for answers. 

Somewhat begrudgingly, I nodded. By that point, even if they told me they’d hunt her to the ends of the earth for no more reason than existing, I didn’t think I would be able to find the strength to argue anymore.

Two days later, I was on a plane with nothing more than a small backpack, a passport, a few hundred Euro—which would barely last me a week with the favors I’d have to buy to get information—and a burning desire to know more. At least, that was all Eth and Dad thought I had.

In reality, I had something much more important—a name and a place with a link to Evie. Miss Zarita Demitriou, the informant listed on the file that documented Emily’s death, and the name of the university she had attended.









CHAPTER TEN





WHEN I LEFT Heathrow Airport, I had no set destination in mind. 

My heavy heart made it difficult to focus on my plan, and with each step I took onto foreign soil, my anxiety spiked. Although I had a name and university, I’d come to discover those meant little. The plane trip had given me hours to go over the Rain lore about phoenixes and the intel about my potential lead. I had precious little to work with.

After the initial contact that had led to the Rain finding Emily, there was no record of Zarita Demitriou. The lack of follow-up was a little unusual, but not entirely unheard of. 

The Rain usually kept track of informants, but it was possible that they just deemed her to be neither a threat nor an asset and determined she was unworthy of tracing. Another possibility crept into my mind though—she was too vital. Certain key contacts were removed from the databases to protect their identity. Maybe this Zarita was precisely aware of Emily’s nature and had turned in not only her but countless other supernatural beings.

Swallowing down my concern, I forced the thought from my mind so that I didn’t give up hope. If that was the reason her information had been wiped, it was likely she would be more than sympathetic to the Rain and wouldn’t help me find the information I needed. Even if that were the case, I could probably coerce some information from her without selling Evie out. There was little point worrying about that until I found her though, if I ever did.

The other possibility for the lack of follow-up, the one that I hoped was true, was that she’d somehow found a way to avoid their radar in the intervening years. So much could have happened in that time: Zarita could have married, died, or she could simply have forgotten all about the phoenix she’d met in the past and had, possibly inadvertently, reported to the Rain. Admittedly, the last option seemed unlikely—encounters with nonhumans tended to leave some sort of lasting impression.

That was exactly my issue. A flash of Evie’s smile, her laugh, and then her lying unconscious on the fucking hospital bed all rushed through my mind in rapid succession. With effort, I pushed her back out of my mind. 

The last thing I needed was to allow memories of our time togther to take over. I was supposed to be on a fact finding mission, not taking an opportunity to wallow over the pain she’d caused me. The mere fact that she had overtaken my thoughts so readily—floating through my conscious mind, making my heart tremor with loss and my fingertips quiver with need to touch her once more—gave credence to the necessity of my trip.

Could it really be possible that everything I felt for her—that I still fucking feel—was fabricated by some spell she’d weaved?

Inwardly, I fought to silence the battle that errant thought caused—the same battle that had waged almost constantly between my heart and my head whenever I was away from her. It wouldn’t take much for it to erupt again, sending me spiralling back into the depths of madness. It was better that I concentrate on my goal and the information I sought. That meant trying to find Zarita and learn what she knew—regardless of the potential reasons for the lack of details of her life after Emily’s death.

After two weeks of exploring the various schools at Cambridge, of sneaking through the back end of their computer systems to hunt down information about past students, I was no closer to finding Zarita. 

What I had found though, was a link between her and Evie’s family. Both David and Emily had attended the university at the same time as Zarita. Emily and Zarita had even shared a number of classes. I couldn’t help but wonder whether that alone was part of the reason for Zarita’s name being linked to Emily’s file. 

Maybe my entire trip was for nothing. 

The only thing that gave me some semblance of hope was that the classes Zarita and Emily had shared were in the field of ancient mythology. It lent credence to the concern that Zarita might know more about the world of others—that she might actually have been a willing informant when it came to Emily.

There was only one way to find out for sure.

With a little bit of difficulty and digging deep into the records, I found the address on Zarita’s applications—an address in Cyprus. Knowing that there was little more I could learn from the university’s records, I decided to hitchhike my way out of England and head in the direction of the only lead I had.





“HELLO, I just wanted to talk to—”

The soft click of the phone cut off my call for the sixth time. For four months, I’d trekked alone throughout Europe trying to find any additional information on the elusive Miss Demitriou. Despite having an address from her past, finding her appeared almost as impossible as hunting David and Evie had been years earlier. Only this time, I had access to even fewer resources. It was possible Zarita Demitriou no longer existed, at least not under that name.

Although there was no record of a marriage or a legal name change—all information about her stopped a few years after she graduated from Cambridge with her bachelor’s degree—I had found information about another linguistics’ expert, one who’d apparently risen from nowhere before getting her master’s and PhD, a Professor Zarita Cristou. 

I’d tracked down a phone number in Cyprus, but so far I’d had no success reaching her. 

Each time I’d tried, the call was ended prematurely.

The first few times, I had actually managed to get out my name and ask for the professor before getting the third degree about what I wanted. Now though, the receptionist, or whoever it was answering the call, seemed to recognize my voice, and I was barely able to get out a handful of words before being cut off.

After trying for the sixth time in as many days and getting the same, now expected, result, it was time to call in my limited reinforcements. I had minimal access to computers and the Internet, so I had to rely on payphones for all of my calls and public computers for my searches. Not only that, but I was running extremely low on cash—despite being able to score some in slightly less than legal ways.

What I was about to do would probably be painful, I picked up the phone, fed in some money, and called Eth to see if he could help me. 

As I punched in the numbers, a funny feeling settled in my chest. It would be my first contact with home in months. I’d grown somewhat used to being alone. If it wasn’t for the hole in my chest where my heart had once beat, and the weight on my soul as I wondered about Evie, I would’ve called my time away pleasant.

The distance from both Evie and my family had offered me the freedom to get in touch with who I wanted to be. Although the circumstances were less than ideal, the reality of it was a welcome relief. 

It was something I hadn’t had since . . . well, since ever. My entire life so far had been a series of events governed by everyone else’s expectations. I’d been an Elite because it was my birthright, a solider because it was my responsibility, a therapist to my sister by requirement, and a lover to Evie because I’d had no other choice. 

Not once had I been asked whether I wanted to do any of it.

Maybe if I had, I would’ve done things differently. Maybe I wouldn’t have. There was no way of knowing for certain, but the time by myself with just the one objective gave me freedom and the peace I needed to start sorting through my thoughts. Not that sorting through them made anything clearer, but it helped me regain some sense of sanity and a modicum of control.

Regardless, I found my thoughts drifting to Evie more than anyone else. Each time my stomach growled over a skipped meal, I wondered how she was and whether she was getting enough to eat. Whenever a beautiful European woman with glowing olive skin crossed my gaze, my mind offered up memories of the matching tone of Evie’s skin. She was woven through everything and without fail my body reacted to thoughts of her with a quickened heart rate and an aching need to hold her in my arms again. 

Each time I was held hostage by my emotions, a small piece of me wondered again whether Dad could be right. It didn’t seem likely that I could feel so much without there being an external source, like a spell, influencing me.

Pushing the thoughts away, I listened to the ringing tone as the call raced across continents to my brother’s cell.

“Hello?”

My yearning for home increased dramatically when I heard Eth’s voice, but agony over my losses followed closely behind and left my voice flat. “Hey, Eth.”

“Oh my god, he lives!” Eth laughed. “How the hell have you been?”

I thought about telling him about the sleepless nights, the fruitless searches, and all of the difficulties I’d encountered in following my lead, but he would think I was being a whiny bitch. Instead, I decided to cut straight to the chase. “I need a favor.”

“Uh huh.” I could almost hear the eye-roll down the line that the first time I’d spoken to anyone in my family since they’d put me on the plane was to ask for something.

I read out Zarita’s phone number. “Can you get me the address relating to that number without getting it on the radar?” It was definitely possible, and if I had easy access to the Rain’s networks, I could probably have it in about an hour. Lou probably would have been able to as well, before . . .

The thought caused a stabbing ache in my heart and a queasy feeling in the pit of my stomach.

Eth however had never been quite as good on the computer, so I wasn’t sure he would be able to do it without assistance. He’d have to though; the less people who knew about any possible lead I’d found, the better.

“Sure, it might take me a little while though,” he warned. “Where are you?”

“Cyprus.” I gave him the details about the street I was on—he would be able to track it easy enough through the phone booth, but it was quicker and easier for me to give him the information. It would mean he could get onto my request sooner rather than going on some useless search for my location first.

“Okay, there’s a hotel down the road from where you are. I’ll arrange a room for you and call you when I get something.”

“I—” I was going to say that I was fine, but he interrupted me.

“Don’t even argue with me. I know that you didn’t take much money with you. You haven’t touched your accounts either, so I don’t doubt that you could use a good night’s sleep and a decent meal. Probably a shower too. I’ll be doing everyone on the street a favor. Maybe even everyone in Europe.”

The thought of a proper bed and real food was far too good to resist, so I accepted without further arguments.

“How’s Dad holding up?” I asked with some hesitation as Eth investigated whether the hotel could be booked through the Rain connections. Dad had to be suffering after Lou’s death, and then to top it off, I had left so soon afterward. It had likely put him on edge. Eth was sure to be dealing with the brunt of his anger and frustration.

There was a moment of silence on the other end of the call before Eth changed the subject. “Why do you need the address?”

“It’s just a potential lead.”

“What sort of lead?”

I wasn’t sure how much to give him. Maybe it was a bust, but maybe Zarita would know about phoenixes. She’d certainly studied the right courses at university. And then what? Why had she disappeared? “Just a lead. Someone who might be able to help me figure out if you and Dad are right about Evie’s spell.”

“I wish you’d give up this nonsense and come home.”

“You and Dad were the ones who convinced me to try to do this.”

He sighed. “Yeah, well, that was before you disappeared for months without a trace. Without even a single blip on the radar.”

“You’ve been searching for me?” It confirmed that his statement about my accounts not having been touched wasn’t just an off the cuff guess. I wasn’t sure whether to be offended that he’d been tracking me or relieved that he was at least concerned enough about my plight to be following up on me.

“Don’t make this into something bigger than it is. Dad just wanted to make sure you were okay, that’s all.”

“Sure, Dad did,” I teased, knowing that for all his bluster he’d no doubt checked as much for his own sanity as Dad’s.

“I just thought you’d be back at home by now so we could straighten everything out. It’s all just a big mess at the moment.”

My good mood dropped away instantly at his words—further proof that I was always the one in the wrong in their eyes. I was sick of getting the blame for everything—even if he was right and it was all a mess, it wasn’t only my doing. 

“I can’t straighten shit out until I get some answers, can I?” I snapped.

“That’s not what I—” He cut himself off with a sigh. “You know what? It’s too hard to get into on the phone, so just fuck it. Do you want the hotel room or not?”

After I confirmed I was willing to go to the hotel, he gave me the name of the one he’d book me into, and we said our goodbyes, ending the call with his promise to call as soon as he had any information about the address linked to the phone number for me.

Almost an hour had passed before I was in a hotel room, and another hour before I was showered and enjoying the spoils of room service. Eth was right. It had been a damned long time since I’d had a decent meal. I was just finishing off a steak when the phone rang. 

Eth read out an address to me before I’d even finished saying hello.

I jotted it down on a hotel notepad and thanked him. Checking the clock, I decided it wasn’t too late for a house call. It wasn’t like I would have any more success waiting until the following morning—I likely to be kicked out either way.





AFTER KNOCKING on the door, I stood back and waited with baited breath for any sound from within. I counted the seconds that passed, each one seeming to drag endlessly on. Almost a minute had gone by before I heard a shuffling sound on the other side of the door. There was no voice calling out to ask who it was, so I assumed the person on the other side was checking the peephole.

“Please,” I said in the most charming tone I could muster as I leaned again the door so they could see my face better. “Please, I just need to talk to Professor Cristou.”

There was silence for a moment before a quiet voice, brimming over with distrust, and a voice thick with a melting pot of accents answered me. “How did you get this address?”

“Please?” I begged instead of answering the question. “It’ll only take a minute.”

“Why do you want to talk to her?”

“I’ve heard she’s an expert in mythology. I could really use one of those right now.”

There was another pause. “Why?”

I rested my head against the door as my mind was assaulted by memories of Evie. “I need to find out what she knows about phoenixes.” Silence answered me, and I felt the cracks in my heart and mind open up again. My eyes burned, and my heart hammered against my ribcage. I leaned against the door and pleaded, in a soft, broken voice, “Please? I just need to speak to her.”

There was another pause, and then the sound of a chain being removed from the door.

It opened a crack, and I had to look down to meet the eyes of the short, robust woman on the other side of the door. She’d aged at least twenty years, had added at least that many pounds, and gray hairs now peppered her long, almost black curls, but I could still see that it was the same woman, Zarita Demitriou, who had attended Cambridge with Evie’s parents.

Her hazel eyes narrowed as she looked me up and down with suspicion. I had to be a hot mess, I hadn’t shaved since before I had flown to Europe, or cut my hair, and I’d only brought three sets of clothes. Because I’d cycled through them, washing them in sinks at random rest stops and backpackers’ dorms, they were already starting to wear thin. The leather jacket I wore had definitely seen better days—using it to huddle against the cold nights had seen it become faded, stretched, and warped. Everything hung from my thinned frame in a way that probably made me look like some sort of beggar.

Instead of being slammed shut on me, the way I expected, the door opened a little wider, and she stepped back to allow me to enter. Without waiting for an invitation, I walked through the opening, taking care to close the door behind me. When my gaze fell on Zarita again, I was shocked to find the barrel of a tiny pistol pointed in my direction.

“Who are you?” she asked with a surprisingly hardened voice. “Are you the one who has been calling?”

Holding my hands up in surrender, I nodded and gave my name.

“Well, Mister Clay Jacobs, how did you find me?”

“Your phone number was printed in some academic papers.”

She nodded, as if that much was obvious. “But why would you come to me for mythology? I have studied languages for years, so I am unsure what makes you so certain I can help you?”

“Because that’s not all you studied though is it? You studied more than that, at Cambridge.”

The gun, which had slowly been lowered as she asked the questions, was raised again. “I didn’t go to Cambridge.”

She was lying, and we both knew it, but I’d obviously overlooked the fact that she’d constructed a new early university career for her new identity—or had studied again.

“I am a linguistics specialist, not a mythology expert, so I ask again, Mister Jacobs, how did you find me and why must it be me to assist you?”

The reason she must have been so suspicious of me, right from the get go, was because I’d asked about mythology right off the bat. If she had tried to bury that part of her life and I’d known about it, she had to wonder why and how I knew. I decided it was balls to the wall time. “I was looking for Zarita Demitriou, but I found you instead.”

The gun was re-aimed again. “She is dead.”

“That’s what I gathered, but it doesn’t change the fact that I need her help.”

“What help?”

“If I wanted to learn more about the mythology of human incarnations of the phoenix, where would I start?”

Her eyes narrowed again. “Why are you interested in long-dead Phoenician myths?”

“There’s this girl. She is—was important to me.”

The hand holding the gun wavered a little. “This girl, the myths mean something to her?”

I chuckled mirthlessly. “You could say that.”

“Tell me about her.”

My lips curled up into an involuntary smile as I described Evie to Zarita. I hated that they did, and yet I dreaded the day that they wouldn’t any longer. It was only after I stopped that it dawned on me that I had practically repeated David’s words from the audio recording I’d found. His emotions were my emotions, further proof of Dad’s suspicions. 

By the time I’d finished, the gun was by Zarita’s side, and I was relieved that it was no longer trained on me. “You sound very smitten.”

I didn’t want to go into the whole saga over whether I was actually smitten or whether I had been spellbound, so I just nodded. “You could say that.”

“I’m still not sure how you expect me to help though.”

Honestly, I wasn’t either, but I had to hope she could because I had no other ideas. I had no idea why she was linked to Emily’s file, but I knew enough about the Rain systems to understand she had to have provided some information to them about phoenixes or Emily. The fact that the three of them—David, Emily, and Zarita—were at Cambridge together made me certain she knew much more than she was letting on. “I just need to be pointed in the right direction, and maybe have someone help decipher any relics I can find.”

“That’s all you want?” She stared at me with a look of careful consideration.

“I swear that’s it.”

“And the girl? Does she want this information?”

I pushed my fingers through my hair. The time I’d spent wandering around Europe had seen it grow longer even as my waist had shrunk with malnutrition. “Honestly, I don’t know. She . . .” My voice cracked as I tried to form the words. “She left me.”

The expression on her face softened to one of almost pity as she watched me crumble under the question. “You want her back?”

“Yes.” The word was out before I could think it through enough to hold it back. Do I want her back? “No.” 

She didn’t want me, so it didn’t matter, did it? The choice had been taken out of my hands, and there wasn’t any point in trying to find her again—I couldn’t face another rejection like the one in Rolla. 

“I don’t know,” I added. “I can’t explain it all, but I think the answer to how I feel is in the legends.”

Zarita hummed. “So let me get this straight . . . you think gathering information about long-forgotten myths is the way to decide whether or not you are in love with a girl?”

I scrubbed my hands against my face and groaned. It sounded crazy when she said it, but ultimately wasn’t that the exact reason for my quest—to determine whether or not I had actually ever loved her or if it had all been a lie . . . a spell. “Something like that.”

“What will you do if you don’t like what you discover?”

That was the million-dollar question—and the one answer I didn’t have. “I don’t know. I just know that I need to know—I need to gather everything that I can before I can decide what to do with it.”

“You’re serious about this quest?”

I raised my eyebrow at her question. Surely my persistence in trying to contact her had already demonstrated that I was. “Deadly.”

She hummed in thought again before turning and walking away from me. I assumed I’d been given silent approval to follow, so I did. Zarita pottered around for a moment, first twisting her long hair into a pile of curls at the top of her head, then moving to a set of drawers and pulling out scraps pieces of paper. She came back to a table in the middle of the room and laid out one of the pieces of paper. 

“This is a map of the ancient city of Gubal, later called Byblos. According to legend, it was in this city that Ba`alat Gebal first fell to the Earth as fire after seeing the destruction of war. Lamenting the destruction of her beautiful city, she cried over the ruins and left her essence in seven special children.”

My heart thudded against my ribcage as I considered the fact that I might be that much closer to finding out the truth about Evie—the reality about her kind, why they existed, and exactly what she was capable of.

“Ba`alat Gebal?” I was certain I butchered the pronunciation, but Zarita let it go.

“She was an ancient goddess, known by many different names in a vast range of cultures: Anat, Hathor, Astarte. The Great Goddess. She was all-powerful, able to create, preserve, or destroy. Her name had been linked at different times with both the moon and the sun, and with the earth and the sea.”

“And that’s where it all started? That’s where phoenixes are from?”

She lifted her head from the map and looked at me like I’d lost my mind.

I swallowed heavily and corrected myself. “I mean, according to legend.”

“The legend of the sunbird? Yes, that’s where it originates.”

“Do you know the legend well?”

“I have certain books here, and at La Vieille Charité in France, but there are still a number of gaps in my research that I’d love to be able to fill.”

“How exactly would you fill them?” I couldn’t keep the excitement out of my voice.

“There are a few pieces in private collections that I have been unable to gain prolonged access to.”

“Private collections?”

She waved her hand as if to dismiss the thought. “Never mind, there’s no possibility of seeing those relics.”

“Why not?”

Offering me a patient smile, she stood and began to pack everything away again.

“Politics, dear. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to get some things organized, and I’m getting rather tired. Come back tomorrow night, and I’ll tell you some more about the sunbird.”









CHAPTER ELEVEN





THE DAY AFTER I had finally made a break-through with finding Zarita, I was back on the street. Eth had only booked the hotel room for one night. 

Although I could have called him and pushed for more time, I didn’t want to ask for too many favors. If I did, it was possible he would grow suspicious over exactly what the phone number meant, and who belonged to the address I’d had him find. 

If I asked for a week or two, he’d suspect I’d found a solid lead and he’d want to know more. He’d want answers that I didn’t have myself yet. If Eth, my father, or any of their European contacts showed up, it could halt everything and push Zarita further into hiding. She would be as lost to me as Evie was. If that happened, I’d never get my answers.

It helped that it didn’t really bother me having to sleep outside. Not when I was edging closer to some concrete answers, for perhaps the first time in my entire European journey. If it took a few nights tempering myself against the cold to learn what I could, so be it.

The biggest issue with the bite of the frosty air as I slept was that it only served to remind me of how absent Evie’s warmth was from my life in general. My nights were plagued by dreams of her, and when I woke, the cold that echoed through me was more pronounced than ever.

The need to know more compelled me to knock on Zarita’s door. She’d open it to allow me entry before turning and silently inviting me inside. She’d then give me brief snippets of information before kicking me out again. 

It wasn’t much, but it was something. 

At least at first.

Despite my initial rush of pleasure at getting some answers, it wasn’t long before it became clear that we had barely scratched the surface of the legends. With the exception of the history lesson on my first night, we hadn’t covered anything that went much deeper than the lore the Rain already had. As the days went on, Zarita had drawn far more information out of me than I had received from her.

By the fourth night, she’d learned of my sister’s death and about Evie being blamed for it—although not the circumstances surrounding the setting of the fire. 

By the sixth, I’d confessed to almost everything. How I’d felt when Evie had run from me and how, even though there were thousands of miles between us, it was as if she had taken part of me when she’d gone. That she held that piece of my heart in the palm of her hand and it was hers to protect or scorch as she pleased. That some days I wished, more than anything, that I could be reunited with that piece of myself, not so I was whole but so I could be nearer to her just once more.

Within a week, Zarita had learned everything I could safely tell her without revealing the Rain’s secrets or sounding like I belonged in a mental asylum. But finally after that week, Zarita opened up to me a little more in return—as if my continued appearance was proof of something. Only, I wasn’t sure what.

On the eighth night, when I was already nose-deep in a book that Zarita had found for me, she placed a document down in front of me. Her hand hovered over the paper, as if ready to slide it back toward herself in a heartbeat. After a second had passed, where I was certain she was going to snatch it up and hide it away again, she pushed it ever so slightly closer to me and then moved her hand back to her side. 

“This is something I wrote based on pictograms and writings found on relics that are in Marseille. It might answer a few more of your questions.”

I glanced down at the sheets of paper. It was a printout of a research paper that delved far deeper into the subject of phoenixes than anything else she’d offered so far. Way deeper.

“Why didn’t you show me this earlier?” The words slipped out before I could stop them. I flipped through the pages without reading it properly, but I could already see information and concepts that had never been touched on in the other research books she’d given me.

Before I could apologize for being rude, I turned back to the first page and skimmed the notes. Printed there was a vital piece of information that vindicated the way I’d falled for Evie. The sunbird, an entity that legend said resided within the soul of each phoenix, was a protectorate. She existed within each of the seven children to keep the city and people of the goddess safe. At heart, Evie was a force for good. My love for her wasn’t the betrayal I had been made to believe.

Zarita patted my cheek as I read. “I needed to know I could trust you.”

“Why?”

“Have you ever heard of an organization called the Rain?” The name was said through a sneer.

Trying not to give myself away too much, I nodded. “I’m aware of it.”

Her hazel eyes narrowed to slits as she assessed me carefully. “When you arrived on my doorstep, you said you were searching for Zarita Demitriou and yet, you found me.”

“Because she’s dead,” I repeated her words to me from the first evening I’d arrived in order to show her that I was still willing to play along with the charade. “And you’re not.”

“The Rain is the reason Zarita Demitriou had to die. They wanted to use her knowledge of mythological creatures for their own benefits and made her life difficult when she refused to kowtow to their expectations.”

I scoffed. “Yeah, I know the feeling.”

Tilting her head, her assessment became enquiring. “They have made your life difficult too?”

My mouth formed a wry grin. “You could say that. Mostly though, they’ve made things harder for . . .” I was going to say Evie, but I didn’t want to arouse Zarita’s suspicions more than necessary. If I let her know about the Rain’s interest in Evie, it might provoke more questions about what an ordinary girl—someone without the knowledge and credentials that Zarita had—could possibly have to draw their ruthless attention. “Someone else.”

“For Evie? The girl interested in ancient Phoenician myths?”

I smiled at her perception. “Yeah, for her.”

“If this girl, Evie, left you, how do you know she’s still interested in these legends?”

I scrubbed the back of my neck. The truth could force Zarita to rescind the faith she’d shown in me, but being found out in a lie later could be even more detrimental, especially when I suspected that I’d barely scratched the surface of the information she actually had. Even more so when I suspected that in the short time we’d known each other, she’d figured out some way to tell if I was lying, or at least hiding the truth. Some tell that I had no idea about. 

“Something happened when I met her at high school, and she’s been interested ever since.”

She gave me a questioning look. “You met in high school?” I hadn’t told her that part, or of Charlotte and our fatal reunion there. Only of Evie’s existence and the reason we fell to pieces. “You must know her and her family well.”

I found myself wanting to tell the story to someone else—at least as much as I could without revealing the truth about the world of all things other. “Not really. I was an idiot and overreacted to . . . something. Her dad took her away. We’ve just been lucky”—unlucky—“enough to have been reunited since then.”

“Before the fire?”

I nodded.

“Is that why she left?”

I winced at the unintentional brutality of her words. “Yeah, that, and well . . . everything. Life. It just keeps getting in the way.” I sighed. “That and my family.” I took a deep breath and blew it out as I readied myself for my next admission, and the possible fallout. It was something that had the potential to be more damaging than anything else I had admitted to her so far. “They’re Rain.”

She nodded as if she already knew, or at least suspected, as much.

“And I am too.”

Her lips turned up into a secretive smile. “Maybe you were once, but I don’t think so anymore.”

“You knew already?”

“I had guessed that you might have been. Very few other people have the resources to track down Zarita Demitriou. It was the reason I refused to speak to you at first.”

“I’m sorry. I should have told you sooner.”

Her smile grew a little wider and the corners of her eyes crinkled. “I probably wouldn’t have listened then. We all need to come to these understandings in our own time.”

“I never meant to worry you, I swear. I just needed answers.”

“I can tell. You are a good boy. I can hear that in your stories and through the sorrow in your voice. You’ve shown your persistence by returning here and patiently listening to my stories. I don’t believe you want to hurt anyone over things that are not true.”

“No, I don’t.” The blind hatred of my family rushed through my memory at her words. Of course, Zarita meant that the legends weren’t true, whereas I meant that the intention behind the extra gifts granted to Evie and other nonhumans like her. If some of them were set onto Earth as a force of good, how could the Rain justify their continued murder?

“And that’s why it’s now time for you to get this information.” She nodded at the document in my hands.

It was her way of letting me know she trusted me. Everything I’d said and done over the last eight days had somehow convinced her that I was worthy of that. A bubble of warmth spread through my body at the thought. It was an odd sensation because I didn’t know why that meant anything to me. 

A little over a week ago, she was a complete stranger. Yet, her acceptance meant the world to me in that moment. Maybe it was the simple fact that by sharing my story without her judging me, I’d had the chance to understand it all a little better myself.

Zarita left me alone in her study to read through her typed notes. I devoured each bit of new information—the paper contained exactly the sort of details I’d been hoping for when I’d started my search so many months earlier.

The first few pages covered things I already knew, just in deeper detail. Things like the history of how phoenixes had come to be; what happened when a phoenix died—how a child was born from the ashes of her mother; and that the sunbird was carried only through the female line.

Then I hit a page that confused me at first. Like the others, it was typed with a few notes in black ink. However, one word was handwritten in red over the top of the page again and again.

“Agape?” I murmured as I read the word. I thought about calling Zarita back to the small study and asking her to explain the word, but I hoped something in the text would make some sense of it.

It was clear even after the first few sentences that this section of the paper was less detailed than the rest, consisting of little more than sketched out notes and frustrated comments about missing sources and desired relics. 

The first few paragraphs were notes that linked the sunbird with Ba`alat Gebal. Then it listed other deities associated with Ba`alat Gebal, including Astarte, Aphrodite, Anat, Hathor, Astarte. The list went on and on. Multiple religions all apparently worshipping the one being. I skimmed until I saw something that might have been relevant. It spoke about the way the phoenix loves—of the way she identifies and then claims her mate.

As part of the protectorate, the sunbird is naturally drawn to partners who will continue to strengthen the blood-line. Desirable attributes include strength, integrity, tenacity, and compassion.

There were notes jotted in the margin that questioned why the genes of the mate mattered when each child was a carbon copy of the previous phoenix. It didn’t make sense to me either, but I pushed the thought aside and kept reading.

The sunbird bonds with only one mate each lifetime. Once forged, a bond is irreversible. Both the phoenix and her mate are—

The sentence cut off, and the word Agape was written once more, typed into the next line, but it wasn’t explained any further. I growled at the lack of decent information in this page—the one that seemed most relevant to everything I needed to know. My heart pounded as I continued to read on.

Once a phoenix has selected her mate, the bond is forged through the heating of her blood. Her fire sets within him the twin emotions of pothos and eros—longing and desire.

The first kiss I shared with Evie entered my mind. Her body had warmed noticeably in my arms, growing hotter until it was almost impossible to hold her but even more impossible to let her go. It took every ounce of strength I had to turn from her and as soon as I had, my anger had burned through me.

Based on the research in front of me, it was clear that Evie had set something in me. 

She’d made me long for her.

Forced me to desire her. 

My mind turned to my attempts to satisfy my cravings with other women. No fucking wonder none of it worked if I was under a spell wrought by the fucking sunbird.

My breathing sped as I read the paragraph again, trying to decipher some different meaning in it, but there was none. I didn’t want to believe it was true, and yet it was there in black and white. Despite it being the reason for my European sojourn, I wasn’t sure I’d actually expected to find evidence that Evie had forced me into feeling the things I did.

To find out that it was true, that everything I felt was manufactured—that it was all bullshit—made my hands quiver. The anger that had surged after our first kiss resurfaced and I clenched my fists.

Were those feelings my last real reaction to anything?

“Sets within him” and “Irreversible” leaped at me from off the page.

After that kiss, I’d accused Evie of tricking me—of making me feel things for her just to get me on her side. I swallowed down a lump that formed in my throat even as my breath grew shorter. A barrage of rage battered at the walls that guarded my heart against the force of the remaining Rain conscience within me. 

The pressure built in steady waves until the protection buckled and threatened to crumble completely, ready to force me into believing the truth of the Rain.

To the hatred of all non-humans.

Was I right way back then? 

Did she trick me for her own purposes?

“Sets within him.”

The walls that kept Evie in my heart and the Rain out shattered, allowing the hatred to seep in, dragging a swell of betrayal with it.

I pushed back on the chair, forcing myself away from the table and the document on it. My fingers raked roughly through my hair in a desperate attempt to do something. 

Anything.

Everything I’d felt for Evie pulsated around my body, twisting into bitter rejection and searching for release. 

How could I have ever thought that I could genuinely fall in love with a monster?

How could I ever believe she loved me?

How could I have been so stupid?

What had she gained out of torturing me? 

For a brief moment, I imagined her in the arms of the fae lover she’d already admitted to. The two of them laughing at my naivety.

“Irreversible.” The word flittered through my mind, and I couldn’t contain myself any longer. 

The betrayal coursing through my system burst from me in a flash. I stood, grabbed the chair from beneath me and then hurled it across the room as a primal cry flew from my lips.

“How could you?” I shouted as if Evie were right in front of me and could justify her actions.

Dad and Lou had been right. Every damned thing I felt for her was nothing more than a trick. She’d forced me to love her and then ripped my heart out when she’d left.

She’d killed my sister and for what?

I released another cry of primal rage, allowing my pent-up emotions to flow through the strangled sound.

Why?

Both my hands found their way into my hair as I paced across the room, unable to escape from the torture of the truth. Tears pricked my eyes and every second of my time with Evie played out in front of my eyes, the visions tainted by the evidence of her trickery.

Zarita knocked on the door before pushing it open with caution. 

“Are you all right?” she asked.

“She lied to me!” I shouted, without looking at Zarita. “She made me love her, and she fucking lied! How could she do that? How could she force me to feel those things? How can you just screw someone over like that? I thought she loved me!”

Hot tears welled in my eyes, and my voice was hoarse from the volume of my cries.

“Tell me how!” I demanded of no one in particular in a shout that tore strips from the lining of my throat.

“Clay, look at me,” Zarita murmured. Her soft voice cut through the angry haze, and I broke down. I fell to my knees and the full force of the hatred I felt hit me hard and then dissipated instantly. Even in that moment—even having found black and white evidence of what she’d done—I couldn’t hate Evie, and that made me want to so much more.

Forcing my palms into my hair, I twisted my fingers into the mess. I balled my hands into fists around clumps of brown strands and tugged hard. The hope was physical pain would distract me from the ache in my heart, but it didn’t. Nothing could.

I drew my arms around my legs and rocked softly to comfort myself. Tears I wouldn’t let fall in any other circumstance streamed down my cheeks.

“Why would she do this?” I asked in a broken whisper.

“What happened?” Zarita’s voice was still soft. She placed her hand on my shoulder. It was the softest touch, and yet it forced more anguish to pour from my broken and battered heart and escape from me in gasping breaths.

I couldn’t tell her the truth. How could I explain that I had just discovered the phoenix I was in love with had forced me to feel that way? Especially to someone who thought all of her research was about nothing more than a record of long-forgotten legends.

Zarita sat on the floor in front of me but didn’t force me to meet her eye. “Let me tell you a story of a boy and a girl I used to know.”

Wondering what the hell she was thinking, I frowned.

“Many years ago, when I was just a student at university, I met a captivating young woman. A beautiful young thing, with hair unlike anyone else I’d ever seen before or probably will again. The two of us were both unlikely students, her coming from an orphanage and me there because of a wealthy benefactor who chose to provide me with a chance of life through a proper education. We did what outcasts tend to do with other outcasts—” A smile lit her lips, no doubt at some memory of the two of them together. “—we became firm friends.

“These Phoenician legends, they were important to her too, just as they are to your young friend. I still remember the look of joy on her face each time she found out something new about the sunbird, or the phoenixes who had descended from her.

“I also knew the man who loved her. He was a very bright young man, who wanted more than almost anything to be a doctor. They were the best of friends too, but were also locked in a constant battle. You see, he desperately wanted to date her, and she fought just as hard against the attraction.”

“Why?” I asked in a hushed whisper. I watched Zarita intently, knowing from her very brief description that she was talking about Evie’s parents. Her story, and the soothing tone of her voice, had calmed my anger and soothed my heartache—at least temporarily. I was willing to allow her to continue talking. If nothing else, it gave me a reprieve from thought.

“Because she didn’t want him to become trapped in her life. She was convinced that she’d endanger his life if she gave in to his chase because she was cursed. In this day and age, she actually thought she was cursed. Can you believe it?”

She turned her gaze on me, and I shook my head lightly, assuming that was the reaction she was looking for.

“She believed that a single kiss would capture his heart forever and that he would no longer be free to make a choice. It’s a ridiculous notion isn’t it?”

I wanted to nod in agreement, but wasn’t that exactly what I’d just read? Wasn’t that exactly the reason my heart still yearned for Evie even after everything she’d done? Wasn’t that what had fueled my rage only moments earlier?

“I . . . I guess,” I hedged instead.

“Do you know what I believe though?” She waited until she had my full attention before continuing. “I believe that even if it were true, even if one kiss meant he would have no free-will afterward, I don’t think that the man I knew would’ve cared. Not even one bit. He was so smitten that he would have happily given her his heart, his very soul, for just that one kiss.”

“But how could he have ever trusted his emotions again after that?”

She hummed in thought. “Maybe you’re right, maybe he couldn’t.” Then she shocked me by grinning. “But isn’t having your heart stolen by another what love is all about in any form? I don’t think he would have loved her any more or any less with or without that control.”

The ache in my chest started to lessen, but I had another question that I needed answered. “Do you have any other information about this? Like how the chosen partner can extinguish the feelings the phoenix has set?” I passed the page with the notes about the way a phoenix loves. I chose to ignore the irreversible part—that must have been a mistranslation.

“Sadly, no. This is one of the gaps in my research. The other is how a phoenix comes into her power. The legends speak of quiet generations between the sunbird rising, but not exactly what provokes the change.” She shrugged and then chuckled. “You probably think I am crazy, talking like these legends are real. When you spend as much time researching them, they begin to feel real. Do you know what I mean?”

My palm brushed against the back of my neck as I nodded. “I think you’d be surprised how well I understand that.” I stood and offered her my hand to help her off the floor as well. “What do you need in order to fill these gaps?”

“Maybe that is tomorrow’s discussion. You look like you could use a rest.”

“I just have one other question.”

“Always so curious, young Master Clay. But of course, ask away.”

“What’s agape? Is it linked to the emotions the phoenix forces into her”—victim—“partner?”

She appeared lost in thought for a moment, when she started to speak, it was clear that she was thinking carefully about her choice of each and every word. “Agape is the perfect love. It’s usually associated with love of the divine, as well as love of mankind. It is everything—a fondness, a transcending of the particular, and a passion without the necessity of reciprocity. It is eros and pothos, but also platonic love, all rolled into one. 

“It’s not an emotion forced onto someone. It is already in each of us.” She patted my chest. “We are all born with it, you see. But you can find its match in another person. It is both the way a mother loves her child, but also the way she may love her husband. It is pure love—nothing more, nothing less.”

“How is it linked to everything else in here?”

“It’s not. At least, not fully. It’s just the closest concept I’ve been able to find so far.”

I nodded but wasn’t really satisfied. I didn’t think I would be until I could fill the gaps in Zarita’s research and free myself from the spell Evie had cast over me.

If it was possible for me to be freed.

Thanking Zarita, I moved to leave for the night, but she stopped me.

“Can I ask you a question now?” I was taken aback by the sudden change in her demeanor as she assessed me carefully. “Do you have someone here with you in Cyprus?”

“No, it’s just me.” I wasn’t sure why she’d asked.

“It is not good for you to be alone tonight when you are so out of sorts.” She frowned. “Where are you staying?”

My palm caressed the back of my neck while I debated whether to tell her the truth or lie. “I’m not really staying anywhere specific.” 

After the first night in the hotel, I’d crashed wherever I could find somewhere that looked safe and warm enough for the night.

Her eyes narrowed as if she’d suspected as much. Maybe it was the fact that the two decent meals I had managed to squeeze in at the hotel, and the scraps of foods I’d been able to rustle up since, had done nothing to shake the emaciated look I was currently rocking, or possibly it was because I didn’t just have bags under my eyes, I had a whole set of luggage.

Maybe it was the ever-present backpack slung over my shoulder—too big to just contain items necessary for a single day. Whatever the reason, she seemed to have stumbled onto my secret. Not that I was going to admit it.

“Where exactly is that? I have research assistants who are always digging for more details on ancient myths. I want to be able to contact you if I have any luck finding new information.”

“I’m just staying here and there.”

“In hotels?”

I could tell she wasn’t going to let it go. I thought about lying and giving her the hotel name I had stayed at on the first night, but after the information she’d given me—and the promise of more to come—I didn’t want to betray the trust I’d earned. Instead, I flashed her a grin I hoped came across as charming despite my no-doubt reddened eyes and disheveled hair. “Just here and there.”

“Tonight, you’re staying here.”

“I couldn’t—”

She held up her hand. “I’m not taking no for an answer. Tonight, you’re staying here. Tomorrow, we’ll talk about what I need. Now, how about I organize something for us to eat?”









CHAPTER TWELVE





THE NEXT MORNING, Zarita sat me down and told me a story about the private collection of one Charles Harrison. The name was vaguely familiar, and I discovered why as she neared the end of her story. He was the head of one of the UK branches of the Rain.

Apparently over time, he’d been given, or in some cases had stolen, a number of significant ancient artifacts. Zarita believed he housed them in the headquarters at Oxford Castle. I was astonished with the depth of knowledge she had about it, but began to suspect that it was part of the reason the Rain had made her former life difficult.

“He can’t have anything about the phoenix in that collection though,” I argued. “I’d know if he did. It’d be in the lore books and databases.” The instant it left my mouth, I worried I’d said too much. “I mean, I looked through everything they had before I came over here.”

She chuckled wryly. “Young Master Clay, you have much to learn about the world.”

I rolled my eyes. “I think I know plenty. More than you can imagine.”

“You might know copious information about the world of make-believe and mythology, but you don’t know very much about human nature. If information is contrary to what people want to hear, they’ll resist listening to it. On occasion, they will even go so far as to threaten death to ensure such information stops flowing.”

My eyes widened. “You’ve seen the relics.” 

The way she spoke made me certain that she’d seen precisely what was written on the artifacts, and that Charles Harrison hadn’t liked what she had translated. For a moment, I wondered why they wouldn’t want the truth about the sunbird—about phoenixes being protectors—being spread into the world.

“Most of the notes you read yesterday were from my memory of the stories detailed on them. What I wouldn’t give for more time to study them.”

“But why wouldn’t he want to share that information?”

“I’m sure there is a reason the records you spoke of are available to all of the members of the Rain.”

I lifted my eyes to hers, and reminded myself yet again that for her this was all make-believe and hokum. She had never been a heartbeat away from being a wendigo’s meal, and she didn’t believe any of it. “It’s just information.”

“Information can be dangerous. Sometimes it’s safer to restrict what people know or even force them to believe a lie.”

“Like propaganda?”

She shrugged.

As much as it pained me to admit it, it wasn’t actually outside the realm of possibility of the Rain. But I still didn’t understand why.

“Maybe I can help get hold of the relics,” I said. Even though I no longer had my chain—that had disappeared along with Evie and was probably resting in the bottom of a dumpster or sitting in a pawn shop window by now—I was still part of the Elite. I could still call in some special favors, including having Eth arrange for me to head to Oxford as something of a one-sided soldier exchange.

Zarita raised a skeptical brow at me. “What do you think you can do? Just walk in and ask for them.”

“Yeah.” I paused as I took in her continued skepticism. “Why not?”

Her expression fell into a frown. “There are only a handful of people who are even aware of the existence of the secret vaults in Oxford Castle. Certainly not any who would betray Charles’s confidence and tell a young American about them. Even if he is a member of the same organization.”

I saw her concern before she actually had a chance to voice it. “So if I just asked, I’d be giving you up as the source of my information?”

“It is possible that he would think of Zarita Demitriou as the source of information. You can understand why I would rather not give him any reasons to think on her for very long.”

“Wouldn’t he have tried to get other translators in though?” I asked. “Maybe I could claim one of them gave me the information.”

“I do not think he wants the relics translated anymore. Not after what he saw was on them. I think it is just luck and pride that made him not destroy them.”

“You’re sure he hasn’t?”

She held her hands out in front of her in a gesture of uncertainty. “There are no guarantees of course. It has been a long time since I saw them. However, I have come to understand people in positions of power tend to accumulate trophies, even if they can never show them off. For some, it is an art vault filled with the wondrous paintings and sculptures of long-dead artists. I think for Charles it is relics about the precious creatures that wandered the Earth in mythology.”

I thought about Abe, the director at Bayview. It wouldn’t have shocked me to learn that he’d kept keepsakes of the hunts he’d been on before he’d retired to the office job or other relics that had crossed his desk in the time since. Would he be so willing to hide information about the apparent inherent good in a creature though?

I flinched as my retraining flashed through my mind and provided the answer—of course he would. He would assume it was propaganda written by the creatures, or sympathizers, to stop their persecution. He, and so many others like him, believed beyond any shadow of a doubt that anything other was evil and was unwilling to bend that belief even when presented with clear evidence to the contrary. A stab of concern over Evie’s well-being struck me.

Is she still alive?

It had been months since she’d run from me in Missouri.

Is she safe?

Even as the concern peaked in my body, the information I’d learned the day before—that Evie had made me fall for her and instilled within me the desperate longing that raced through my chest—burned through me again, and I clenched my fists. A haze of anger washed over me, and I remembered once more exactly why I needed to find the relics—maybe they held a cure.

“Clay.” Zarita’s voice cut through the pain and fog in my mind. I had blanked out on her as my concern for everything I’d left behind rushed through me. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. I just need a moment to think about the best way to get my hands on those relics without implicating you.”

“The first step is France.” Her tone made it sound like the most logical thing in the world, but I was a little lost exactly how traveling to France helped me get my hands on relics in a secret vault in Oxford.

“Because?” I prompted.

“We can start at La Vieille Charité. I can show you the artifacts we already have there so that you know what you’re looking for. We can plan the rest from there.”

I scrubbed the back of my neck before stretching the collar of my T-shirt with my fingers. “There’s just one problem. I don’t have the funds to get back to France.” I could get back there, if I needed to, but it would take hitchhiking and begging, and probably a few less than legal methods of getting some funds. Not to mention weeks of traveling time. 

It was unwise to delay now that I had something of a lead.

She waved me off. “Don’t worry about that. Just make sure you’re ready to go when it’s time.”

I nodded to my backpack in the corner of the room near my makeshift bed. Packed and ready to go. Just like Evie always had been. “I’m ready when you are.”





IT WAS almost another week before our flight. Zarita wanted to ensure that the collection was available for immediate viewing at La Vieille Charité before we arrived. In the meantime, she gave me free access to all of her research books, but I just found myself reading in circles and never finding the answers I really wanted—like how exactly Evie had been able to force me to love her and how I could get back to normal. 

Part of me found myself wondering if I even wanted to. 

Maybe Zarita had been right—wasn’t love meant to be blinding and irresistible in all its forms? Wasn’t that what made it so thrilling? Who was to say my love was wrong, just because there might have been a supernatural cause behind it? Except I wasn’t given a choice in the matter and that still pissed me off.

I used the time to call Eth to arrange a transfer to Oxford for me. I told him I was ready to get back into the business but not quite ready to return to home. Despite the things I’d learned, and the anger I felt, I didn’t tell him about the research confirming his and Dad’s suspicions. In a weird way, it felt like a betrayal of Evie to share that information.

When Eth pressed me for details, and tried to convince me to come back to the States, I explained that the memories certain to haunt me at Bayview were too much to endure. That I was likely to be tempted to find Evie again if I came home before I had enough time to get over her.

Parts of it were lies, which left me feeling guilty for betraying his confidence, but as Zarita had pointed out, I couldn’t exactly waltz into Oxford asking for information on phoenixes without raising too many suspicions. If Eth believed my lies, it was half of the battle. 

I figured pretending I was interested in getting back to the hunt was the key to getting through the front door and having my brother believe that lie would only help my cause. Once inside . . . well I would have to work out my plan from there.

By the time we arrived in Zarita’s Marseilles apartment, I was itching for more information. Luckily for me, her building was just a stone’s throw away from the museum, so we were back out the door before I’d even had a chance to take more than a cursory glance around her apartment.

The entrance to La Vieille Charité held another surprise for me. Zarita had said it used to be an almshouse, ostensibly providing charity to the poor and destitute, but it was more than that. Based on certain symbols set into the stonework, I recognized it for what it actually used to be—a refuge for all things other.

In the past, there were sympathizers who’d offered a place for those creatures that had nowhere else to go. When I first learned about them, back before I ever met Evie, it had seemed like a sick joke to pack so many dangerous beasts into one location, and I’d thought it terrific that past generations of Rain had ruthlessly destroyed all such places. 

Now though, I felt terrible that Evie hadn’t had something similar available to her during the years she was alone following her father’s death. Maybe if there had been she wouldn’t have needed to turn to the fae for assistance.

When I saw the collection Zarita had already amassed, I stared at it in awe. There were coins and jugs, papyrus and stone tablets, reliefs and random pottery. The vast array was something of a surprise considering how little there was about phoenixes and the sunbird in the lore books.

Zarita smiled when she saw my slack-jawed expression. “It’s quite a collection isn’t it?”

“There’s so much here.”

“Many of the pieces were donated long ago, when this was little more than an almshouse and nothing quite as fancy as a museum. Since then, the extent of the collection has been kept quiet. There are only a very select few people who have seen all of it.”

“Thank you for allowing me to be one of them,” I murmured as I wandered around the table. Being so close to items that all held a significant link to Evie seemed to give her memory a palpable presence in the room with us.

I was in awe of the history before me and wanted more than ever to find the missing pieces of the puzzle. Feeling closer to Evie than I had since she’d been in my arms the morning before the fire, I wasn’t sure that I could kid myself about the reason I was so desperate for information any longer. 

Even though a small part of me wanted to break the spell, the real reason my heart had agreed to this journey was because for tiny, precious seconds at a time, it made me feel like she was with me again. It gave me a purpose beyond hunting her to the ends of the Earth to be with her—which she obviously didn’t want.

If I couldn’t be with her, finding out the truth about her existence was surely the next best thing.

While I walked around admiring the collection, Zarita explained to me what sort of items I would be looking for and clues that I could look for to try to identify other Phoenician artifacts.

“I wish I could come too, just to make sure nothing important is missed.”

“Even if you could, I don’t think you’d have the time to peruse each item in great detail. I think we’ll be relying on a small miracle to even get into the vault in the first place.”

She nodded. “It won’t be safe. Or entirely legal.”

I gave her a reassuring smile. “I’m used to things not being safe. Or legal.”

“So, what’s your plan to get in?”









CHAPTER THIRTEEN





I FOLLOW THE two guards deep into the bowels of the Pluvia Oxford Castle Hotel, a newly renovated tourist mecca that now encompassed what used to be the prison area of Oxford Castle. My meeting with Charles Harrison—ostensibly the owner and manager of the hotel, but actually leader of the Rain’s Oxford headquarters—had been set up relatively soon after I’d called Eth from Cyprus.

The guards led me from the lusciously carpeted foyer, with pristine wallpaper and ornate decorations, into the parts of the operation most guests would never see. I shuddered as we passed a room that was obviously their version of a treatment room.

Instead of the stainless steel tables and sickening yellow lights of our rooms, these cells were largely untouched from the castle’s previous incarnation as a medieval prison. My gaze traced the walls of the room, and I was horrified at the deep gouges carved into almost every inch of the stonework behind the iron shackles. My mind filled with memories of the howls of the werewolf tortured with liquid silver and of the cold-sweat inducing nightmarish scenes from my own retraining.

One of the guards flanking me caught sight of the direction of my gaze, and he flicked me a sickening grin that suggested he’d been involved in more than one assessment in the cells. I resisted the look of disgust that fought hard to surface before turning my gaze back to the path ahead of us.

When we reached a closed door, the other guard knocked twice before they both turned tail and headed off back in the direction we’d come without another word.

“Enter,” called a deep but quiet voice, polished with posh tones that echoed those of the news anchors on the limited British TV I’d seen since being in Europe. It was clear from the guards’ behavior and location of the office that the voice belonged to Charles Harrison and it wouldn’t be wise to keep him waiting.

Swallowing down my pride, because it would only get me into trouble beyond the threshold, I moved through the door.

Sitting behind the desk was a large man, not fat or even stocky but just physically larger than life—like a caricature brought to life and animated. When he looked up at me with a questioning brow, I took a moment to examine him. From my initial assessment, I figured that he had to be at least sixty, but could have been older still. 

His general largeness, combined with the heavy set of his jowls and crooked nose, managed to only slightly temper the aristocratic air around him. While he waited for me to introduce myself, one of his oversized hands tracked a path through his thick hair, which seemed to cling desperately to the dredges of its former sandy brown color rather than completely submitting to gray. It was as if he’d been able to beat back some aspects of old age by sheer willpower.

I drew my hands behind my back and straightened my spine, pushing my chest out, before lifting my chin so that it was set in the proud manner he’d expect from an Elite. “Clay Jacobs, reporting for duty, sir.”

“Jacobs?” he murmured, as if he hadn’t been expecting me and didn’t recognize my name. He turned away and shuffled some of the paperwork on his desk. Without meeting my eyes again, he waved at a chair in front of me. “Take a seat and tell me why you’re here.”

I had hoped that by having Eth arrange everything for me, I could avoid the whole explanation side of things, but clearly I was wrong. Luckily, I had planned for this contingency and had considered what any reasonable Rain director might accept as a logical reason for my time away from the States—and my reluctance to return home. 

“I lost my twin sister during a hunt, and I needed an escape from having to relive her death in familiar surroundings. I came to Europe to have an extended holiday, but after a few months here, I missed the good that I was able to do with the Rain. What I’m really after right now is to get back to the thrill of the chase.”

“Then why not simply return home? Why ask to be assigned to one of our teams instead?” There was a look in his eyes that told me he knew of my checkered past of going AWOL from my family and at least a good portion of the reason I was on another continent.

“Being away from not only my family but also from the temptation that haunted me in America has helped to lessen the struggles I’ve faced in the past. Struggles with which I believe you are familiar, sir.”

He spared the briefest of glances back up at me before continuing to pretend to be engrossed by the paperwork on his desk, as if he were just so impossibly busy I shouldn’t even have expected him to bother to talk to me.

I gritted my teeth together at the rude self-importance of the man. It confirmed in my mind everything that Zarita had said. He was exactly the sort of person who would have a private vault somewhere with all sorts of rare antiquities hidden away from the world. I decided there was only one thing for it. It was a make or break moment, but I wasn’t going to be pushed around by the prick.

“Thank you for your time, sir.” I stood and walked away without another word or a backward glance. The action grabbed his attention instantly.

“Where do you think you're going?”

“There’s one thing that you need to understand about me, sir. I am damned good at what we do. Despite any issues I might have faced in the past, I am one of the best there is at hunting these creatures. This isn’t arrogance speaking, either. It is an easily verifiable fact. However, it is apparent that my very presence is a burden to you. One that I am more than willing to relieve you of if necessary.”

He blustered and looked as if he was going to say something, but I didn’t allow him the chance.

“If you choose not to have the decency to at least look at me when I’m speaking with you, then this isn’t the headquarters I thought it was, and I’m as disinterested in staying here as you are of having me. Why should we waste any more time on the matter?”

He narrowed his eyes at me, and I could see him considering my impertinence. It was a calculated risk that would either win him over or piss him off completely. After a moment he chuckled, leaned back in his seat, and pressed his fingers into a steeple in front of his chin. “You certainly do have a big brass pair, don’t you?”

I shrugged. “I just call things as I see them, sir. And the way I see it is I’m here, ready and willing to help you and your team out in exchange for nothing more than a bite to eat and a roof over my head. It’s win-win.”

He leaned forward and drummed his fingers on the desk as he assessed me. After a brief pause, he nodded. “Very well. You may join Antoinette’s team. Head to this address and I’ll let her know to expect you.” He picked up a blank card and scribbled an address on the back.

“I won’t be staying here?” My jaw clenched. If I was staying somewhere else, my plans for some nighttime exploration to find the archives would be impossible.

He held the card out halfway to me with a cocked eyebrow. “You wanted the thrill of the chase. So go out and chase.”

I didn’t want to draw unwanted attention to my real mission by showing an unwillingness to do what I had just stated I wanted, so I stepped forward and grabbed the card. I’d have to figure something else out. “Yes, sir.”





FOLLOWING THE instructions of the guards who’d seen me out of the hotel, I walked in what I hoped was the direction of Antoinette’s team headquarters. After three stops to ensure I was heading in the right direction, I finally arrived at the address written on the card. 

It was a place called The Flying Dove. The sign out front had a bastardized version of a symbol I knew well—a white dove with an olive branch in its mouth over the Rain crest—only this dove was monstrous. The drawing made it appear at least three times the size of a normal bird, with ridiculously muscled wings, a tattoo on its breast, and a beak that looked strong enough to slice through metal. The olive branch in its mouth was snapped in two. I was surprised that the Elite symbol—or at least this strange version of it—was displayed so prominently, but none of the passersbys looked twice at it.

After shoving the card into my pocket, I pushed through the antique-looking glass door that obscured the interior. The moment I was through the door, I felt at least thirteen pairs of eyes on me—one for every person in the space—as I made my way over to the bar.

Glancing around the room, I met each set of eyes that were watching me, letting them know I wasn’t intimidated by their unwelcoming stares. “I’m looking for Antoinette.”

One of the bulkier men in the bar stood and crossed his arms. “What do you want her for?”

Tugging the card from my pocket, I flicked it up between my fingers. “I was sent to meet her.”

“You’re the Yank?” A clipped and polished voice issued from a tiny firecracker of a woman—probably in her late twenties if I had to guess—with a halo of short bright-purple hair. She slid off one of the barstools and strode purposefully toward me. “Granddad didn’t tell me you were quite so cute.”

“Granddad?”

“Charles.” She rolled her hazel eyes and stuck out her hand. 

Charles was her grandfather? I was astonished that someone who looked so relatively young could have a granddaughter who was older than me. 

“Antoinette Harrison, at your service.”

“Clay Jacobs.”

“We know who you are, mate,” said a man wiping down the bar with a rag. Even from the limited words, I could tell his accent was different again, louder, and with more of a twang than Antoinette’s clipped tones, but I wasn’t sure exactly where he was from. “And we’ve been expecting the deserter.”

“Leave him alone, Johno.” Antoinette linked her arm through mine and dragged me toward a staircase on the left side of the room. “Don’t mind him,” she whispered to me. “He’s just a hopeful from the land down under. He’s a great bartender though, so we like to keep him happy.” She winked at me. “It’s great to have another Elite around,” she said as she led me up the stairs. “Someone who actually knows what they’re doing,” she called back loudly.

I was certain it was for the benefit of everyone in the bar and not me.

With my free hand, I scrubbed the back of my neck. “Well, I knew in the US, but there’s a range of different creatures here.”

She shrugged. “A monster is a monster, isn’t it? They all die the same way once you find their weakness.”

I hoped she missed the way I flinched and then swallowed hard as my concerned thoughts traveled to Evie.

For a moment her eyes narrowed, and then a sly look crossed her face as she grinned. Combined, it told me she hadn’t missed a thing. I hoped it wouldn’t cause any issues for me.

“Granddad warned me I should keep a close eye on you,” she said once we were well away from the others.

Had I made a terrible mistake in asking to be assigned to a team? It was easy for an “accident” to happen on a mission. Even a gunshot wound could be explained away as a rogue shot. Death by friendly-fire.

Her face split into a wide grin. “But I don’t work like that. Trust is a two-way street, and I don’t think I can ask for it without giving it in return. Fuck with me though, and you’ll regret it.”

Something told me that despite her size, she would easily be able to back up her words. I gulped down my concern and nodded. “I understand.”





BY THE time I left the bar, just a few hours later, I had met each of Antoinette’s—or Toni’s, as she kept insisting—eleven crew members. After the introductions, Toni gave me the keys to a small, studio apartment in the building next to The Flying Dove, reminding me once more that it was just “the Dove.”

The following day, after a night tossing and turning with guilt over what they might need me to do, I returned to join in on my first mission and learn a bit more about Toni’s team. Technically, their group consisted of four teams of three, but they all reported back to Toni, and in turn, she reported to Charles. 

It was definitely more structured than the life I was used to, but I knew her way was closer to the norm, even in the States. My family was unique in the way we traveled the country from case to case. Most teams were designated to a particular area with crossovers only occurring when troubles too difficult to deal with were encountered—which was usually at the point my family was called in anyway. We were almost unbeatable—our track record proved that.

Thinking about my family made my heart hurt for Lou and gave me a pang of homesickness stronger than any I’d allowed myself to feel. The time with Zarita, with her gentle probing and quiet questions, had allowed me to explore my emotions in a way that I’d never been able to before. It had given me the chance to deal with so much of my shit. 

I hadn’t appreciated how much she’d helped until she was no longer there with her soft prompting to draw the negativity from me like poison from a wound.

“We’ve got a revenant, a black annis, a gremlin, and a poltergeist,” Toni’s voice pierced through my thoughts and drew me back to the present. She handed out notes to each of the teams who were draped over various items of furniture in the loft above the bar. “You all clear on what you need to do?”

Everyone nodded as they dispersed, grabbing various bags and equipment on the way out.

“Uh . . . no,” I said to Toni as everyone left. I hadn’t exactly been listening but didn’t think she’d given me any directions. “Sorry, I wasn’t really paying attention,” I admitted, which earned a grin. “Where am I supposed to go?”

“You’re coming with me, pretty boy.”

“And we are going where exactly?”

“We’re going after a black annis. Three kids have gone missing from Dane Hills in the last few days.” She threw a bag at me that contained a number of the usual weapons but also had a handful of small, polished stones, each with what appeared to be a naturally formed hole through the middle.

I grabbed one of the strange stones from the bag and examined it closely. If it was what I thought it might be, it was unusual. I’d heard rumors of them but had never seen them used by any other Rain. I turned the stone over in my hand, wondering if Toni truly had fae magic in her possession. What have I gotten myself into? “Is this a hag stone?”

“Huh?” Toni looked up from her hasty packing and saw the item in my palm. “Well, we call them witch-stones, or seeing-stones, but yeah.”

“You use them?”

She stood and rested her hands on her hip looking at me strangely. “You don’t?”

I shook my head.

“I don’t know why you wouldn’t. They’re brilliant. They help us to see the ethereal plane.”

“Wouldn’t the fae kill to keep that secret?”

“It was the fae who gave us those ones.”

I almost dropped everything in my hands at her statement. “Why would the fae do anything like that?”

“Something about helping them with the Unseelie fae” When I continued to give her a skeptical look, Toni shrugged and went back to her task. “Okay, I think we’re all set. It’s about an hour or so drive, but we can use that time to get a little better acquainted.”





TONI’S IDEA of getting acquainted ended up being a quiz about the sort of things I’d hunted while at the Rain as I tried to focus on anything but how uncomfortable I was squeezed into the small front seat of her little two-door Peugeot RCZ. I told her some of my more interesting stories and listened to hers in return.

When I found myself laughing at her impersonation of her Grandfather berating her for a choice that had almost been a fatal mistake, I had to admit I was having fun. It was almost like the hunts I used to have with Lou and Eth before I’d met Evie.

I sighed as the joy I’d found seeped away at the sobering thought of my family. Toni seemed to read the shift in my mood and let her laughter die away as well.

“Tell me more about the case?” I said in order to break the awkward silence that had fallen over the car.

“The black annis is a local legend in Leicester. The archives at Oxford show that the original source of the lore was destroyed generations ago, but every few years another one appears. We’re not sure if they are descendants, or reincarnations, or what, but once there is a sighting, kids start to disappear at an alarming rate. The first reported incident was two nights ago.”

“And you said three kids have disappeared?”

Her mouth was pressed into a grim line as she nodded.

I was more than on board to help, clear that this wasn’t one of the cases where my conscience might come into play. Anything that preyed on children was evil. There was no doubt in my mind about that. “What are we looking for?”

Toni gave me a brief rundown—slender, iron-clawed hands, long sharp teeth, and blue skin.

“Blue skin? Well, at least she shouldn’t be too hard to find then.”

“Not so fast, cowboy. The blue-skinned hag is how she appears at night.”

“And during the day?”

“According to legend, that’s when she sleeps. Some say the sun burns her skin.” Her tone seemed to indicate her doubt.

“You don’t believe that?”

She glanced sideways at me in surprise before turning her attention back to the road.

“I just think the kids get taken too quickly once a black annis appears . . . or reappears. She’s got to have worked out a way of watching them and finding out which houses have children. I don’t exactly think she goes out door knocking with a questionnaire between her steel claws.”

“You think she’s hiding herself and scouting for victims during the day somehow?”

“Maybe she’s even hiding in plain sight. Maybe she’s posing as a teacher or a nanny.”

“But wouldn’t the blue skin be a bit of a giveaway?” My mind filled with memories of Evie and of her hair—evidence of her true nature that she was able to cover and conceal in many ways, but could never completely remove. At least it was only a small trait, easily passed off as an adventurous spirit when it came to hair-dye. Odd colored skin would be much harder to hide.

“The black annis isn’t seen during the day, right?” Toni asked, even though she’d been the one to give me that information moments earlier. The gears in her mind were working overtime; the ticking was evident just behind her eyes. “There are other legends, other annises all over the UK, some of them talk of the winter and summer counterparts of the same creature.” Toni grinned, and I could see how much she loved the job.

“Okay,” I prompted her to keep going, which made her grin wider.

“The winter side is always a blue-skinned hag, and the summer side is a pretty maiden.”

“That’s a long change-over though. It wouldn’t exactly give her up-to-the-minute information about the kids.”

“What if it’s not summer/winter though? What if the legends got that part wrong? What if it’s just—”

“Day and night,” I finished for her as I saw where she was going. Considering what I had seen on the briefs and what she was saying, I could definitely understand the leap.

“Exactly!” She hit the steering wheel to emphasize her point and leaned forward in the seat before turning to look at me with eyes dancing with excitement. “What if there’s someone new to the neighborhood that is a pretty maiden by day?”

“And blue-faced black annis by night.” I thought about it and could see the logic. “It definitely makes sense.”

Turning back to face the road, she slumped back in the driver’s seat with a satisfied grin. “No one else ever wants to listen to my crazy theories.”

“I don’t think they’re that crazy,” I said. “Besides, with everything I’ve been through, I’m probably a little more open than most Rain operatives.”

“You mean with the phoenix?”

I scrubbed my hands across my face. “Does everybody know about her?”

She laughed, but there was no malice in it. “Not everybody, but when you asked to be transferred to our humble corner of the world, Granddad spoke with Abraham Rogers because he was the director you’ve worked most closely with. He put Granddad onto your father who told us about your misadventures and warned us that you were likely to go AWOL without notice.”

I sighed at the less-than-glowing recommendation from my own father. “Well, everyone who goes AWOL goes AWOL without notice don’t they?” I grumbled. “Isn’t that kind of the point of AWOL?”

She giggled. “He also warned us you can be bit of a smart-arse.”

“If you think I’m a smart-ass, you should meet my brother.”

“It’s the reason why Granddad assigned you to my team. He wanted someone who would keep a close eye on you. Make sure there was no trouble, you know? That’s me, apparently.”

“I’m sure he doesn’t want me knowing all of this either?”

She shrugged. “I’m sure he doesn’t, but what he doesn’t know won’t hurt him. I already told you that I work a little differently to him.”

“From what I can see you work a little differently to everyone. At least everyone I’ve ever met.” The beginning of a frown crossed her brows, so I backtracked a little but with absolute honesty. “But that’s not exactly a bad thing.”

“Thank you. It’s probably true, and trust me when I say that you ain’t seen nothing yet.” She winked.

Oddly enough, I believed her.









CHAPTER FOURTEEN





“THIS IS RIDICULOUS,” I exclaimed, dropping my fisted hand to my side to clear the obstacle that impeded my vision. Toni was besdie me as I leaned against the side of a building across from a playground that all three of the kids who’d disappeared frequented.

Somehow, after we’d tagged the side of the fence of each of the houses children were taken from with the Rain symbol, Toni had convinced me to give the hag-stones a try in an attempt to spot the black annis among the crowd at the park. All the stupid thing did though, was restrict my vision down to the minimal view offered through a tiny hole in a small stone.

“It’s not ridiculous when it’s getting results, trust me. It cuts through so many of the masks that these others put on for our benefit and shows the truth beneath.”

“But I can’t see anything through this tiny hole!”

She laughed at my frustration. “Well, we can keep searching the old fashioned way if you like, but keep that witch-stone close because it just might come in handy.”

“I doubt it,” I grumbled but slipped the stone into my pocket anyway. “What should we be looking for anyway?”

Toni crossed her arms and looked up at me. “If I’m right, it’ll be someone attractive, but probably in a girl-next-door, virginal maiden kind of way.”

“And what exactly does that look like?” I tried to pretend that an image of Evie didn’t flash into my mind at Toni’s description. Evie’s looks didn’t quite fit the image. In fact, with her glowing olive skin, sculpted patrician nose, and almond-shaped eyes, her features were far more reminiscent of a Cleopatra-inspired Goddess than anything else. However, the words did call her wardrobe and no-fuss attitude were called to mind.

“I’ll show you when I see it.” Toni’s voice pulled me out of my introspection.

I wondered whether she understood just how often I was lost in thoughts of the one I missed most. I certainly did—even if I hated that it happened so often.

“Okay, so besides a beautiful virgin, what else should we look for?” I asked.

“Legend says a black annis will wear the skin of the children she kills.”

My face contorted in disgust. “Well, that shouldn’t be too hard to miss.”

“It depends on what she’s done to the skin. Can you say what properly treated, tanned, and dyed human skin looks like? Besides, she might not have had the chance to create her outfits yet. It takes a little while to dry out a hide.”

“Well, you’re just a bundle of fun to be around, aren’t you?”

She rolled her eyes. “Just watch the park, will you?”

Despite standing watch for the rest of the day, we came no closer to finding the black annis by the time the playground had emptied as everyone went home when darkness fell. We’d seen one possible suspect, a tall, slender woman with long black hair and piercing blue eyes. By the time I fumbled the hag-stone out of my pocket to see whether her skin appeared blue through it, she’d disappeared among the smattering of mothers and nannies attending to the kids.

When we retreated to the car to hide from the cold settling in, Toni let loose her frustration at our failure. She kicked the front tire before swearing like a sailor at the pain in her foot. As tempting as it was to laugh at the little show, I didn’t. She didn’t need my laughter on top of everything else. Despite knowing there was nothing more either of us could have done, I understood her frustration. It likely meant there would be another disappearance tonight unless we were able to luck into finding the creature.

“What’s the plan now?” I asked.

“Adopt, adapt, and improve,” she shot back without thought.

I frowned. “And what’s that supposed to mean exactly?”

She raised her eyebrow at me. “Motto of the round table.”

I had no idea what she was talking about, and I’m sure my expression indicated just that. There was only one round table I knew of. “Like the knights? With King Author and Camelot?”

An amused smirk lit her lips. “You haven’t watched much British TV, have you?”

“What’s that got to do with anything?”

She chuckled before shaking her head. With a shrug, she reached into the glove compartment and flipped a few switches. I recognized the boxes as a police radio scanner and UHF. “Never mind. But now, we listen out for chatter.”

“And while we wait for chatter?”

She leaned heavily against the steering wheel as she turned the engine over. “I dunno. Wanna get some grub?”

“If that’s food related then I’m in. I’m starved.”

She chuckled, no doubt because my thin frame supported my claim. Despite how well Zarita had fed me since learning of my somewhat homeless status, the little time I’d shared with her before leaving for Oxford hadn’t been sufficient to build my muscle bulk back to what it once had been.

“What do you feel like? I’m not really sure what’s good around here, but I don’t particularly want to head back to the Dove. If we do, we might miss our chance if she tries something tonight.”

“Anything close will do,” I said in agreement. I didn’t want to miss an opportunity to capture the black annis anymore than Toni did.

We found a small hamburger joint a short drive away and placed an order to go before returning to the park. After eating, I grew antsy sitting in the stationery car while we waited for the moment when a random squawking on the scanner might report a missing child. By then, it would be far too late for us to do anything about it.

“I need to get outside for a bit.” I couldn’t stay cooped up in the almost but not quite complete silence of the car. Despite it being a little after seven, it was almost as black as I would expect it to be at midnight.

Toni tossed me a small earwig radio receiver and then a shoulder holster with a handgun tucked inside it. “Keep the radio in and your eyes peeled. She might still be around here somewhere.”

Turning the earpiece over in my hand, I examined it with suspicion. I wasn’t used to wearing things like that. My family and I tended to use either hand gestures or hunting calls when we teamed up. That way any creatures with sensitivity to radio frequencies wouldn’t be alerted to our presence. It took a lot of trust and confidence in each other to be able to hunt that way though, and many teams would never be able to achieve it.

Looking at the radio closely, I didn’t think it would be too difficult to pick up. I clipped it over my ear and fastened the holster over my arm. Then I flicked Toni a mock salute. “Yes, ma’am.”

“You know, I could get used to a cute, young thing like you jumping when I say so.”

“I’m not that much younger than you,” I said.

“But you’ll accept the cute part I guess?”

“Well, if you’ve got it, why deny it?” I chuckled after she pulled the door closed halfway through my sentence.

When I closed in on the nearest streetlight, I pulled the gun from the holster to get familiar with it just in case I needed it in a hurry before stepping away from the halo of luminescence around the pole and into the foreboding darkness of the abandoned playground.

I wasn’t sure where I wanted to go, but I needed to be moving. My feet carried me swiftly across the space and into a suburban street beyond. In the dim lighting provided by the sporadic streetlights, every house on the street looked almost identical. Each one was a combination of red brick and white rendering, rising two levels in almost uniform patterns. Every house was only different from the one beside it by the tiniest detail—an extra window or a little less molding. In the dark, it was a surreal experience, like something out of The Twilight Zone, especially to someone who was an outsider to the area.

It was only when I passed under another street light and heard shuffling footsteps a half dozen yards away that I wondered whether I should have pre-warned Toni about my propensity to stumble into trouble. My family and Ben’s team were long aware that Lou and I had a habit of it, so were used to watching our backs. Now I was a stranger in a strange place, and that put me at a slightly higher than usual risk.

Maybe it was nothing, I reassured myself. It’s probably nothing.

I glanced around but couldn’t see anyone walking nearby.

When I heard the noise again, I reached for the small of my back, where I normally carried my weapon. For half a second I panicked that my gun was missing before registering the weight at my shoulder and relieving that holster of its burden. Holding the piece tightly, I ran my finger softly across the grip to ensure I had the muscle memory to find the trigger if I needed it in a hurry.

Glancing around again, I lowered the pistol to my hip and waited, straining so that I could hear any possible sound.

“Everything okay?” Toni’s voice leaped from the speaker in my ear, making me jump half a mile in the air. 

It had been too long since my last hunt, and it came too soon after my nerves had been shattered. I was far too skittish to be on the prowl with a drawn weapon.

“You’ve been gone a while,” Toni continued, her voice louder than I had expected it would be. “Over.”

I pressed the button to talk. “Yeah, I’m just going to check something out though. Over.”

“Just try to be careful. I don’t need a dead Yank on my hands. Over and out.”

Although it was unlikely, I hoped that the radio conversation hadn’t alerted whatever was making the noise to my presence. I listened again and heard the same snuffling, scraping sound from the other side of the brick wall I was near. Curious as to the cause, I followed it along the wall until I was certain I’d found its location.

Ensuring once more that I could find the trigger on the gun in a hurry, I leaped over the fence and into the front yard. I leveled the piece in my hand and squinted into the darkness.

Instead of the bent-over hag I half-expected to see, a black and white cat looked up at me and meowed as if in apology for wasting my time. I chuckled at my own stupidity and belief that I could actually stumble onto a solution so easily—even though it had happened before.

“You’re just lucky you didn’t end up with a bullet hole in you,” I murmured as I bent over to scratch behind the cat’s ears.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Toni’s voice right behind me rather than in my ear startled me. I twisted quickly with the gun raised and my finger on the trigger before her voice registered in my mind.

“Easy, tiger!” she called as she raised her hands in surrender. “I was just coming to check on you.”

Fuck, you’re as jumpy as a virgin bride on her wedding night! When it was clear there was no threat, I holstered the gun so that I didn’t accidently hurt Toni or someone else who just happened to chance by at the wrong time.

“Something tells me you’re going to be trouble.” She leaned forward onto her knees to catch her breath.

“Trouble is my middle name,” I said with a grin. “I don’t think there’s anything to worry about here though, so let’s get back to the car.”

We took turns sleeping in the car while the other kept watch and listened to the scanners for anything suspicious, but nothing out of the ordinary happened. Throughout the night, and into the next morning, there were no kids reported as missing. We both considered it something of a win, but it also made me suspect that we might have been right about the mystery woman the day before. After grabbing another quick bite to eat, we returned to the park, more covertly this time, and waited for the return of the raven-haired woman.

Toni insisted on using the hag-stone and sat next to me holding the small stone in front of her eye. A few times, she turned toward me with an odd look on her face and asked more about my family’s history and our place within the Rain before turning back toward the park, which was mostly empty because of the drizzle of rain that had set in sometime after the sun had risen.

For my part, I just watched each person who entered the space, particularly those who didn’t appear to have any children with them.

A little after noon, the raven-haired woman returned. She crept around the edges of the small groups of people. To anyone else, she probably would have blended in and disappeared, but to my trained eye she stood out like a sore thumb.

“Check your three,” I muttered under my breath to Toni, who swung back to look where I’d indicated.

“Fucking bitch,” she murmured before tossing me the hag-stone. “We’ve got her!”

I grabbed the stone, wondering what she’d seen that made her so certain that it was the black annis. When I lifted the small hole to my eye, I saw two worlds compressed together. In one world the woman was the blue-eyed woman of understated beauty, in the other she was a blue-faced old crone with wicked teeth and metal fingernails. I dropped the stone as my mind struggled with the sight and nausea swept over me.

Toni bent to retrieve the stone. “I should’ve warned you, seeing the ethereal plane can be a bit disorientating. I would have thought you might have been used to it though.”

“I told you we don’t use those things back home.”

She pressed her lips into a hard line and frowned. “That’s right. Sorry, I forgot.”

“Let’s try to be discreet about this, shall we?” I asked as Toni screwed a silencer onto her Glock.

She grinned. “Trouble might be your middle name, but mine’s discreet.” She winked before rushing off toward the black annis with her gun barely hidden at her side.

“So much for fucking discreet,” I muttered as I rushed after her with my piece still holstered.





 





CHAPTER FIFTEEN





“GOD, THAT WAS a rush.” Toni grinned even as she stood panting over the corpse of the black annis. Although it had taken the lead, Toni had been so close behind it that it hadn’t stood a chance. 

Even if it had managed to elude Toni, I’d been close behind.

As soon as we were free of the crowds, Toni had fired two silenced shots into the base of the creature’s neck, and it had fallen instantly. Even with the silencer, the noise of the shots had rung out around the playground, but no one had run off screaming at the sound because it wasn’t obvious gunfire.

“I could really use a drink and a wind down after that,” she said.

“Agreed, but don’t you think we should at least try to find the kids she took?” If it’d been my mission, I would’ve tried to take the black annis alive until we knew for certain the kids were dead. Even if we were sure they were, a living, breathing creature could be tortured for information about the location of the bodies, so we could at least give the families some closure. As much as I hated torture, and the Assessors’ methods in general, sometimes the ends justified the means.

“I already have a team taking care of that.”

I thought back to the previous morning at the Dove. Everyone else had been assigned a case. It was possible Toni called one of them in, but that didn’t make sense when we were already so close and had been tracking the creature. My face must have shown my uncertainty because she winked when she glanced at me.

“I told you already. I work a little differently to the others.” She tossed the hag-stone at me and indicated that I should look through it.

Confused, but willing to play along, I looked through the restricted view and could barely believe my eyes. Even with the limited vision the stone offered, I could see no less than three fae warriors, with their wings of varying shades of blue stretched high behind them, making their way from house to house.

“That’s bullshit!” I cried, tossing the stone away as if it was tainted—which it was in a way. 

The instant I’d moved the stone, the fae world—the ethereal plane—disappeared completely, leaving the fae unseen once more. When I turnd my gaze on Toni, I had no doubt that my eyes flashed with every bit of anger that swarmed my body.

“How can you do that? How can you team up with that . . . that scum!” Using fae technology for the Rain’s benefit was one thing; having them help was something entirely different. It was a betrayal to everything the Rain stood for.

A sarcastic chuckle escaped from her. “You’re kidding me, right?” When I didn’t answer, Toni placed her hands on her hips and watched me with pursed lips and a knitted brow. “I really thought you’d understand.”

“Why?” I snapped. “Because I’m the freak who fell in love with a monster?”

She blinked in surprise. “No, I—”

“I get it,” I cut her off, finding it impossible to silence the storm that bubbled inside me. “I’m the laughing stock of most of the Rain because of my choices.” If they even were my choices. “But at least I’m not asking the enemy to help me with a case. You’ve got fae trying to find fucking children for Christ’s sake. Haven’t you ever heard of a goddamned changeling?”

She stepped back as if I had slapped her. “No one outside of the Dove knows about this. No one! I only let you in because I thought I could trust you. Given your history, I thought you’d appreciate that not all creatures are evil.”

I shook my head and stepped away from her. “Maybe they’re not, but you have to have rocks in your head if you think the fae can be trusted.”

One corner of her mouth lifted in a wry grin. “Well, they haven’t let me down, lied to me, or double crossed me yet, which is more than I can say for some Rain operatives.”

My stomach twisted when her words struck me. I was doing just that. I’d lied about my reasons for wanting to join her team and planned to do whatever it took to get into Charles’s vault the first time an opportunity arose. Maybe I was no better than the fae. I blew out a breath. “I just don’t trust them. I can’t.”

“Maybe fae are different here?” It sounded like she was trying to offer a suggestion that would work for both of us.

“Maybe.” I doubted it. As far as I was concerned, fae were untrustworthy in every country in the world, but I didn’t want to burn the bridges that might get me closer to the information I needed to find out about Evie and her unnatural hold over me.

“Let’s get back to the Dove, and I’ll tell you a bit more about the partnership I have with them on the way.”

“What about . . .” I trailed off when I looked down to where the body of the black annis had been just a few moments earlier, but it was gone. “What happened to—”

Toni held up her hand to stop me talking. “If you don’t trust fae, you probably don’t want to finish that question.”





AS WE started the slightly more than an hour-long drive back to the Dove, Toni explained to me how her unlikely—and in my opinion stupid—alliance with the fae started.

She’d been hunting a small party of warriors—who’d apparently been causing havoc near the headquarters at Oxford Castle—only to be injured in the cross-fire as they attacked the real culprit: the leader of an Unseelie court nearby. The fae warriors that Toni had been tracking helped revive her—offering her enchanted food and taking her to their court healers who tended to her wounds before returning her to Oxford Castle unharmed and with the hag-stones as a way of finding them again. 

The way she spoke of them, with awe and respect, was counter-intuitive to everything I knew about them. It was almost the same way Evie had talked about her stay at the court. The thought was unwelcome, so I pushed it aside. 

In order to have Toni understand my side, I told her the story of Lou’s capture and torture at the hands of the fae in New York.

She frowned. “It just doesn’t gel with what I know about the fae. I could almost buy it from the Unseelies, maybe.” She was quiet for a moment. “Almost.”

“My sister was tortured for years, and the symbols carved into her skin are fairy magic.” I fell silent as the tense I’d used hit me. “Were fairy magic,” I added quietly as the reality of her death snuck up on me again and dragged away all emotions but sorrow.

There was pity and kindness in Toni’s tone when she spoke again. “Maybe we can agree to disagree on this one.”

“I’m not working with their kind. I’m sorry, but I can’t.”

“I’ll keep you away from them,” she agreed. “Although that’s as much for their safety as your sanity. I don’t want any of my friends killed by some hothead Yank.”

I nodded my acceptance of those terms. Even if I didn’t agree with her methods or choice of friends, I wasn’t willing to walk away from my chance at getting to her Grandfather’s vault over a few fae. 

There was something else that made me agree. Hunting with Toni was almost like it used to be with my family before Charlotte. It was the thrill of the chase and the discovery of new information—saving lives—that mattered most. It wasn’t a battle over who was the biggest disappointment—not that there was ever a competition for that title after I had run to Evie the first time.

We were halfway back to the Dove when Toni spoke again, but not before releasing a lengthy sigh. “I was wrong about you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“After the warnings Granddad gave me about you, I thought that I’d finally had the chance of meeting someone outside of my teams who didn’t believe the rhetoric bullshit about all others being evil.”

Do I believe it? The tiny part of me that had resisted Evie’s pull for as long as I could was convinced she’d done something to ensnare me. Didn’t that prove the doctrine of the Rain was right? 

Then again, having had a few months uninterrupted with my dream girl made the reality of my empty life that much harder to cope with. The part of me that missed her so desperately refused to believe she was evil.

Regardless of my personal feelings on the matter, there was irrefutable evidence in the report Zarita had shown me that phoenixes were a force for good in the world.

“I don’t. Believe that I mean,” I said after a pause, as much to convince myself as Toni.

“But you don’t think that it covers fae?”

I shrugged. “I’ve seen too much of the fallout from their actions.”

“Do you think humans are evil?”

Her question stilled me for a moment, and when I answered, it was with careful thought. “I think that some humans have a profound ability to perform evil acts, but I’m not sure that I would say humans are inherently evil.”

She turned her eyes off the road for a moment to quirk her brow at me.

I laughed. “Okay, okay, point taken.”

“Can I ask you a question?”

“You can ask, but whether I’ll answer is another issue.”

She chuckled. “Why did you want to come to Oxford?”

I went to give her the same answer I had given Charles, but she held up a hand.

“Not the official bullshit reason, the real reason. From what your dad told us, you’ve been traveling all over Europe for months, so why here? Why now?”

I still wasn’t sure whether I could, or even should, trust her, so I didn’t want to give away too much. Then again, she’ll be your best ally if you can trust her. “How much do you know about what happened back in the States?”

“Just that you apparently lusted after something you were supposed to be hunting.”

I couldn’t believe that Dad had boiled it down to something so simple and yet so utterly incorrect.

“Does it bother you that I know so much?” she asked with an amused smile.

“No. What bothers me is how wrong all of your supposed knowledge is.”

She flourished her hand in my direction before placing it back on the wheel. “Well then, straighten me out.”

Was I really crazy enough to tell a second person the story of Evie and me in less than a month? Another virtual stranger. Worse still, another Rain operative—someone who wouldn’t think the story of Evie’s heritage was hokum and myth. 

It was dangerous telling Toni everything, and yet in that risk, I might find an unlikely ally.

Toni’s words from two days earlier played at the edges of my memories. “Trust is a two-way street, and I don’t think I can ask for it without giving it in return.” Did I really care if she trusted me though? I sat debating for a little longer than was probably polite. It was the fact that I had ammunition against Toni as well that ended up forcing my mouth open and causing the words to spill out. 

By the time we arrived at the Dove, I’d told Toni all about Evie, about how we met and how we’d been split apart twice by death. My story ended with me getting onto the plane to Europe to try to get over Evie, which I recalled just as we pulled into the parking bay beneath the building that housed the Rain accommodations. In the meantime, Toni had forgotten all about the question she’d asked that had prompted my honesty.

After Toni parked the car, she blew out a breath. “Wow.”

“Yeah.”

“I’m not sure whether to be in awe of your determination or question your sanity.”

“What?” After discovering her alliance with the fae of all creatures, I had hoped she would understand why I was drawn to Evie. My assumption regarding her acceptance of the reality I believed in—that Evie wasn’t evil—was part of the reason I’d admitted any of it to her. My jaw clenched and ticked as my frustration grew with her silence.

“You were stupid to let your family anywhere near her. You should have whisked her away from Charlotte before they’d ever had a chance to catch up.”

I found myself smiling as she blew away my expectations. “Maybe. But we were both too young then to have thought through all of the consequences. Who knows, it probably would’ve ended up the same way regardless. Eventually the dangers of my world were destined to drive her away.”

“She really broke your heart when she ran, didn’t she?”

I shrugged. There was no point trying to deny it, after telling our story for the last half-hour, my face probably revealed every bit of anxiety and sorrow I felt about Evie’s disappearance. About her running from me in Detroit and again in Missouri.

“I’m not surprised you’re unwilling to go home after suffering through that.”

I hadn’t told her about the relics, or about Zarita. I didn’t want to be that honest just yet. “The worst part is that my family just don’t get it, you know?”

“You wouldn’t believe how much I know about that. If Granddad found out about the fae, he’d have conniptions.”

“You don’t get along with him?” I was surprised Charles had assigned me to Toni’s team if he didn’t trust her to keep me in line.

“He thinks I’m everything I should be as an Elite, and outside of that . . . well, let’s just say that what he doesn’t know doesn’t hurt him.”

I forced my face into a smile to let her know that her secret was safe with me—she had mine to guard now too. “I can understand that. Sometimes I wish things were that way with my family—it’d be better than the accusatory stares and constant guilt trips.”

“Let’s go get a drink. I think we can both use one.”

I couldn’t have agreed with her more.









CHAPTER SIXTEEN





THE WEIGHT AND warmth of a hand rested steadfast over my heart. I shifted, not entirely sure if I was already asleep and dreaming or still awake and had an intruder. 

Slender fingers, which radiated with an unnatural warmth, traced over a scar that ran the length of my ribs, starting just beneath my collarbone.

“Are you asleep?” A voice that was instantly recognizable called to me from across the vast expanse of the distance that separated us, whispering against the shell of my ear.

“If I am, then I’m dreaming, and I don’t ever want to wake up.” My own disembodied voice carried from my mouth, even though I hadn’t issues a single word.

Evie’s giggle echoed through the intimate space between our bodies. Instead of just hearing her laughter, I could feel it. The ripples of her joy rushed over every part of me—including parts that experienced pleasure in ways ears never could.

“But if you are, then it’s not really me doing this.” She placed a soft kiss over my heart, where her hand had rested a moment earlier.

“Mmmm, now that’s true.” I spoke again without consciously forming the words or moving my mouth. “And I like it very much when you do that.”

“How about this?” She pressed another kiss to the other side of my chest.

“Yeah, I like that too.”

“What about this?” She trailed three small kisses across my belly, each one lower down my abdomen than the last, each one lingering on my skin for a few beats more than the one before.

I listened to my voice reply in the affirmative, a strangled word hissed through teeth clenched tight as pleasure coursed through me. Anticipating her next move, I bucked my hips forward off the bed to give her access to the waist of my boxers but nothing happened. A chill settled into the air that had been warm moments earlier.

“Clay,” she whispered in a tiny voice that sent fractures racing each other through my heart.

I tried to open my eyes, but I was unable. Darkness took me deep into its depths and the air grew colder still.

“Clay!” Her voice was panicked now, full of fear and need. I fought against the darkness holding me, but it was useless. Something pinned me in place, tangling material around my arms and legs so that I couldn’t move to help her.

“Clay!” A desperate scream pulled me to consciousness. The voice was Evie’s, and it rang in my mind as I tried to sit up in bed, panting and with a racing heart.

The thick blanket was knotted around my legs, the corners all tucked underneath my body. A chill clung to the night like a lover, freezing my blood. I kicked off the blankets and did a circle of my small apartment to check that the windows were closed. I moved to adjust the thermostat, which had somehow worked its way down to a ridiculously low temperature.

Unable to do the conversion from Fahrenheit to Celsius in my head with visions of Evie dancing inside, I just turned it up to high and hoped for the best. If nothing else, it would remove the cold that seemed to radiate from every surface that little bit faster.

I tugged on a pair of sweatpants and a sweatshirt, thinking about the dream I had woken from. It was more a memory than an outright dream. I could recall the specific sequence of events from our few months in Detroit. I was used to my dreams of Evie shifting into nightmares, but this one was different. Instead of being the source of the fear like she’d often been, she seemed to be the target again, just like she had been after my retraining and again with the wendigo.

Why was this one different?

It was the memory aspect of it that was so odd about the whole thing. It wasn’t just a dream. It had—for a time—been real. It was almost as if I could have reached out and touched Evie. It was a vivid recollection of my memory. I’d felt her weight. I’d heard her voice.

Why?

I had been at the Dove for a little over a week, hunting with Toni. She seemed interested in keeping me close. At first I thought it was just so that she could watch me and ensure I didn’t spill her secrets or betray her team, but I soon discovered it was more than just that. She actually seemed to enjoy my company, just as I enjoyed hers. Over the week, I’d come to understand that even before her agreement with the fae, she’d been just as disenfranchised as I had become when Evie had proven to me that not all others were monsters.

After Toni’s rescue by the fae, she found a new way to do things. Each assignment was assessed for the risk it posed to humans and if the risk was low—if it was simply a creature who had stumbled into the Rain’s web despite posing no significant threat to humanity—Toni passed the information onto the fae, who made the threat disappear into some sort of paranormal witness protection program and left the rest of the Rain none the wiser.

At the time, my mind had turned to Evie and her words about the protection her fae lover had said he could offer. I couldn’t help but wonder if she’d returned to his arms after fleeing from me. It was something I hadn’t considered except in spiteful thoughts when I first learned the truth about the spell she had cast over me, but that played on my mind more regularly since I’d found out about Toni’s partnership.

When I imagined her hidden away with a nameless, faceless man who held her securely in his arms and whispered sweet nothings in her delicate ear, I felt ill. Jealousy burned though me, stronger even than when she’d first told me about him. Back then, I’d hated myself for driving her into another’s arms through a stupid choice, but now it wasn’t my choices that had sent her fleeing back to him. It was hers.

The more I thought about it, the more convinced I grew that she was happy and safe while I was stuck in a tiny apartment—which had no more amenities than most motel rooms—trying to make do until I could steal the stupid artifacts that might offer me some sort of freedom from her. I smacked my hand against the wall with a growl in a failed attempt to force her from my head.

Is that why I’ve been dreaming of her so much lately?

I headed to the bathroom, a small space no larger than five by six feet that held little more than a small sink, toilet, and closet-sized shower. I crossed the black and white checkered floor to the tiny sink. 

Standing in front of the chipped one-piece washbasin and small, round mirror, I splashed some water on my face to wake me up.

Meeting my tired eyes in the mirror, it became clear that it was useless to try to examine the cause of the dreams or worry over whether Evie had fled back into the arms of her once-lover. 

I could probably psychoanalyze myself for hours and not be any closer to working out exactly what my dreams meant or why they’d started a few nights ago. All I knew was that for the last three days I’d woken from vivid visions at some ungodly hour of the morning, feeling more tired than I’d been before heading to bed. With each night that passed, the dreams felt increasingly real, and the toll they took on my body became more pronounced.

On this particular morning, as I took in my reflection—the deep black circles under my eyes and the beard that continued to lengthen—I began to doubt the dreams had natural causes. Because Evie had been the subject of my nighttime visions—dreams that were far more vivid than anything I’d ever experienced before—it made me wonder whether her ability to ensnare me was somehow causing my exhaustion. 

Was there a time limit on how long I could be away from her before my desire began to manifest itself in strange ways? Maybe whatever spell she’d cast over me to awaken pothos and eros was wearing off or fighting back. 

I reminded myself once more that despite the information regarding the process of her seduction, the evidence presented by the research—and my own experience—provided overwhelming proof that a phoenix was a force for good. 

It was hard to accept given the weariness that seemed to sink under my skin, through my bones, and deep into my very soul. It sapped my concentration and broke my will. Sleep deprivation was an effective method of torture for a reason. I had never heard of it happening without an actual lack of sleep though.

What has she done to me? I scrubbed my face again, unwilling to either convict or acquit Evie of her guilt without further information. I need to get those relics.





“YOU LOOK like shit.” Toni had barely glanced at me before issuing her glowing assessment.

“I’m fine,” I said, leaning against the bar with my arms crossed. Barely a minute passed before I yawned widely, belying my assertion.

Toni’s gaze trained on me as I did, and she paused in her task for a moment. After taking a long glance at me, she passed the latest set of assignments onto Graham—the muscle man who’d stopped me the first day I’d entered the Dove—before pulling me to one side.

“Are you ’right?”

“I’m fine,” I repeated before my mouth opened in another wide yawn.

“You look dead on your feet.”

“I’m just a little tired.” It wasn’t true, but it felt easier to lie than admit a weakness. In truth, I’d experienced the same eye-burning, wooziness before—after staying awake for a little over thirty-six hours during a hunt with Lou not long before our eighteenth birthday.

Toni gave me a look that suggested she could see through my bullshit. Perhaps she could. I was probably too tired to make the right facial expressions. “Have you been having trouble sleeping?”

I shook my head.

“I can’t have someone in the field who isn’t on their game. Why don’t you take a little time off?”

“And do what exactly?” I asked.

“Sleep.”

My mouth pressed into a hard line before I sighed as I decided to admit a little more of the truth. “That’s the thing. I’m sleeping fine. I just seem to wake up more tired than I was when I went to sleep.”

She frowned. “How long has this been going on for?”

“Three nights or so.”

“And it’s been getting worse each night?”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “Yeah.”

She slapped at my forearm to still my nervous scrubbing. Dropping my arm, I blinked at her in response. It was like I was a child who’d been rapped over the knuckles. 

“Why didn’t you say something sooner?”

“Say what exactly?”

Reaching for my elbow, she sighed and tugged me back toward the meeting. “Come on, I’ll have to let Graham know that he’ll have to coordinate all of the assignments today.”

“Why?”

She stopped pulling at my arm and huffed before turning to me with an exaggerated eye roll. “Seriously?”

“What?” I asked, wondering what I’d done to earn her ire.

Maybe she’s just being a bitch for the fun of it like—

I cut off the thought, unwilling to think of my sister and add to my already messed-up mental state. The more I worked with Toni, the more she reminded me of both my brother and sister. It was as if someone had mushed the two of them together to find the perfect balance to keep me sane while on missions.

“I’m not convinced that this here”—she waved her hand in the direction of the black bags beneath my eyes—“isn’t something that I need to be concerned about.”

Her tone set me on edge, and the reason for her agitation sunk into my sleep-addled mind. “You think I’ve got an other on my ass?”

“What else could it be? What you’ve described isn’t natural, not unless you’re iron deficient or something. I’ve seen the way you wolf down your food though, so I don’t think it’s that.”

The more I thought about the idea, the more it made sense. I remembered the way I struggled against what I had assumed was my bedding before waking fully. “I haven’t seen anything though. What could it be?”

The list of possibilities was already running through my mind as I asked the question. Top of the list was the fae, but she was in league with them, and I couldn’t voice that opinion without risking offending her and breaking the ceasefire we’d found over our disagreement there.

“Svartálfar, alb, boo hag, or phobetor.”

With the exception of the fae, her list was almost identical to my own. I wanted to cull the list, so tried to think analytically. “I think you can rule out it being a phobetor, the dreams I’ve been having aren’t exactly nightmares.” At least, not to start with. In fact, the start is rather pleasant. I fought a smile about how pleasant the dreams had begun.

Something in my words or tone caused her to raise an eyebrow and chuckle under her breath. While I tried to think through the other possibilities, she excused herself in order to get her second in command, Graham, to do his part. When she returned, she hustled me into an office at the end of the loft room above the bar.

“What are we doing here?”

“Reviewing the footage.”

“Footage?” I asked dumbly, even as a feeling of dread stole over my limbs.

“It was something Granddad insisted on. One of his goons came and set it all up before you arrived in the Dove.” She sat in an office chair next to a computer and pointed out a second chair for me to drag over to sit in.

Instead of doing as she’d indicated, I stood behind her while it took my sleep-deprived brain far too long to catch up. I tried to hurry it along to a conclusion by forming words. “You’ve been filming me?”

She booted up a computer. “It’s okay. I haven’t looked at it.”

“Let me get this straight.” I couldn’t believe her nonchalant attitude about the complete invasion of privacy. My privacy. “You’ve been filming my every move since I got here without me knowing? And yet you think that it’s all okay just because you haven’t watched it yet? Am I really hearing that right?”

“Do you want to stand there and be indignant, or do you want to see what’s on here?”

I pressed my lips together to stop myself from saying something I might regret—something that might force me to abandon my quest for the artifacts. Regardless of my attempt to calm my anger, a grumbled rebuff issued from me as she opened the folder that contained the life I’d lived since moving into my little apartment.

A few moments later, she had the camera feed open and turned to me with an apology in her eyes. “I didn’t want to agree to it, but it would have raised too many questions if I’d said no. Plus, it’s a closed circuit that only feeds to this computer. Granddad thinks I check it daily, but as I’ve said before what he doesn’t know doesn’t hurt him.”

Still reeling from the lack of privacy, but also curious as to whether it was actually possible that I had a paranormal stalker who was somehow causing my sleep to be tainted and unhelpful, I dragged over the chair and indicated that she should proceed as I sat.

“The camera is motion activated,” she said, somewhat unnecessarily, as she turned back toward the screen just as an image of me walking into the apartment flicked onto the screen. It was of my first night in the apartment, before I’d really been introduced to Toni and her teams.

I tried to remember what I’d done that night. Because I wasn’t used to the space or familiar with my surroundings, I hadn’t yet paraded around the room naked, but there were probably times since where I had been fairly close. Horror filled me as I wondered whether there was a camera in the bathroom. The first two nights that I’d had the hyper-real dreams about Evie, I’d needed to find a release for my tension, which involved a not-so-cold shower and a lathered-up private massage to my favorite body part.

“You seem to know a bit about the setup for someone who hasn’t looked,” I murmured while watching her negotiate around the files with relative ease.

“I swear, I’ve never watched this before,” she said, with her hands raised in surrender. To my horror, my on-screen image began to undress, the first to go was the shirt and then the pants. “Although, maybe I should have,” she added with a flirty tone.

“I thought you were supposed to be trying to find something, not enjoying the show.”

“All right, all right, no need to get testy. Unless we’re going to see some of those of course.” She chuckled at her own joke before turning serious at my expression. “It started three nights ago you say?”

It took her a few moments to retrieve the right night and then scroll through to the part where I had finally succumbed to sleep. She’d wanted to watch at normal speed from the time I began getting ready for bed, but I’d forced her to skip on.

“Okay, if we’re right, something should happen in the next few hours of sleeping.” She sped the playback up to six times the normal speed, and we sat watching as my likeness tossed and turned as he tried to fall sleep.

After watching for ten minutes, I was almost asleep myself. My eyes drooped, and I could barely pay attention to the screen. I physically jolted when Toni elbowed me in the ribs.

“Look alive, cowboy.” She pointed to the screen and dropped the pace of the playback to normal speed.

My on-screen double was fast asleep.

“You look younger when you’re asleep,” Toni murmured with a tender edge in her voice.

“What am I supposed to be seeing?” I hated the feeling of exhaustion that was stealing any edge I usually had over the beasts we hunted. Toni’s unhelpful remarks weren’t doing much to help my mental clarity either.

She didn’t say anything for a moment and then tapped the screen as she pressed pause. “There.”

Her finger rested on an obscured shape near the window in the corner of the room. The shape hid one corner of an old oak bureau, which had been there when I had taken the apartment and that I’d left empty. Whatever moved through the space could almost have been mistaken as a human except for the way its skin flickered and pulsed.

“Good call on the other,” I said before guessing at what it could be. “Boo hag?” I looked closer at the almost-human shape and indicated to Toni to play the recording again.

“Maybe.”

In the washed-out gray of the night-vision mode, it was hard to see exactly what caused the shadow, but there was definitely something there—something humanoid. We watched as it crossed closer to the bed. My heart pounded as if I was watching a slasher flick.

The shadow crept closer until it had reached the edge of my bed, and then it proceeded to climb up my body, gently coaxing me onto my back as it moved. Because it was so much closer to the camera, the details of the creature became more apparent. Stripped of its skin, it was all muscle, vein, and sinew twisting around bone. As the hag shifted, her whole body appeared to pulsate with the blood pumping through her veins.

“Oh God,” I murmured as she crept over my prostrate form.

“Are you okay?”

Despite the concern in Toni’s voice, I couldn’t tear my eyes off the screen to look at her. Dread and disgust had settled into my stomach as the creature rested its hands against my chest, one resting over my heart. 

While I watched the horrific sight, I placed my left hand over the same spot—the place I had dreamed of Evie’s hands touching me for the last few nights. The reminder of my dreams added guilt and relief to the swell of emotions building in me. The tiredness and nightmares weren’t Evie’s doing. 

I should’ve known because I’d been apart from her for longer before without the same symptoms, but that had been before I had learned the true wonder of her touch.

On the playback, the creature on my bed lifted its head to draw my breath—my energy and life force—from me. There wasn’t anything visible on the screen as such, but my knowledge of the beast was enough to tell me what it was doing as it rested over the blankets and pressed against my body. It was killing me slowly and that was a hideous thing to witness. The sight was enough to make me need a hot shower. Or six.

I finally found my voice. “I think I’ve seen enough.”

Toni killed the video feed. “Ridden by the hag, man that’s rough. We don’t get many of them over here.”

She was right, they were much more common in the US, especially living among the descendants of the slaves who worked on rice plantations in the south, the Gullah people—many of whom openly acknowledged the existence of boo hags even in this age of disbelief. 

With the world getting smaller and smaller with air travel and easy transport though, it was becoming common for all creatures to be found outside of their traditional settings.

Toni stood up. “We know what it is now at least. That means we can kill it.”

“That’s going to be tough,” I said. “Everyone else is on assignment, so it’s just the two of us.”

“And one of us will have to be asleep to draw her out.” 

Toni was right, but it wasn’t something I was looking forward to. Trying to sleep when I knew something sinister would be creeping into my room went against my every instinct. 

If we didn’t find a way to destroy the creature though, I would go crazy. Or worse. 

There were only so many nights a person could be ridden before the hag consumed the entirety of their life force. Worse, according to all lore, heaven help any poor soul who interrupted one while they fed like Toni and I were planning to do.

We spent the rest of the day updating ourselves on any developments about boo hags in the Rain databases as well as gathering up our supplies for the night-time raid.





KNOWING THE camera was in one corner of the room, that Toni was watching me through it was a strange feeling as I tried to go about my usual bedtime routine. Both Toni and I had agreed that it was best if I did everything the same as normal. That way, I wouldn’t give the boo hag any reason to suspect that I had any knowledge of its presence in my room for the last few nights. 

It was a difficult task not to keep one eye on the camera, and the other on the bureau where the creature had been when we’d watched the playback of the previous nights. The only thing that kept my gaze from straying in that direction was that if it did suspect I knew, it was likely to tear me to pieces or take my skin for its own. Neither of those alternatives was appealing.

Instead of getting undressed like I normally would, I gave a small wave to the camera. If things went well tonight—if I was still alive in the morning—I would do what I could to block the feed. If nothing else, it would prove whether Toni’s assertions that she wasn’t monitoring the camera were accurate. If she confronted me about the blockage, I would know she was lying.

After watching the feed and confirming the supernatural cause for my exhaustion, we’d formulated a plan. I would be the bait, Toni would ensure that the hag didn’t get a chance to ride me while I slept, and Graham had been given instructions to try to track the creature’s skin and destroy it. All of the lore indicated that the skin—borrowed from a previous victim—was usually left somewhere secure but nearby the victim so that the hag could return to it before sunrise. If the hag was outside of the skin by the time the sun rose, she’d perish.

Pushing what needed to happen overnight out of my head, I headed to the bathroom to shower and change. The moment I stepped into the sterile, white space, I felt self-conscious that there might be another camera hidden in there, still unknown to me. 

I checked around the cornices, looking for any trace of a hole or gap within which a camera could be hidden. I even checked behind the mirror for wires before moving on to the towel racks to do the same. Satisfied as I could be that there was nothing recording me, I got ready for bed.

Despite the lethargy I’d battled for the better part of the day, once I was under the blankets, I struggled to actually sleep.

How am I supposed to relax when I know what’s coming?

I considered redressing and heading to the Dove for a few more drinks to knock me out, but it was too difficult to find the energy to get out of bed. I couldn’t force myself to get up, but I couldn’t make myself sleep either.

“This is ridiculous,” I murmured for the benefit of Toni, who I knew was listening in and watching on this occasion.

It was possible the boo hag was already in the room, or that it’d sneak through the window later at night. Either way, it wouldn’t reveal itself until I was asleep. Pretending to sleep wouldn’t work. I closed my eyes and turned my mind to relaxing thoughts.

Before long, Evie was there in my thoughts, laughing at something I had said or done. It wasn’t the overly real dreams I’d been having though. Instead, it was the quiet visions of introspective memories. Sorrow tinged the thoughts, but most of the anger had gone. With each new day, I felt less able to cling to the rage that had first burned through me with my discovery of what she’d forced me to feel.

Lying in bed, trying to sleep but instead having long stretches of time to turn thoughts of her over and over in my mind, it became clearer that even if she’d done something to force me to feel that much love for her, it might not have been her fault. 

Just as Lou cornering and confronting her was no doubt the catalyst for the fire that had destroyed so much, I had to take some degree of responsibility for what had happened. I’d pursued Evie long before we’d shared our first kiss. From the day she had arrived at high school, she’d been a source of fascination and fantasy for me. 

Zarita’s words about David began to make more sense.

“I believe that even if that were true, I don’t think the man would have cared. He was so smitten that he would have happily given her his heart for just that one kiss.”

Even knowing what I knew now, I wasn’t sure if I could have resisted her back then. 

My mouth lifted into a smile as I recalled the subtle differences between her various smiles. I spent my waiting moments turning each memory I had of her over in my mind.

Sometime later, I felt the weight of her on my hips and her hand press over my heart.









CHAPTER SEVENTEEN





“CLAY.”

IN MY mind’s eye, I could see the wicked smile that played upon Evie’s lips and twisted her voice into a tool of seduction. I tried to lift my hand toward the sound, intent on caressing her cheek and drawing her lips to mine, but I was unable to move.

“Clay!”

The tone was harsher, more desperate, and didn’t quite sound like Evie.

“Clay, get your arse out of that bed right now, or I will personally kick it to kingdom come!”

I sat up as Toni’s voice overtook Evie’s and pulled me from my dream. At some point during the night, I must have fallen asleep and the boo hag had appeared for its nightly fix of my energy. 

My heart thumped a wild beat against my chest as I was torn from an unhealthy sleep. I tried to force myself to focus on the situation, but it was hopeless at first. It took my eyes longer than it should have to adjust to the darkness in the room. When they did, I could see the hag pressing against the door to the bathroom, struggling to reach Toni who was trying just as hard to keep the creature out. 

The door bounced and banged against the frame as the two of them fought—the hag to push the door open and Toni to keep it closed. The hag’s long claws slashed at the opening, coming dangerously close to Toni’s arm.

“The sesame seeds,” Toni snapped at me as she pushed harder against the door, trying to force it shut and get some distance between her and the sharp claws of the boo hag. If she succeeded, it would leave me alone on this side of the door with the hag.

The hag’s head twisted in my direction. When it realized I was awake and moving, it turned its attention away from Toni and onto me. Knowing that if I let it get its claws into me I would be killed, I twisted my torso and barrel-rolled off the bed. The hag leaped onto the covers, and I rolled underneath the frame. The moment I’d escaped out the other side, I reached for the container of sesame seeds that Toni was talking about. 

My fingers closed around the plastic case at the same time that the hag’s claw pierced my wrist. Rotating my arm away from her grasp, I flung the container of seeds roughly in the direction of the nearest wall, hoping that the force of the landing would dislodge the lid and send the small grains scattering around the room.

The hag released my hand and raced over to the container, and I sagged a little with relief that my plan must have worked. I looked over, horror-struck to see that only a handful of the sesame seeds had spilled, which would barely keep the hag busy for a minute.

Toni and I collided as we both raced to free the rest of the contents of the container. The hag howled in anger as thousands of grains scattered all across the room, some skittering under the bed, others flying across to land near the window.

Toni’s hand closed around my uninjured wrist, and she pulled me into the bathroom, slamming the door as soon as we were through it.

“It’s counting too quickly,” she said. “What else have you got?”

I snuck a quick look out of the bathroom and saw that she was right. The creature was moving far too quickly and clearly counting all of the individual seeds with record speed. “You were the one who came up with using its arithmomania to our advantage. Is that all you brought?”

“There were over eight thousand seeds in that freaking container. I would have thought that would have kept the damned thing busy for a while.”

I could understand her assumption—even if it left us up the proverbial brown creek lacking appropriate rowing equipment. “Well, what else was in the lore?”

“Holes in sieves.”

“Are there any of those here?” I peeked out into the main room again. The hag was still busy, but was already halfway around the room.

“Not unless you brought any with you.”

I rolled my eyes. “Yes, I packed a dozen sieves into my backpack when I left the States because they are essential travel equipment.”

“Well, maybe if you’d had one above your bed, you wouldn’t have been ridden so hard, long, or often.”

“With the speed that thing is counting those seeds, I would say it would have counted the holes in a colander in a matter of seconds.”

“True.”

“What else?”

“Bristles in a broom . . .” She met my eye as I opened my mouth. “And before you ask, no there’s not, unless you’ve got one.”

Ignoring her comment, I had an idea. “Wait, I’ve got it. Salt.”

“Salt?”

“Thousands and thousands of tiny grains. Should keep her busy long enough for us to paint.”

“Okay, there’s only one problem, I didn’t bring salt.”

“I’ve got some in my bag.”

She didn’t ask why I carried salt—everyone in the Rain knew there were enough creatures that salt either slowed or destroyed that it was a useful tool in any arsenal. “When we open the door, I’ll try to mix up what the hag has counted and needs to count still. You go straight for the salt.”

I nodded. “Be careful.”

The hag would be torn between her compulsive need to count every grain and her desire to harm both of us.

Toni grinned up at me, the same manic look in her eyes that she’d had before chasing after the black annis.

“On three,” she said.

I prepared myself as best as I could.

“Three!” she shouted as she pushed the door open.

I had expected her to start from one so it took me a second to catch up. Despite my surprise, I gathered myself quickly and ran for my bag. Deep down at the bottom, underneath all of the clean and dirty clothes, which I repacked every night just like Evie had taught me during our months on the road together, I found the box of sea salt I’d brought from home. 

When I looked up, the hag was just about to lunge at Toni.

“Hey! Count this!” I ripped the lid off the box and scattered the salt across the floor. Some of it sunk into the thread of the carpet, but I hoped that would just keep the hag busy for longer. 

Instead of obsessively counting the grains of salt, the boo hag reared up and screeched out an ear-piercing cry of agony.

“Oh shit! That’s right, they hate salt.” Toni grimaced.

The creature turned its head back and forth between me, Toni, and the salt scattered all around the room.

“The paint!” I shouted at Toni who was closest to the special concoction we’d ordered from a shop called Wickes earlier that day. Haint blue: an unusual pale blue-green shade reminiscent of the color of death resting on a body.

With the boo hag still shrieking at the sight of the salt and searching desperately for an escape, Toni worked as quickly as she could to leverage the lid off the tin. Originally, our plan had been to paint the hag into a corner with the haint-blue paint, but I had a different idea now. 

Without words, I indicated to Toni that she should toss the paint at the creature. There would be one hell of a mess to clean up in the morning, but if worked, at least we’d be alive and the creature would be off the street.

If it didn’t work . . . Well, looking on the bright side, I wouldn’t have to do the cleaning. 

Gathering my drift from my terrible game of charades, Toni lined up her strike and swung the can in the direction of the boo hag, holding onto the tin and letting the paint fly from the opening. It was hard to see the exact hue of the paint in the darkness, but due to its light shade, it was easy to see the stream arc into the air before falling all at once, covering about half of the Hag—as well as giving the carpet a coating of the thick sludge.

For a moment, the silence was deafening as the sudden stop to the screeching rang in my ears louder than the noise that preceded it had.

Then the hag found a new volume I hadn’t dreamed possible as it tore at the paint now coating its body. Even in the darkness, I could see that the paint had wrapped around the exposed muscle and sinew, and had slipped beneath exposed veins. Wherever the paint covered the boo hag, the substance clung tightly and refused to shift, even with the wild thrashing of the creature. I pressed my hands against my ears to lessen the intensity of the screams, worried that the sound could burst my eardrums if I didn’t.

After a few seconds of watching the creature tear at its own body, it was obvious how much pain the boo hag was in. My heart actually ached for it. Toni and I had unintentionally tortured it. With a shock I saw I was no better than Lou, in that moment at least. No better than any of the Assessors in any division of the Rain.

I clenched my jaw and turned from the sight as I tried to compose myself. “Can’t we find some way to put it out of its misery?”

The boo hag barely paid either of us any attention as it clawed away huge hunks of its own body in an attempt to escape from the Haint-blue coating we’d given it. The screech had turned to a noise that sounded like sobbing, and I grew sicker by the minute. 

Even if it had been unintentional, I’d caused it so much suffering. There had to be ways to destroy the creature without so much agony. Watching the creature writhe further solidified my forgiveness for Evie. Although I hadn’t intended to inflict prolonged pain, it was because of me the creature was in distress. Maybe it had been the same when Evie inflicted her spell on me; maybe it had been a consequence that she’d never imagined.

“There’s nothing we can do for it until morning.” Toni placed her hand on my shoulder.

Once dawn broke, the light of the sun would destroy the creature if it wasn’t back in the safety of its borrowed hide.

I moved toward the bed and slid to the ground to sit with my back against it.

Toni followed me, sitting beside me before pressing a key into my hand. “You must be shattered, go to my place and get some sleep. I can handle this on my own.”

I shook my head. “It’s my fault we’re in this situation.”

“How do you figure?”

I couldn’t understand what she meant by her question—wasn’t it obvious? I was the one the boo hag had ridden while I slept, there must have been something I’d done that had drawn it in.

“Obviously I was too attractive a target for it to refuse.” I’d meant it as a joke but was unable to infuse my voice with the right mirth to make it work.

“I wasn’t going to say anything until I could find out more, but the person who was in this room before you ended up going to Oxford Castle for treatment because he wasn’t fit for operation.”

I caught her drift immediately. “The boo hag was riding him?”

“It’s possible that the creature has been living in this room the whole time. I just never thought . . .” She frowned. “Until you started to show the same symptoms, I didn’t even consider that it could have been supernatural. I thought he just wanted to get away. Because of the fae partnership.”

“He was the one who betrayed you?” I recalled her statement about the fae being more trustworthy than other Rain members.

She looked away from me, her silence more confirmation than any words could have been. She turned back to stare unseeingly at the boo hag. “I was just lucky he was already operating under a diminished capacity and that Granddad doesn’t believe I could do anything so stupid.”

“Why do you do it if you know it’s wrong?” Even as the words came out, I wondered if she’d interpret them to be another sleight on the fae. Although they might have deserved it, I had agreed to disagree on that point. “What I mean is, wouldn’t it be easier just to leave the Rain altogether? Go somewhere else and start fresh.”

“You offering to spirit me away, cowboy?” She chuckled. “Seriously though, why would I? I can work within the system and still do some good. I can help people. If I turned my back on all this, or tried to openly fight the system, I couldn’t do anything worthwhile to help anyone. Tell me, has being open and honest about your doubts made your life any easier?”

I let loose a sarcastic bark of laughter.

She rested her head on my shoulder. “Exactly.”

Watching the hag as it continued to writhe and tear at itself, I felt a compulsion to be completely honest with Toni. The howls of pain had quieted as the hag began to lose energy in the battle with the paint scorching trails over its body.

It was easier to deal with the noise and the sight of the thrashing creature with the distraction of conversation. Being careful not to give anything away about Zarita, I answered her question from a few days earlier. 

I told her “why Oxford.” 

I explained about the relics in the vault and why I wanted them. It was balls to the wall time. She would either support me, or I’d be back to square one. It was possible I could be worse off if she told her granddad about me, but I trusted her.

“I knew there was another reason you were here. It was too much of a coincidence that you picked Oxford out of all of the possible places you could have gone.”

I didn’t apologize for not being honest sooner. She’d understand why I wasn’t.

“I suppose you expect me to help you break into my family’s vault now that you’ve shared your secret?” Although there was no malice in her voice, there was an edge that I didn’t completely understand.

“No. I mean, I won’t say no if you want to help, but that’s not why I’m telling you. That’s not why I’ve done everything I can to fit in at the Dove. In fact, under different circumstances, I think this could have been an ideal place for me.”

She gave me a wry smile. “What can I say? We’re ideal people.”

I smiled at the memories I’d accumulated even in my short stay. “You are.”

“Fine, I’ll help you. I don’t suppose you’d want me to find out if any of my fae—”

“Definitely not,” I cut her off. “I’m not working with them, not on something this important.”

“So what’s on those relics that has you so interested?”

I explained about the notes—claiming I had stumbled across them in the States—about eros and pothos, about the fact that the sunbird was initially a protector, and that the phoenixes she spawned were protectors too.

“Forces for good?” Toni sat in thought for a moment. “I can see why Granddad wouldn’t want that to get out.”

“I don’t. Wouldn’t it help if we didn’t have to hunt every creature? Some of these others could even help us.”

“Like the fae?” she asked with a voice full of snark.

I ignored the comment, understanding her point but refusing to acknowledge the value in it. “Why wouldn’t it help to share that information far and wide?”

“Two reasons: money and power.”

Power I could understand, especially from those of us who were part of the Elite. It was a heady drug that was hard to overcome. Hiding information gave those with the knowledge the power to distribute it, or not, as they saw fit. “How does hiding this have anything to do with money?”

“How much have you got in trust funds?”

I bristled at the question. I wasn’t exactly mega-rich, but I certainly had enough in savings and bonds to live comfortably for a number of years, maybe even a lifetime. If I was willing to touch the blood money in my accounts at least.

My silence implied a great deal to Toni. “Exactly my point. The elite families have made a killing in this business—pun intended. A few generations ago, towns clamored over themselves to rid their streets of the evil we hunt. Governments paid big bounties. Even now that people don’t believe in monsters, we have the hotel business. More and more headquarters are converted every day. It’s all a front, but if it disappears, so does the cash.”

“But there’ll always be the true evil beings to hunt. The world still needs the Rain.”

“Sure, but if there’s doubt over even one creature’s true nature, there’ll always be that question over whether or not the real evils are something that needs to be hunted. More expenses required for research and reconnaissance. By branding all others as monsters, there’s no ethical question to consider. I’m not saying it’s right—God knows it’s not—but that’s how it is right now.”

I ground my teeth together as all the pieces fell into place. Politics and propaganda, Zarita had called it. But it was so much worse than that. Evie’s life was in danger on a daily basis and for what? A few extra dollars in their fucking bank accounts. Had her mother’s—her grandmother’s—death somehow increased my trust fund? The thought made my stomach roil and pitch like a boat thrown around by a stormy sea.

“Are you okay? You don’t look so good.” Toni’s voice seemed to come at me through a darkening tunnel.

I thought I was going to be sick, but instead my anger burned the remaining energy in my body too fast, leaving me with no reserves to fight the fatigue that three nights of boo hag visits had caused. Not even the occasional sounds the hag issued were enough to help me fight off total exhaustion for a moment longer.

“Rest.” Toni’s hand guided my head to her shoulder, and I fell asleep leaning against her.





THE NEXT morning, I woke lying across my bed feeling more refreshed than I had in a long time. I looked around the room, almost certain that all evidence of the events of the night before would be absent, proving it to be just another ultra-vivid dream, but they weren’t. 

At least not entirely. 

The carpet was stained with a pale blue-green paint. The movement of the boo hag was unmistakable in the areas where the paint wasn’t just resting on the surface of the carpet, but had been smeared deep into the fibers, matting them all together.

Whatever had happened to the hag after I drifted into la-la land left little resulting mess. There was no body to speak of, nor was there any blood or the like mixed among the blue mess on the floor. The salt and sesame seeds had all been cleaned, which probably meant someone had come in with a vacuum while I’d slept.

I must’ve been pretty out of it.

Recalling the things I’d revealed to Toni during my weakest moments, I resolved to find out her feelings on the issue in the harsh light of day.





 





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN





“BRING OUT YOUR dead,” Toni shrieked, her small voice somehow filling the entire open space of the bar area when I pushed open the door. A cheer went up among the regulars and each of them raised whatever drink was in their hands into the air in a makeshift toast.

“I’m not dead,” I said. “At least not yet.”

“Hey, ’e says ’e’s not dead!” Johno called from behind the bar in an accent even stranger than his usual one.

“He’ll be stone dead in a moment,” Graham said, stifling a laugh.

“I can’t take him like that; it’s against regulations,” Johno said before snorting.

Everyone else started cackling, and I looked around in confusion. What the hell were they talking about? There had to be some sort of inside joke I was missing. 

Toni glanced at my questioning expression. “Seriously? Nothing at all?” The laughter that filled the room only increased as she turned to everyone else with a shrug, and muttered, “Hopeless.” 

She shook her head at me in disbelief, dismounted her barstool, and then skipped over to me. “We were worried about you. I think a horde of stampeding elephants could have had an orgy beside your bed and you would have slept through it.”

“I’m confused, are the elephants stampeding while they’re having the orgy or is that just the best way to get to it?” I felt like I was channeling my brother, and I didn’t even care. I was in the best mood I’d been for the longest time.

During my earlier shower, snippets of a dream from the latter part of the night before returned to me. It hadn’t been the vivid nightscapes of the boo hag inspired fantasies, but a genuine glimpse into my subconscious. I’d been unable to recall the specifics, just the hazy feelings that it inspired within me, but that didn’t matter. It had helped me to see that somewhere between discovering what Evie had ignited within me and revealing to Toni my desire to secure the relics, I’d stopped caring about whether or not they contained any information that could help free me. I still wanted to get them, but now it was for an entirely new reason.

Now, I wanted to get my hands on them for Evie. To know more about her, all about her. 

I wanted to prove to the rest of the world what I’d known all along. That despite what she could do, she wasn’t inherently dangerous. The sense of purpose behind the decision burned within me stronger than my anger ever had. My newfound mission felt cleaner in my system, giving me strength instead of funneling it away. 

First, I would clear Evie’s name, and then I could ensure our world was safe for her. 

Maybe then, I could even convince her to return to me.

Drawing Toni away from the rest of the rabble, I intended to ask about the night before. “What happened after . . .”

“After you passed out on top of me like a three-hundred pound gorilla?”

“What is it with you and wild animals today?”

She shrugged. “I’m just in a good mood.”

“And that equates to wildlife and sex?”

“Do you want to know what happened or not?”

I indicated for her to proceed.

“The hag kept fighting the paint and salt until the sun rose. She never had a chance to return to her skin.”

“So, poof?”

“Something like that.” Her voice indicated she meant it was nothing like it at all.

“Not poof?”

“More like Mr. Creosote.”

“Who?”

“You know, from Monty Py—” She cut off when she saw the lack of recognition in my eyes. “You know what, never mind. Suffice to say between the screaming and the explosion, we’ve had to smooth things over with the local PD.”

“I must have slept like a log, huh?”

“I don’t think a jumbo jet would have woken you.”

I risked a glance back at the rest of the group, no doubt waiting for her to dish out the assignments. “Look, about what I told you last night.”

“I’m not going to rat on you if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“It didn’t even cross my mind that you’d report me. I just wanted to say that I’m glad I told you.”

“Me too.” Her smile almost made her look girlish, but the wisdom in her eyes belied her years.

“I just want to make sure you know why I want them.”

“It’s not just about the one who got away?” There was a look in her eyes that indicated she’d guessed, but she stayed silent and waited for my explanation.

“I think there is some merit in your way of doing things, despite the issues I have with the fae. Imagine if the whole of the Rain could call on the abilities of others to hunt the real threats?”

“Oh, I see now!” she said with a thick sarcastic edge. “You’re an idealist.”

“Yes and no. I’m not stupid. I know it’s not going to happen overnight. I do think that given enough time, and enough proof, there are others who might at least be willing to stop and consider it.”

“The instant you started to share this sort of information, you’d have the hierarchy on your arse and would probably end up in some oubliette somewhere.”

The idea horrified me. Stuck in an ancient dungeon, devoid of windows save for the grate over my head that would serve as both the only source of light and the only escape. Trapped with only my memories and regrets to keep me company. It would be hell.

Regardless, I had to risk it to find out more—especially after my epiphany.

“Only if they know who’s sharing it. Besides, I’m talking about something a little more covert than that.” I told her of a plan I had hatched, hiding the information within the Rain’s own databases. Hidden in plain sight, but encrypted so that only people with the right key could get into it. It was something I could use her direct, reliable access to set up while I was at the Dove, all without letting anyone know it was there yet. 

“Can you do that?”

Lou and I had been around the Rain computers and databases long before we’d been on our first hunt. When Dad had tried to push me toward being an Assessor, I’d had extra training that had gone far and beyond what normal operatives knew. Because of all of that, I knew the systems inside out. It was the reason I’d been able to help develop the facial recognition searches and the reason I had accessed Evie’s files with relative ease. “I think it’s worth trying.”

“I’m not sure how much I can help you out, but I’ll do what I can. Let’s get through the day, and we’ll come up with some plans tonight.”

The day was spent doing the more menial tasks that the Rain required—both the boo hag and the black annis cases needed to be catalogued for their unusual nature.

Special mention was made of the effect of the use of the paint on the boo hag’s skin, although considering the mess of blue it had left in my apartment, it probably wouldn’t be the first choice for the next operative going up against one. I debated not adding the details in, feeling that even the worst monster shouldn’t face such torment in their final hours, but I was certain the Assessors who finalized the information in the database would question any inconsistencies or apparent missing information. The scene photos would clearly show the paint.

By the end of the day, I had a stiff neck from sitting at the computer for so long—something I hadn’t done since I was last at Bayview. When I stood, I took a moment to stretch out all of my sore, aching muscles. Coming up behind me as I stretched, Toni jumped into the seat I had recently vacated.

“So, I think I might have come up with a plan.”

So far her plans had gone a little astray, although it could be argued that her attack on the black annis hardly constituted a plan. “Okay, shoot.”

“I can get you fairly close to Granddad’s vault.”

“You know where it is?”

She huffed and rolled her eyes. “No, I have no clue where my family’s vault, the one that I’m telling you I can get you near, actually is.”

“Wow, your sarcasm gun is set to stun today, isn’t it?”

For a second, she just stared at me, but then her lips parted and she laughed. “You sure have a way with words.”

Deciding to ignore her laughter—maybe even her presence in general—I rolled my head and stretched my aching neck again. I closed my eyes and rotated my shoulders, before bringing my arms across my chest to stretch my back.

“Anyway, like I said, I have a plan.”

I opened one eye to watch her as I repeated the movements again. “And that is?”

“We should date.”

My other eye sprung open, and I stopped mid-stretch. With my head tilted at an odd-angle and my jaw hanging open, I must have been quite a sight.

“What? Why? Why would we do that?” My voice spluttered and stopped.

She roared with laughter. “You should see your face right now. Is the idea of dating me that repulsive?”

I tried to straighten out my expression, mostly because I didn’t want to offend her. Neither did I want to date her though. I thought I had made it crystal clear that my heart was thousands of miles away with Evie, regardless of whether it was my choice or not.

“No. I just . . . Well, what’s it got to do with your Granddad’s vault?”

“Until last year, I would go for dinner at Granddad’s every Sunday. He’d dismiss all the staff from his private quarters, and we’d just have a quiet family dinner together.”

“Why’d it stop last year?”

“After . . . the attack. I just couldn’t face him anymore. Honestly, I felt like a disappointment. It took me a long time to come to terms with my choices after that day, and I still find it hard to meet my Granddad’s eyes when I know that I rely so heavily on the enemy now.”

“But you’d face him for me?”

“For you? No. For the betterment of the Rain? Absolutely. If you’re right about what those relics reveal, and if you really can get the information out, it might be the start of something new.”

“I wouldn’t get ahead of yourself. I might be wrong, or I could fail spectacularly.”

“I know, but I think it’s worth the try and if anyone can do it, it’ll be you. You have the most to lose if it fails.”

I turned away from the intensity of her stare. “I’ve already lost everything important.”

She placed her hand on my shoulder in comfort. “Exactly.”

Offering her as much of a smile as I could muster with the weight of my losses dragging down the corners of my mouth, I said, “I’m not sure I understand entirely though. How does dinner translate into access to the vault?”

“Dinner will get you as close as you will ever get with as few guards as there will ever be.”

“And what’s it got to do with us dating?”

“If I call him up now and say I want to have dinner with him again, he’ll wonder why, especially if I tell him I’ll be bringing a guest.”

I nodded my understanding. “Unless said guest is someone you’d want to introduce to him for other reasons.”

“Exactly. It’s the perfect cover. We just have to play the lovesick couple for a few hours, get some booze into him, and then you can make your move.”

“He’ll know you helped me though.”

“Once you’re gone, I’ll play the heartbroken girl and pretend that you used me for your own nefarious purposes. Granddad will lap it up.”

“Painting me as the villain in the process?”

Her mouth twisted in a sad smile as she shrugged one shoulder. “If you follow this path, you’ll be the villain regardless. At least this way one of us can keep fighting the good fight while you go undercover to work on translating the relics.”

I thought through the consequences for her and for myself. Was it was really the best course? Even as the doubt crossed my mind, I shut it down. I needed to know more. Regardless of whether it was to free my heart or to help Evie, the relics would potentially hold the answers I needed. I had to do what I could to get my hands on them.

“We can try to think of a different plan if you like?” she asked. “Or you could just stay here at the Dove. No one else knows, so there’s no one to think less of you if you don’t go through with it. Everyone’s starting to warm to you and it’s so hard to find good help.” It was clear in her eyes that her offer was earnest. 

“You don’t know how tempting that offer is.” If I had been somewhere like the Dove after my retraining—somewhere with a culture that matched my own desire to do good without being forced to harm the innocent others—I probably would have found my feet much easier. But then, I might never have had the precious time in Detroit with Evie. The thought cemented my already concrete plans. “But I’m not really sure I have a choice. I have to do this.”

“Why don’t we aim for dinner Sunday week then?”

I was confused by the statement. “When?”

“A week from Sunday,” she explained as if I was slow.

Swallowing down the thick lump in my throat—the sticky residue of too many emotions too tightly compacted—I nodded. That left eleven days to organize everything. Eleven days of companionship before what would probably be a long stretch in seclusion.

“I do have a couple of questions about it though,” I said.

“Shoot.”

“How exactly will we convince him we’re a couple?”

She paused and gave me an odd look. “I thought you’d been involved with someone before. Knew what being a couple entailed.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t have anything to prove to anyone.”

“How did being around her make you feel?”

Even as she asked the question, stirring my memories of Evie, an undeniable pleasure spread through my limbs and blood raced to my cock. Despite the instant reaction downstairs when I thought about the way Evie made me feel, there was enough blood remaining in my cheeks to heat and no doubt grow a little redder by the minute.

Toni chuckled. “You just have to project all that,” she waved her hand in my direction, “onto me, and we’ll be fine.”

“I think we need to set some limits,” I said.

In many ways, it would be easy to pretend to have feelings for Toni. She might’ve been older than me, but she had a snarky streak wider than almost anyone I knew—at least anyone outside of my own family—and her personality sparkled with charisma that was almost impossible to ignore. 

Plus, she looked younger than her thirty something years and it would definitely be believable that someone my age might be attracted to her. She wasn’t a classic beauty but instead had the steady confidence of a long-time tomboy who one day discovered she had boobs and could use them to her advantage—for good or evil.

Despite the fact that I could see why others would be drawn to her like a magnet, the thought of having to kiss her was like a bucket of cold water thrown over me. In the short time we’d known each other, she’d become something of a confidant and a friend. In fact, if I was honest with myself, she’d almost become like a sister—or at least a distant relative that I couldn’t think of in a romantic way.

“I agree,” she said.

“So?”

“You want me to go first?” She seemed appalled.

“Okay, I’ll go first. No sex.”

“Damn, and here I thought I was setting up an easy score,” she said with a laugh. I was relieved she was trying to make things lighter. “I think that’s a given. Besides, I don’t think that we’ll be needing to have sex to prove anything to Granddad.” 

A violent shudder shook her body, I assumed because of the thought or a subsequent image it caused in her mind. Her frank approach put me at ease again, and I felt like maybe we could pull this off.

“No nakedness,” she added the next boundary.

“Well, there go my evening plans,” I deadpanned. “No groping.”

“I’m sure, if I try really hard, I can keep my hands to myself.”

“You might find that a struggle over the coming days when you have to constantly be so close to all of this.” I waved my hand along my body.

“Me? Struggle? How will you cope, being near these beauties and not being able to touch?” She clamped her hands over her breasts.

“What about kissing?”

“What about it?”

I tried not to wear a strange expression as I said, “We’ll be expected to kiss at some point, won’t we?”

She thought for a moment before nodding. “At the very least, we’ll have to look like we want to kiss each other.”

“Maybe we should try it now?” I suggested.

“Ah, now I see what this is, a ploy to get in as early as you can.”

“I just think that if it’s repulsive to either of us, it’s better to get that out of the way before we have to do it in front of anyone else.”

“You think kissing me will be repulsive?” Genuine hurt radiated from her.

“No, I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant, well, that . . .”

She burst out laughing at my stumbling apology. “You should see your face.”

Before I had a chance to react to her trick, she reached out and pulled my head toward hers, claiming my lips for an almost chaste kiss.

“Hmmm,” she said. “How was that for you?”

“Honestly?”

“I’m a big girl, I can handle honesty.”

“It was a bit like I’d imagine I’d feel if I had to kiss my sister.”

She took a step backward. “I’m not sure whether to take that as an insult or a compliment.”

“Um, both?” The uncertainty was clear in my voice too.

“Hmm, well, maybe next time we do it you should try closing your eyes and thinking of England?”

“Huh?”

She waved off my confusion. “I think we need to do a proper trial run of being together before we go anywhere near Granddad’s.”

I couldn’t agree with her more. If we had any chance in hell of our plan working, Charles had to be convinced that I was there as his granddaughter’s boyfriend—nothing more, nothing less.





TONI LEANED forward and rubbed her fingers over my thigh, just above my knee. After letting it pause there for a moment, she lifted it to brush across my cheek while balancing her drink carefully in her other hand. 

Watching her intently, examining the way she pretended to play coy while constantly finding an excuse to touch me, I noted that she was a superb actress. 

Each time her fingers trailed over a different part of my body, I forced a smile onto my face.

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see a handful of the pub regulars—the ones on her team—exchange loaded glances. I drew a breath, told myself that this was all for a good cause, and shifted toward her. With gentle fingers, I brushed a strand of her hair off her face before offering her a wider smile. She grinned back at me before biting her lip and turning away. It was a small beginning, but it was something to initiate the deception.

If we could convince everyone at the Dove of our relationship, it would be easy to convince Charles. For two days, we built a steady routine of ever-increasing touches and meaningful, loaded looks. The rumor mill was turning steadily, and I was certain most of the others were placing bets on whether we would become an item or not. I felt bad for deceiving the people who’d taken me in, and for making Toni do the same, but it would benefit them all in the long run.

“Well, it’s been a big day. I think I’m going to head to bed,” Toni announced, casting a furtive, but what was clearly supposed to be meaningful, glance in my direction.

I ordered another drink as she left, knocking it back as fast as I could while glancing up at the clock behind the bar as regularly as I could remember to. After exactly five minutes had passed, I announced that I was going to bed too. I slapped down some money to cover my tab and then turned to follow Toni’s exit.

Before the door had even closed, I heard a burst of excited chatter behind me. Because of the thick glass, I couldn’t make out whether it was about us or not, but the timing was definitely encouraging. I headed toward my studio apartment, but Toni’s door opened when I passed it.

“Come in, lover-boy. I’ve got something to show you.”

I was thrown for a second, but there was something in her eyes that made me trust her request and follow her into her apartment.





 





CHAPTER NINETEEN





AFTER THE FIRST night we’d pretended to give in to our temptations, I practically moved into Toni’s apartment. 

Rather than something similar to the tiny studio I had, she had a two-bedroom space filled with a full kitchen and a guest en suite bigger than the only bathroom in my apartment. I wasn’t sure whether it was because she was expected to entertain visiting dignitaries or whether it was just the luxury provided as the granddaughter of the division leader, but even the quality of the fittings in her space seemed substantially better. Then again, Abraham’s apartment in New York was evidence that being a leader had its perks.

Although a few of the other operatives in the building had, deliberately on our part, seen me leaving Toni’s place first thing in the morning, no one had confronted us about our relationship. They seemed to let it slide, at least to our faces. 

We hadn’t let it interfere with our hunting or training, but it did cut into the drinking sessions a little. Instead of sitting in the bar with the others, we holed ourselves up in Toni’s living room and made our plans for breaking into the vault.

“Once I get what I need, how do I get out?” I asked.

“Hopefully there shouldn’t be too many guards, so you should be able to leave fairly easily.”

That was good to know but not what I was asking. “I mean, how do I get out of the country? I can’t exactly hop a plane with stolen goods.”

“Well, fae have a way of—”

“No,” I cut her off but not with a harsh voice. Even though I was willing to accept her partnership with the fae, I refused to allow her to involve those creatures in any vital part of the plan. I had every reason to suspect they would ruin it for me.

She hummed in thought. “Well, if you could sail, we might have a way.”

“Who says I can’t?”

She tilted her head to one side and assessed me carefully. “You don’t look like the sailing type.”

“You don’t look like you slay monsters for a living. So what’s your point?”

“Fair enough,” she said. “If you are happy to go solo on a boat—at least for a little while—I might have a solution.”

One evening, a few days later, she revealed the blueprints for the recent redevelopment of Oxford Castle that she’d dug up, and we went over the schematics of the place, trying to plan for any contingency we could imagine. It had been over a year since she’d seen the vault, and any number of things could have changed since then.

“The safe has an electronic lock. This used to be the combination.”

I looked down at the piece of paper she’d given me. The combination was clearly a date, but it wasn’t her birthday—she’d revealed that a few days ago. Instead, it was a date about three and a half years later.

“It’s the date of my parents’ death,” Toni said as she saw me trying to puzzle it out. Unshed tears brimmed in her eyes and emotion tied her tongue. “The day I was left in Granddad’s care after they were killed on assignment.”

“He raised you?”

“I know what you’re going to say, but it’s not like I do what I do with the fae to hurt him. I didn’t choose this path out of hate or to spite him. He just doesn’t understand. We’ve lost too many family members to the hunt. After I was injured, I was in the fae court for a little over a week. When I arrived home, he was beside himself with worry and refused to listen to anything I had to say in defense of those who’d helped me.”

“He’s prejudiced against others because of the past?” It wasn’t a difficult thing for me to understand. My family was the same, bound by the fates and bias of our forbearers. Being able to see past all of that made me the black sheep.

“He was prejudiced because of what he was born to be. The loss of his only son just solidified it for him.”

I could understand that too. My family’s hatred for the fae was stronger than even some of the most devout Rain because we’d been bitterly wounded by them when they’d stolen Lou from the crib and tortured her for years before Dad could finally get her back.





BY THE time the day of the dinner rolled around, the purple had completely washed from Toni’s hair—or maybe she’d stripped the remainder away somehow. When I had confronted her about the fading color a few days earlier, she’d just shrugged and said that Charles was a little conservative about some things.

She met me at her apartment door wearing a pretty white and red spotted cocktail dress. Her now platinum hair had been ironed flat and secured with a red band. Her mouth glinted with red gloss, and her hazel eyes had been subtly highlighted with natural make-up. 

Looking her over, I felt incredibly underdressed. Not that I had much choice in the matter. I had to dress for action and the eventuality of having to leave everything I owed behind. Even though I’d packed my bag with all of my clothes and had emptied out my room, it was possible I would be separated from my belongings. I pressed my apartment key into Toni’s palm before we left.

“Just so I don’t change my mind.”

She looked up at me with a sad smile and teary eyes. “What makes you think you’re welcome here anymore anyway? After today, we’re through.” She wrapped her arms around my waist and gave me a squeeze.

The car ride to the Pluvia Oxford Castle Hotel was quiet. For my part, I was lost in my own mind as it swirled with doubt, fear, confidence, and excitement. Each of the emotions bubbled and then churned my stomach in turn, making it difficult to reign in my fast pulse and rapid breaths.

“I have one proviso on all of this,” Toni said in the seconds before we climbed out of the car.

My heart started to race as I wondered what she could possibly ask of me at such a late stage. Would I be able to accept her terms? “What’s that?”

“You send me links to all information you find. Good or bad, you release it all.”

I sagged with relief. “That, I can do.”

“Oh, and Clay.”

I stilled my exit from the car for the second time.

“It’ll just be the three of us in there, so try to remember to call me Antoinette. Granddad’s a stickler for using my correct name.”

Toni led me through the corridors, twisting around the labyrinth of offices and holding cells with skill. We’d gone over the maps multiple times during our planning meetings, so I knew the rough path but had no hope of negotiating the unfamiliar halls with the same skill she did. I didn’t have to escape faster than her though, only faster than the guards, and hopefully I’d get a head start on them.

Charles met us at the door when we arrived at his personal quarters. Toni had explained that the office where I had met him last time was the boundary between his work and living spaces. Despite opening the door with unrestrained joy, when he saw that I was the one who accompanied his granddaughter, his obvious disappointment was visible on his bulbous features.

“Jacobs,” he grunted as a greeting. “I didn’t expect to be seeing you this evening.”

“Granddad!” Toni admonished his obvious rudeness.

I wrapped my arm around Toni’s waist and pulled her body closer to mine. “It’s okay, sir. I understand. I didn’t expect to fall head over heels for Antoinette either.” I kissed the side of her head for good measure before putting on the most winning smile I could.

He swept aside to let us in. I could feel his gaze on me as I followed Toni’s lead to the dining room. When we arrived at the table, I held Toni’s chair for her and allowed my fingers to linger on her shoulders for a fraction longer than was appropriate, only shifting them once I’d checked my periphery and ensured Charles had seen. Before I moved, I bent down to whisper in her ear, “So far, so good.”

She giggled as if I’d whispered a private joke and swatted me away playfully.

My heartbeat pounded in my ears, masking the noise in the room with my racing pulse.

Once we were all seated, Charles looked at the spot on the table where my fingers interlaced with Toni’s. It was clear he was uncomfortable with my presence, but I wasn’t sure whether that was because he was suspicious of my motives or just because he didn’t regard me as a desirable suitor for Toni. If it hadn’t been for my history, I would have expected him to be practically jumping for joy. A potential joining of two Elite families would be a massive coup for his division.

Twice, he cleared his throat as if he were going to say something but then stopped. On the third time, he found his words. “Antoinette, would you like to help me select a wine for this evening?”

She winked at me before following him out of the room. Once she’d gone, a moment of panic overtook me. If she’d wanted to, she could easily throw me under the bus. The two of them heading off together would be the perfect chance. With Charles’s distrust already high, it would only take a word or two from Toni to warn him of my ultimate plan. Maybe I’d been wrong to trust her. Maybe she’d used my confidence to gather information about me. She hadn’t confronted me about blocking the camera in my apartment, but I hadn’t been using the space anyway. It wasn’t like she needed a camera to keep tabs on me in her home.

With each extra second that dragged by, I grew more convinced that a pack of guards was going to come charging in and throw me into one of the holding cells. Thoughts of my retraining flooded through me—the seemingly endless days of blood and death—and I broke out in a cold sweat. Twisting in my seat, I looked behind me. 

The feeling of certain capture sent dread coursing through my body and caused pinpricks of fear to rush along my back like the legs of a thousand spiders clamoring up my spine. I suppressed a shudder as I began to run though my escape options—unless of course Toni had been lying about them.

Toni and Charles were gone for what felt like an eternity. It was only when they returned that I realized my hands were shaking and my breathing was fast and heavy. Sweat beaded on my brow, and I wiped it away with the napkin in front of me.

Toni frowned but didn’t say anything when she took in my appearance.

After setting a decanter filled with a deep red liquid onto the table, Charles sat back and assessed me. His index fingers formed a steeple in front of his mouth as he watched my movements. I tried my best to calm my racing heart and stop my fidgeting, but I couldn’t deal with him in the same confident manner I had before. I was supposed to be playing the doting boyfriend ready to commit to a new relationship, not a flight risk.

I reached across the table for Toni’s hand, trying to present a united front. It took a moment before she intertwined her fingers through mine, and when I glanced at her, she was sitting deep in thought. The worry that had been growing in me while I was sitting alone only continued to expand.

Maybe this is a bad idea. Maybe I should try to do a solo attack later. I shouldn’t have gotten her involved.

My need to protect Toni clashed with my desire to get my hands on the artifacts that were so close but might as well have been a thousand miles away.

“So, Jacobs, how have you been finding our corner of the globe?” Charles leaned forward again as he asked the question, his gaze steady and unwavering on my face as he waited for my response.

“It’s definitely not dull, sir.”

“Why do you say that?”

“I’ve encountered beasts here that were unknown to me prior to my arrival.”

“Such as?”

“The black annis.”

“Don’t forget the boo hag,” Toni added, somewhat unhelpfully.

“Ah, yes, the hag. I’ve reviewed your notes on both those cases, Jacobs. Very thorough.”

“Thorough is my middle name, sir.”

Toni gave a horrified gasp that caused us both to turn to her. “You told me it was Trouble.”

I stifled a laugh. “Oh, Trouble’s in there too.”

“Clay Thorough Trouble Jacobs,” she murmured. “I like it.”

Charles cleared his throat before excusing himself to get the first course. I took the opportunity to find out what they’d discussed when they disappeared.

“He’s worried that I’m rushing into something without considering the risks.”

“That’s not unexpected.” We’d both anticipated resistance.

“He’s worried I’m going to get my heart broken. Maybe we’re making a mistake letting you take the fall? Maybe there’s a way we can do this another day without him knowing it was you.”

“I’ll be okay. I’m sure I’ll be able to smooth it out as a misunderstanding once I’ve gotten the information I need.” It was a lie, I had no idea how I was going to smooth anything out with anyone. I risked ostracizing myself from the Rain, particularly the UK operatives, but I had little other choice.

“I’m sorry about his questions.”

I shrugged. “It’s not like we didn’t expect to face the Spanish Inquisition.”

“Nobody expects the Spanish Inquisition.”

“I wouldn’t say that. Honestly, it wouldn’t surprise me if he actually busted out some of their techniques.”

She gave me an odd look. “You really haven’t seen any British classics have you?”

I frowned in confusion.

“What are you two talking about?” Charles asked as he came back into the room.

“Just Clay’s appalling lack of taste in movies. He has less than zero knowledge of Monty Python, and frankly, I’m starting to question my own judgment.”

“Well, I’m sure you’ll educate him if he’s sticking around.”

He distributed plates with what I recognized as toad in the hole as well as an assortment of vegetables on them. Determined not to repeat the mistakes I’d made during my first encounter with the dish of Yorkshire pudding and sausages, back at the Dove, I thanked him rather than asking whether there was actually toad in it.

“Did Kevin cook this?” Toni asked as she drowned everything on her plate in gravy.

“I’m not sure I appreciate the insinuation that I can’t cook.” Charles gave Toni a warm smile.

“Kevin is Granddad’s houseboy,” she explained to me.

“Personal assistant.”

“He makes sure the place is clean and that Granddad is well fed.”

Charles seemed to grow concerned with Toni’s teasing. “I can take care of myself.”

Toni chuckled. “I know, Granddad. I only ask because Kevin’s toad in the hole is simply magical.”

“He may have prepared the batter,” Charles conceded. “But I did the actual cooking. It’s been too long since you visited me. I wanted to make it special.” He probably would have denied it if confronted, but I heard the hidden emotions in his voice as he talked about her absence. It was clear to me that even if her visit was only to bring home a less-than-desirable suitor, he appreciated it.

A vice closed around my chest and stole my appetite as I thought about the fact that my choices could drive an even bigger divide between them. I pushed the food around on my plate, knowing that I should be trying to force as much of it as I dared down my throat because it could be my last meal in a while.

“Your techniques for dispatching the boo hag were quite novel, Jacobs.”

The image of the hag writhing and screaming while trying to rid her body of the haint blue forced its way into my mind, and I dropped my fork as the last vestiges of my appetite left me.

“Some of those were actually Toni’s ideas. She is a master strategist and a damned fine asset to the Rain, if you don’t mind me saying so, sir.”

He ground his teeth at something I had said. I cast a quick glance to Toni to find out what it might have been, but she was holding in a laugh and shaking her head as she gazed at her lap.

“Antoinette is indeed a masterful leader.”

Shit! I was failing to make a good impression. “The best I’ve ever been under.”

In my periphery, I could see Toni’s chest rising and falling as she bit her lip to restrain her growing laughter. Only when I saw her trying desperately to contain herself did I understand the unintended double entendre in my words and fought back my own smile.

Charles looked between us and dropped his fork to the table before clearing his throat and excusing himself.

“Oh my god, Clay!” Toni slapped my shoulder as she burst out laughing the instant Charles had left the room. “Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

“Me? How about you sitting there laughing and drawing attention to what I said rather than just moving on.”

“I can’t help it that you’ve enjoyed being under me so much.”

I swallowed heavily. “He’s going to have me killed long before I even have a chance to do anything, isn’t he?”

“Killed? Nah, he wouldn’t really do that.” Before I even had a chance to exhale in relief, she continued, “There are, however, a number of oubliettes here in the castle. It would be more his style to drop you down one of those.”

A shudder raced down my spine, and it felt like my blood had seeped out of my body. Memories clashed: my retraining, Evie’s face of fear as she’d fled from me, the boo hag. 

The thought of being thrown into a darkened place and forgotten about with nothing but those thoughts to keep me company terrified me more than it rightly should considering everything I’d seen and done in my life so far. It was bad enough being in the cell in Bayview where there was at least some light.

My emotions were heightened to their straining point by the thought of what I would have to do soon—once more betraying the organization that was a second family to me. I already dreaded the consequences of being caught in the act or hunted shortly after. I had thought death was the scariest threat I faced, but I’d been so horribly wrong. Although she hadn’t meant to, Toni had given me something much worse to fear.

“Are you all right?” Her voice sounded like it was coming at me through a tunnel.

I shook my head. “I can’t do this.”

“You can. You will. Even if it means that I have to order you to.”

Evie invaded my thoughts: the sound of her laughter, the look in her eyes when I brought her to the very edge of exhilaration, the feel of her warm body wrapped around me. I allowed her in, focusing on the happiest times we shared. 

As I did, the weight of expectation and fear lifted away from my chest. My family might have screwed up what we’d shared, but she was alive because of my choices. By doing this, I could ensure her survival. If doing that meant I ended up rotting in a dungeon in the ancient bowels of a modern hotel, then so be it. At least I would have some good memories to relive. I nodded as I breathed out my anxiety. “I can do it.”

“That’s the spirit. Now to ply him with a little more of the good stuff.” She winked as she topped off Charles’s glass.

The rest of the evening ran somewhat smoothly. Toni took over the conversation and ensured Charles’s glass was always full. We took small sips from our own glasses, enough to convince him that we were drinking too, but not even enough to finish the first serving. 

From time to time, I felt his eyes boring into the side of my head as if he was carefully assessing me once more, but no more sexual innuendos or shorthand versions of Antoinette’s name slipped from me. I was the model guest and the perfect boyfriend.

By midnight, Charles was snoring loudly on the sofa. The plan had worked better than we could have hoped. With a racing heart, I followed Toni toward the vault. She reached for the electronic keypad to enter the code, but I shot my hand out and stilled her progress. I used the hold I had of her wrist to spin her around so that it looked like I was holding her in my arms.

“You can’t do that,” I murmured against her neck as I pretended to nuzzle against her hair. “It has to be me from here on in. I need to be the bad guy, remember?”

Her jaw flexed as she clenched her teeth. “I feel useless just standing around waiting for the shit to hit the fan.”

“If you want to be helpful, just keep the guards off my back for as long as you can.” I moved my lips as close to hers as I dared, hoping that it looked like we were sharing a kiss if anyone reviewed the security tapes. She’d been right when she said I was going to take the heat regardless, there was no point dragging her down with me. “You need to be here and working to help me spread whatever I find in there. You can’t do that if they don’t trust you.”

“You’ll be careful?”

“Of course. Now, how long do I have again?” I knew the answer, but I hoped I might be able to distract her from her obvious concern by bringing the focus back onto the plan.

“Ten minutes, if you’re lucky.” According to what Toni had told me, after I entered the code to unlock the door, a notification would be sent to Charles’ phone to acknowledge his desire to enter. 

Toni didn’t know the code for the verification. She didn’t even really know the process beyond the basics. All she could tell me was that if the verification wasn’t received by the command center within five minutes, guards would be dispatched to investigate. Even with the time it would take them to arrive, I would be on borrowed time from the five-minute mark and was determined to be gone by then.

“Okay.” I pressed my lips softly against hers in a chaste farewell kiss that held no passion but was full of my thanks. “Take care.”

She blinked back tears. “You too. Don’t get yourself killed over this or I’ll perform a séance just so that I can kick your dead arse myself.”

“I don’t plan on it, now come on.”

I led her away, crossing to the other side of the room and leaving her at the door as I turned back to the vault. I wiped my hands against my jeans, my palms suddenly sweaty. Before I touched the vault entrance, I enabled the preset alarms on the phone Toni had given me before hovering my fingers over the touchpad while I recalled each of the correct numbers in sequence.

It’s all on you now, I thought as I drew in one last deep breath. Don’t fuck it up.









CHAPTER TWENTY





THE FIRST THING that struck me about the vault was how much bigger it was than I’d assumed. It wasn’t another room the same size as Charles’s office behind the door like I had expected. Instead, it stretched back what seemed like an impossible distance and was filled with an inordinate amount of artifacts. 

The collection didn’t consist of only a dozen or so ancient plates and baubles like I’d expected after Zarita’s explanation. Instead, life-sized statues stood on hefty stone plinths. It was like a mini-museum, and I had no idea where to start to ensure I didn’t miss anything.

“You start by filming.” Toni’s voice sounded in my mind. It was nothing more than a memory of one of our planning session, but it was helpful nonetheless. A newfound sense of gratitude flooded through me that she’d been so anal about all the arrangements.

Drawing out the small video camera we’d found for the occasion, I performed a couple of slow sweeping passes of the room, trying to get as much on the tape as possible. There was no guarantee I would be able to lift any good images off the footage, but it was better than having nothing to show for the heist.

A beeping sounded from my pocket as the first of the alarms on my phone warned me that one minute had already passed. 

My throat clenched. One fifth of the time I had in the room had already slipped away, and I had yet to grab anything useful.

“Get the least fragile things.” Zarita’s voice this time. I recalled the pictures she’d shown me and the description of the particular art style that would help to identify Phoenician artifacts. I reached for the reusable folded shopping bag from my pocket, opened it and began to catalog potential items.

My heart pounded as I lifted a papyrus from the shelf, certain the antique scroll would disintegrate the instant I held it in my palm. Taking as much care as I could with my limited timeframe, I slipped it into my bag before reaching for the next few items that caught my eye: a book and a handful of necklaces. Each piece of jewelry held a metal plate engraved with symbols that meant little to me but that I hoped would mean something to Zarita. They each looked vaguely similar to the items she’d shown me in France.

Three plates followed that I hoped would survive the journey. If not, the least I could ask for was that the distinct color of the clay each of them was made from would be enough to piece together the fragments. My phone beeped for the third time, and I my heartrate peaked. I needed to get more of the collection. The bag already sagged under the weight of the ancient treasures, but it might not be enough. Although I wanted to collect everything, I couldn’t take anything more. I was running out of time and space as it was.

I used the video camera to take a few photos of the larger items in the room—the stone plinths and framed papyrus and rugs around the room. I was certain many of the items weren’t related to Evie, but didn’t want to pass up the opportunite to help more than just her. I wanted to prove that she wasn’t a one-off. There were other intelligent, beautiful, wonderful, warm, sexy . . .

My heart froze in my chest, refusing to beat even once more, as my eyes fell on an object hidden in one back corner. A bust, mounted on an inscription-covered plinth. It was chipped and worn, but despite its age, the bust was so lifelike and such a perfect replica of the face I’d studied so often.

It was Evie—or at least a significant likeness. 

I had no clue whether the statue was of her ancestor or from another child of the sunbird, but the resemblence was uncanny.

For a moment, I was rendered completely motionless while I was transported back to when I had her at my side. I could hear her laugh echo in my mind. Images came to life, memeories of the night we’d met in Salem, when she’d walked out of a Salem hotel bathroom looking every part the embodiment of the ancient goddess that ran through her veins. 

As the girl I missed filled my mind, the stone disappeared to be replaced by her lilac eyes and soft pink smile. I could barely breathe, and my hands tremored as I reached out to cup my hand over the cheek of the woman immortalized in stone. When my fingers found their hold, the cold stone was a harsh reminder of the truth.

Because of the likeness, I’d almost expected the image to hold some of the residual heat that lived within the source of inspiration. Instead, it was just a bitter reminder of everything I’d lost. Of the chill that had filled my life since Evie had run from me. I closed my eyes as the image of her beauty, of her shining eyes and bright smile, was replaced by the mask of fear she’d worn the last time I had seen her. 

A chiming sound filled the air, yanking me from my thoughts.

Fuck! It was the fifth and final alarm on my phone. The signal that it was time to make my exit or risk being caught in the act. If I didn’t move, I could possibly even end up locked in the vault as a new addition.  

My camera was poised, ready to take an image of the statue, but I stopped when I saw the risk. Zarita would be the first to review the footage. She’d indicated that she didn’t believe the myths. But would seeing the face of her university friend immortalized in a sculpture change her mind? Unwilling to risk Zarita discovering the truth, I panned the camera down onto the plinth. The once smooth stone was ancient and chipped, the inscriptions worn down in places. There had to be something relevant on there. 

My hands shook as I recorded the information, but I hoped I would get one clean enough shot. After all, the inscriptions might hold the key to the information I needed without revealing the truth to Zarita. Hoping I had what I needed, I snapped the camera shut and placed it into my backpack.

Holding the full bag as securely as I could against my body, I raced out of the room, leaving the heavy door standing wide open. Within a few minutes, it would be clear to everyone who knew about the vault that someone had broken in and stolen precious artifacts. Taking the time to close and relock the door wouldn’t lessen the impact of my crime or the desire of any potential trackers to follow me. All it would do is give me less time to escape.

I jostled my way into the hall cradling the artifacts in both arms. A scuffling sound behind me drew my attention. Without slowing, I looked behind me and saw that Charles was no longer passed out in a drunken stupor. Luckily, he didn’t seem to have his wits entirely about him either.

He stood and gestured for me to return to him. “Hey, you . . . boy! Um, uh, Jacobs.”

I raced away from him as fast as I could.

“Antoinette!” he shouted when I continued to run away from him.

“Yes, Granddad?” I heard her voice behind me, but it was starting to fade out with the distance.

Right. Left. Third on the right. In my mind, I mapped out the steps I had to follow to get back to the main entrance. Once I was in public, any guards who hunted me down would be less likely to shoot. At least, that was Toni’s assertion, and I had reason to accept her belief based on our practices back home in the States.

My heart pounded faster than my feet as I heard shouting, and the sound of movement spreading through the corridors that had been silent when I first arrived.

I pushed through the “Employees only” door and into the foyer of the hotel. My shoes squeaked against the polished wooden floor and the clerks at the desk looked up in alarm as I rushed past them, not even slowing in an attempt to reduce their suspicion. A stern-looking lady on the right side of the desk had a phone in her hand in an instant, and I was certain she was calling security.

My time was slipping away, and fast.

Shouts erupted behind me as I hit the entryway that led to the parking lot where we’d left the car. I half expected the glass automatic doors to remain firmly closed as I barreled up to them, having been turned off by one of the people shouting behind me. Miraculously, they slid open just seconds before I reached them, and I was able to slip through unhindered.

The car was in sight when a muffled gunshot rang out in the night—a warning to stop or the next one was going to be aimed at me.

So much for the theory they’d be less likely to shoot around guest areas. Then again, it was late at night, and the actual guest areas probably had double-glazed windows and thick, sound-deadening insulation, so a silenced gunshot was unlikely to wake anyone from their restful slumber in the former prison cells.

Just as we’d planned, the driver’s door was unlocked when I reached the car. Right when I pulled it open, the next shot rang out, smashing through the driver side mirror. 

Fragments of glass and plastic went flying around me in a potentially deadly shower. I turned my face away from the cascade and, keeping my head ducked as low as I could, placed the bag full of artifacts into the passenger seat with as much care as I could afford given the gunshots aimed at me. I climbed into the car behind them.

Because the key was already in the ignition, I had the car started before I’d even fully settled into it. Relieved to be past the first hurdle, I slammed the car into drive and pushed it as fast as the tiny engine would go. The boom gate to exit the lot didn’t rise as I neared it, but I hadn’t really expected it to. I closed my eyes, muttered an apology that Toni would never hear, and then locked my foot against the accelerator to tear through the barrier as hard as I could—thankful it wasn’t a concrete bollard or something equally impenetrable.

With a loud crack, the gate shattered, and I sailed through, on my first step to freedom.

When I reached the countryside around Oxford, and was certain I hadn’t been followed, I fired off a quick text to Toni, a nonsense message we’d agreed on earlier, before tossing the phone from the window. 

Then, I was on my own.

The first things I had to do, was sort the car to avoid easy capture. After another couple of miles, I pulled over to the side of the country lane I was on. Working with only the light of the moon and a small flashlight from the glove compartment, I unscrewed the license plates on the vehicle and swapped them out. It wouldn’t buy me lots of time, but it would hopefully keep the police off my tail for a little while. It would take almost no time for Charles to scramble up an APB for me and have every police department from Oxford to the very edges of England all out looking for me. 

If I wasn’t careful, by morning I could be rotting in one of the oubliette’s Toni had mentioned.

I drove without stopping for two hours, following the directions Toni had punched into the GPS without fail. As I traveled, it became clearer that if she’d decided to betray me, I would be completely fucked. I had little choice but to trust her though. I didn’t know the countryside and hadn’t had time to study multiple escape routes outside the one she’d offered.

When I arrived in Weymouth, I found a quiet street a short walk from the dock and parked the car. Only then did I check the contents I’d managed to force into the bag. I grimaced when I noticed one of the plates had a new crack running across the surface, just a little right of the center. I frowned and issued a silent prayer that it would be salvageable. There was little I could do about it if it wasn’t. 

Being as gentle as I could to avoid causing any further damage, I repacked the items into the two hardcover aluminum travel cases we’d purchased to keep the artefacts safe during my travels. Just as Zarita had instructed, I ensured the memory foam inserts were snuggly fitted around everything breakable. I tucked the camera containing the video and stills I’d hopefully managed to capture into a section specifically cut out for it. Lastly, I wrapped aluminum tape around the edges to seal the cases and make them watertight.

Once I was certain everything was as secure as it could be, I grabbed the pistol from the glove compartment and pushed it into the holster I wore under my clothes. Lastly, I threw the keys into the trunk, ready to lock them inside in the hope that Toni would eventually get her beloved car back, even if it was a little worse for wear after tangling with the boom gate.

Satisfied that I’d done what I could, I shut the trunk, slung my backpack full of clothes onto my back and picked up the cases to move on to the next phase of the plan.

The walk to the harbor was relatively easy, and under any other circumstances might have even been rather interesting because of the old buildings that lined the road, but I was just focused on reaching my rendezvous point as quickly as I could.

I skirted around the harbor buildings and hugged the shadows. Once I was clear of the buildings, I ran for the moorings. Although the bright moon threatened to give away my position, the darkness provided by the clouds hid me well enough. Once I was certain I was in the right place, I started to scan for the fishing boat I needed to find, the Soggy Deck. 

When I found it, a dingy old boat that smelled of grease and fish guts and barely looked seaworthy, I greeted the skipper with a smile that was more grimace than anything else.

Shadier and more run down than his ancient boat, the guy appeared as underhanded as any I’d met. I wouldn’t have been surprised if the fishing charter business he owned was used for human trafficking on more than just this one occasion. It didn’t matter though. He was my ticket off the island and my own record was hardly blemish-free.

“Did you have any problems getting here?” I asked.

He looked me up and down. “Not as many as I suspect I’ll have on the return journey.”

“It’ll be fine,” I said, needing to hear the words out loud. “Let’s get going.”

Truthfully, I could have chartered a yacht and skippered it across the Channel by myself, especially with the array of equipment a new vessel was sure to have on board, but I needed someone else to do it because of the next part of the plan. 

Plus, there was less of a paper trail with the Soggy Deck and her captain. It had also given me a few moments to myself to try to get some shut-eye before the marathon part of my escape.

A few hours later, the skipper informed me it was time to prepare. I unrolled an inflatable kayak and pumped it up. Using a rope, I secured the two aluminum cases to the kayak. 

We were close enough to see the coastline of France, which meant I could be sure of my direction, but it was still a hell of a row to get back to it—especially fighting the waves along the way. I could’ve insisted on a larger motorized boat, but it would have meant a bigger risk of being detected. Plus, it would have been a potential environmental disaster to leave a motor full of gas hanging around the shore waiting for Toni’s cleanup crew. 

A few minutes later, I zipped up the wetsuit and settled into the kayak, ready for my solo row the rest of the way to continental Europe.





 





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE





BY THE TIME I closed in on the shore, the sun had risen over the horizon. 

I scanned the houses that lined the cliffs before me carefully to ensure there were no prying eyes watching me as I climbed out of the kayak and dragged the boat up the narrow beach. It took every remaining ounce of my energy. 

After my row, fighting against the tide the whole way, I was shattered. My arms ached in protest as I forced them to keep moving. Despite the decent nutrition I’d been getting at the Dove, I still wasn’t as fit as I had once been—the months of being on the road before finding Zarita had taken their toll on my body.

As I moved, I tugged at the wetsuit, stripping it off to my waist, before stretching out my arms, and giving my tired body a much-needed break. Blood pumped through my veins, engorging my muscles until they were rock solid and it hurt to move. With some effort, I raked my hand through my hair, shaking loose the water that clung to me from the last leg of my journey—when I’d had to swim the boat to shore. 

Taking a breath, I scratched my fingers across the stubble on my face as I considered my next step.

For a moment, I debated rolling up the kayak, but figured it wouldn’t matter much whether or not the thing was forced back into the tiny bag that accompanied it. Fighting it would just take more of my valuable time and energy. Instead, I used the ropes that had been around the aluminum cases to secure the bag inside the kayak and ensured the whole thing was far enough up the beach that the tide wouldn’t claim it back immediately. I tried jamming one end between two rocks and hoped it would be enough to hold it until Toni’s cleanup crew came to claim it. Whenever or whoever they were.

All I knew was they were due to arrive sometime after me and that they’d find the kayak wherever I left it. I figured the less I asked about exactly who would be coming and how they’d find it, the better, especially when I didn’t think the kayak would be found by any of her human contacts.

After digging around for the driest pair of jeans and a T-shirt in my bag, I ripped the last of the wetsuit off my body. My teeth chattered in the cold wind, and I did what I could to fight off the chill while I dressed. Tucking the wetsuit into the bottom of the kayak and grabbing the cases, I moved farther up the beach with escape on my mind.

When I reached the road, I stopped only temporarily to brush off my feet and put my shoes back on before choosing a direction. It didn’t matter which, all I needed was to find my way toward any town with the cases and backpack in hand.

It was amazing how quickly the couple of pounds in my hands began to feel like a couple of hundred without the benefit of a rest. After walking for almost an hour, with my already protesting arms screaming in agony at the weight they bore, I finally came across an area where the houses nestled closer together, dozens upon dozens of small homes with A-frame roofs. 

The sight of so many houses cramped together gave me hope that I was nearing civilization and made my feet move faster. 

I followed signs that directed me to Tourlaville and celebrated when, after another short walk that left the muscles in my arms and legs feeling like they’d been through a meat-grinder, I found a telephone box at an intersection.

I called Zarita collect on the number she’d given me when wishing me luck in the raid a few days earlier. She answered hesitantly and then relief flooded her voice as she discovered it was me.

“I’ve got something,” I said, the strain in my voice evident as I continued. I wasn’t sure how much I should say when the line wasn’t secure. “When can you be here?”

She didn’t press for details on what I had, instead asking for information about where I was before telling me she was staying in Caen waiting for my arrival. It meant she was only a little over an hour away. I gave her what information I had regarding my location as I watched the early risers already beginning to move lazily around the streets.

“I don’t really want to wait around here. I want to get as far from the coastline as I can.”

“I agree. Find your way to highway N13 and head south, I’ll meet you on the way.”

Once I’d hung up the phone, I took a moment to pause and take a quick breather. 

When I felt I could move again, I picked up my luggage again. There was so much hope in those two small aluminum cases—and so much opportunity for heartache.

An unknown time, and so many miles, had passed before a lime-green Volkswagen Polo drove by me with the driver riding the horn. Knowing it could only be either some crazed lunatic or—more likely—Zarita, I rushed to catch up with the car as it pulled over to the side of the road.

Throwing open the passenger door, I placed the cases on the backseat, climbed inside and pulled the door shut behind me long before she had time to stop completely. “God, are you a sight for sore eyes!” I said. “I’m exhausted.”

Maneuvering the car back onto the freeway, she grinned and nodded. “You too. I was certain you’d be killed.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

“You can’t have been certain of your course either.” Without waiting for me to respond, she continued, “Is that them?” She indicated the cases I’d placed into the backseat while she drove back onto the roadway.

I nodded. “I hope it’s enough.” 

Despite the bust that looked so similar to Evie, I couldn’t get my hopes up. It could have been a coincidence, or I might have just been seeing the thing I wanted to see. Either way, Zarita would find whatever answers I’d found during her analysis, and hopefully she’d do it without stumbling onto the truth of the existence of others.

“Young Master Clay, you astound me,” she said in a gentle, motherly tone. “You risk your life to acquire these items and you worry that it might not be enough.”

I hung my head and looked at my hands. “I just . . . I need to know.”

“I can understand that. I will help as much as I can. We’ll get started on them as soon as we return to Marseille.”

“No, I can’t come back with you. It’s too dangerous.”

“They’re not going to be looking for you here.”

“I’d be surprised if they hadn’t found Toni’s car by now. It won’t take them long to work out that I’ve sailed somewhere. The logical choice is France.”

“All the more reason for you to return to Marseille with me—at least it’s away from this coast.”

“You need to take me to the nearest deserted area, drop me off there and then forget about me for as long as you can.” Even though she’d never said exactly what had happened to her with her encounter with the Rain, it was clear she knew exactly how dangerous they could be. She had to know how quickly they’d catch up with me if I wasn’t careful. “Right now, they don’t know about you. When I called you the other night, it was from a payphone in the next town over. Toni only knows of the existence of a contact, but not what your specialty is. If I’m caught with you, it’ll just be asking for trouble that you don’t need.”

“I can’t—”

I wouldn’t argue with her on it. She was too vital. If the Rain caught her, it wouldn’t matter what was written on the artifacts. None of it would be translated. “They’re already looking for me. My instincts are screaming at me that the farther away from me you are, the safer you’ll be. I’ve secured the artifacts, and I’ve placed them into your care. That was my core objective. When the time comes, we’ll have to split up so you can perform yours.”

She continued to argue, but I refused to back down. With neither of us willing to concede, we fell into silence after a while. Despite the chill in the car, I broke the silence to instruct her to turn off the highway at the first chance we could, and she did. It was slower going but would hopefully be less likely to put us in the path of any French Rain operatives called in to hunt for me.

Because of her desire to spirit me to safety, Zarita drove a little faster than was probably safe, and definitely faster than was legal. In my own distraction, I barely even noticed the speed until blue lights flashed us from behind.

I shifted in my seat so I could get a better look behind us. A motorcycle with the lights flashing at the front was close to our tail. “Shit, is that the police?”

Zarita cast a grim, apologetic look in my direction. It almost appeared that she was debating whether to try to outrun the lone officer. I glanced over into the backseat to ensure that the cases didn’t stand out as being something to be concerned about and then nodded to let her know to stop.

My heart pounded in my ears as she pulled over to the side of the road. 

The officer climbed from his bike and rounded the car to Zarita’s window. I tried to focus on the road ahead as he spoke to her in fluent French. I knew a few words—I was conversational in a couple of languages but rarely needed to use them—but with his fluent tongue and fast speech, I couldn’t follow everything he said, so I wasn’t sure when to start worrying. At least, until he stopped talking mid-sentence and stared at me with an assessing gaze. 

It was the look of someone trying to place a face he’d recently seen. Zarita followed his stare, and I knew if I let her, she’d try to make up some excuse for me, and we’d both be in strife as soon as he remembered where he’d seen me.

I tried to remember the little I had learned about the process of issuing APBs and the like in Europe and wondered whether it was possible Charles had called in a favor or two in order to make my life a little more difficult. 

He would never release information that he’d been stolen from—Toni and I had both agreed that it was highly unlikely he would let that failure be known—but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t contact Interpol with details about a suspect smuggling art or drugs. I glanced sideways at the officer and saw that he had no gun, which boded well for me.

“It’s time,” I murmured, hoping Zarita would get the hint. “And I’m sorry.”

Before she had a chance to try to bail me out—and get herself into further trouble—I pulled out my gun and pressed it against her temple. Her eyes grew wide at the feel of cold steel against her skin. 

I tried to remember enough French to warn the officer not to make a move or I’d shoot.

“Uh, ne bougez pas ou je vais la tuer.” My French was stilted, I hadn’t spoken it for years, but I hoped that between my words and my actions he would get my point regardless. “Son sang sera sur vos mains.” Her blood will be on your hands.

Zarita squeaked in fear. I hoped that it was an act to fool the police officer and not genuine concern. The officer raised his hands in surrender and backed away from the vehicle.

“Get out,” I hissed at Zarita as I followed her closely, being cautious as I moved so that it appeared that I could fire at any time if the cop didn’t follow my instructions without actually putting her in any danger. I maneuvered carefully over the e-brake to ensure it didn’t jam into my thigh and cause me to squeeze my finger around the trigger by accident.

Once we were outside of the car, I stood behind Zarita with the gun pressed as hard against her temple as I dared without hurting her.

Zarita spoke in French, her voice spilling out in a rapid-fire conversation—so fast I could only make out a few words here and there. She was pleading for her life—begging the officer to help her. She was playing along, and not trying to help me, which was a relief.

“Anglais?” I asked, trying to confirm whether we could continue the discussion in my native tongue.

“Un peu.” A little.

“Don’ move,” I instructed again as I moved away from Zarita and toward him, training my gun on his head. Without thinking about the reason behind it, I inflicted my voice with an accent similar to Graham’s, which ended up making me sound a little like a villain from a bad gangster movie. 

Once I was close enough, I reached forward, watching carefully for any sudden movements on the officer’s part, and grabbed his radio, snapping it away from his body so that he couldn’t radio back to base in a hurry.

“I need t’get away from th’ coast,” I said, using a slow and deliberate tone to ensure he understood what I was saying but keeping the same strange infliction so that he couldn’t recognize my origins when asked about it later. “With a li’l encouragement,” I gave the gun a little shake to indicate that was my method of persuasion, “this lady was kind enough t’bring me this far. I’ll let her go if I have alternative transportation.” I indicated his bike with my head. “Are ya willing to sacrifice ya wheels for a civilian?”

I kept my gun trained on the poor officer, who watched the gun with wide eyes and swallowed heavily as he nodded.

“That’s a good man.” Keeping the gun aimed squarely at his face, I circled around so that I could get a hold of him from behind. I’d done it often enough in training with the Rain to know the best way to hold someone hostage from behind was to be up close and personal. Holding the gun out from your body was an invitation to have it knocked out of your hand. 

“Now, we’re gonna wave ’bye to the nice lady, who won’ say anythin’ to the police ’cause I took her address off her license. Isn’t tha’ right?”

Zarita watched me with fearful eyes—no doubt worried that once she drove away she’d have no way of knowing whether or not I escaped from the police. Part of her fear seemed to be directed to the officer as well, and I wondered whether she thought I was capable of murdering a man in cold blood if he got in my way. The fact that I was part of the Rain had probably never been more evident to her than at that moment. As much as it killed me for her to doubt me that way, it also made me certain that the officer would no doubt be worrying about my intentions too.

“Be a dear will you, love, and throw me bag out here?”

She pulled open the driver’s door and reached inside, pulling my backpack from the passenger floor and tossing it on the road near where I stood.

Pressing the gun against the officer’s head, I instructed him to reach for my bag. He moved slowly, cautiously bending at the knees and only ducking low enough to sling his hands through the straps before standing again.

He moved his leg and instinct told me he was preparing to fight. “Don’t do anythin’ stupid now,” I warned in a quiet growl meant only for him. “Or I’ll shoot ya first and then kill her just because ya pissed me off.”

His movements stilled as he looked up at Zarita who hadn’t moved.

“Now you, get outta here!” I shouted at her. “Go!” I mouthed to Zarita to get her to leave. I couldn’t neutralize the situation until the officer saw her leave without me in tow—otherwise there would still be a question over her involvement. 

Once she’d left though, the situation would turn more risky for me. A good cop would never risk a civilian life, but most wouldn’t think twice about putting their own life on the line to serve and protect.

The instant Zarita’s car was out of sight, just as the officer began to move—no doubt to fight back against my hold—I twisted the gun in my hand and brought the butt of it down against the back of his head in a sharp, powerful movement. Almost the second my blow struck him, he slumped forward. 

It wouldn’t knock him out for long, but including his recovery time, it would be long enough for me to get a few miles away.

I used the cord from his personal radio to secure his hands and then helped him to his feet as he started to stir. He offered little resistance as I pushed him to the side of the road. Once there, he sat groggily, trying to gather himself together. I climbed onto his bike and radioed in his location and then, as best as I could in my faltering French, requested an ambulance before ripping the radio from its holder.

After I was certain he’d be attended to before too long, I started the bike and took off. I had no idea where I was going to go. I would have to lose the bike before long and then I’d be on foot, but first I needed to get a good few hundred miles away. And then, I was on my own again while I waited for Zarita to do her thing.









CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO





FOR CLOSE TO five months, I survived.

I wasn’t sure how. I couldn’t say where I slept from day to day or even what country I was in more often than not. Food was scarce and my energy waned. Most of my days were spent huddled out of sight sleeping—in storm drains, hidden under shrubs or bushes with my thin clothes thrown over my eyes to block out the light. I traveled at night, moving from place to place without a thought over the best place to go.

Every so often, whenever I thought enough time had passed since I last checked in, I called Zarita collect to find out about her progress. The first time was a week after we’d parted, and her voice filled with such utter relief I was certain she’d thought I had died. She didn’t have any information to tell me, as the items were still being cataloged. She didn’t even trust her team with them, so it was slow going.

Each time I’d called after that, she’d tell me what she’d found, but it was never anything important. Despite the work she’d done, she’d only processed and translated a small portion of the artifacts. I wanted to wait for her to catalog everything, but I wanted that done already. Only then, would she have any chance of having the answers I sought. 

At first, I’d called religiously every seventh day, but after a while I couldn’t track days any longer. And the disappointment of not having anything new only sent me spiraling further into the darkness. Sometimes it felt like I was asleep more often than I was awake and that even waking up was more effort than it was worth.

It had been at least a month, maybe a little more, since I’d last talked to Zarita, and I was hopeful she’d made some inroads during that time.

Pulling myself from the abandoned car I’d slept in during the day, I went in search of a payphone.

“Clay! I’ve been concerned for you. It’s been an age since you last called, I was worried that . . .” She trailed off and gave an awkward cough. “Well, I was worried.”

“I’m alive.” I could have said I was fine, but I would’ve been lying. “Tell me you have something?”

“I’ve got something. I’ve got so much. It’s taken a long time to piece everything together, but on the video there was a plinth that tells the story of the sunbird. The whole story.” The enthusiasm in her voice was unmistakable.

My breath was knocked from me as I remembered the bust that looked so similar to Evie. Zarita’s words were ones I’d been dying to hear, and now I was terrified of them. 

“And?”

“And you need to read it to understand. To really understand, I mean. It’s time to come see me.”

“I’m not going to risk going to France again just yet.” I hadn’t called my family, hadn’t sought refuge from the hunt that Charles sent out for me in any way. After all, once I pleaded for forgiveness and returned to the fold, it would be harder for me to contact Zarita without raising suspicions.

“Come find me in Cyprus. Many of my notes are there anyway.”

“I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

I hung up the phone barely believing that the conversation had actually happened. For so long, I’d imagined those words. My travels had taken me far since then—my body had thinned further, and my beard had grown—but Evie had been in my thoughts the whole time. 

In fact, it was thoughts that had kept me going. My months on the run were nothing but a taste of what she’d had to face her entire life. Not anymore though. With Zarita’s research, I was going to bring about redemption for her. I was going to prove to the Rain, to every ranking member, that not all creatures were evil. Somehow. 

I no longer cared whether Evie had cast a spell on me or somehow woken feelings in me that could be deemed unnatural. I’d long come to accept that even if they were somehow enhanced by her magic, the emotions were mine. It had been my choice to pursue her initially, long before we shared our first kiss. 

It was the hurt I’d inflicted on her in Charlotte that convinced me I was still in control. It had taken me far too long to see it, but the fact that I’d left her after her father’s death—that I’d been able to leave her—proved that I still made my own choices. 

Even if they were the wrong ones.

With the hope I would soon find a method to secure Evie’s freedom, I picked my way back across Europe until I was in Italy—at the very south of the Schengen Agreement area. 

Knowing I had no other way to get across to Cyprus, I stole a small sailing boat and supplies from the Porto Turistico at Le Castella and began the voyage of hopping around the islands before eventually crossing the Mediterranean Sea. It felt like months passed before I finally arrived in Cyprus, but in reality, it was only a little over a week. 

I dumped the stolen boat at a marina at night, tying it off and skipping out on completing the documentation. Once morning arrived, I hitchhiked my way to Zarita’s house with the determination of a bloodhound.

My fingers had barely grazed the paint of her door before it opened. She tugged me off the street and into her arms, crying over the sight of me. My name left her lips like an exclamation of faith. A little embarrassed by her affection, I pulled away. “I look terrible, don’t I?”

Her eyes said yes, but she patted my cheek. “You just need a good feed.”

I nodded, willing to let her lie to the both of us that it was that simple.

She refused to allow me to read any of her notes until I’d shaved, showered, and eaten. I had to admit once I’d finished all those things, I felt better. In fact, I almost felt human again.

When I came out of the bathroom wearing the cleanest and least threadbare clothes I had, she smiled genuinely for me. “That’s the Young Master Clay I knew was in there.”

Once I had satisfied her need to feed me and had a cup of warm coffee in my hands to keep me alert, I was more than ready for her to share her notes. “So what do you have for me?”

“First there’s this,” she slipped some papers in front of me.

“What is it?” The handwritten pages looked old, the writing inked with care. 

“Shakespeare. An original. There are copies that have leaked and survived of course, but the Rain found value enough in that particular copy of the piece to want it hidden. I think it’s something to do with the description of events surrounding the penning of the text, rather than the verse itself.”

I read through the poem that was in front of me. A few paragraphs were highlighted.

 

So they lov’d, as love in twain,

Had the essence but in one;

Two distincts, division none:

Number there in love was slain.

 

Hearts remote, yet not asunder;

Distance and no space was seen

‘Twixt this Turtle and his queen:

But in them it were a wonder.

 

So between them love did shine

That the Turtle saw his right

Flaming in the Phoenix’ sight:

Either was the other’s mine.

 

The last paragraph ran through my mind over and over. “What does this mean?”

“It describes the love between a turtledove and a phoenix, and their union.”

“I don’t understand what this has to do with what you were researching.”

Zarita smiled knowingly. “Maybe nothing. But here—” Zarita shuffled through some paperwork and passed me a computer printout. “That’s a modern translation of the story that accompanied the poem, Shakespeare talks about outside inspiration.”

I read through the story, and everything tilted off balance. 

In it, William Shakespeare described a visit he had from the fair people—the fae. 

Oberon, the queen’s consort, had apparently sought out a great bard to render into human history a prophecy made by his queen, Tatania. I dropped the page to the table. A prophecy that foretold of a love affair between two would-be enemies.

“Is this some sort of fucking joke?” I asked.

“I can understand why you would think that.”

“These are the characters from A Midsummer Night’s Dream.”

“This poem was released after that play, but I believe it was written before.”

“So fairies visited him and gave him the idea for this poem? You really believe that.”

She chuckled. “You shouldn’t take everything at face value, especially not everything written by someone who masters in allegory and metaphor.”

It was understandable that she was skeptical. She’d already confirmed that she didn’t believe any of the stuff she was investigating. I understood that. It was hard for most scholars to accept that myths and legends from history weren’t just hokum and make-believe. 

For me though, it was impossible for it not to be literal. As it sank in, the truth written on the page was more likely than the story merely being a product of Shakespeare’s imagination. The question that remained though, was what it meant. Not only for the truth about Shakespeare’s inspiration, but for me. For Evie. 

A small part of my mind whispered it was a prophecy of the love between a phoenix and a dove. The image of the Rain Elite, the one on the chain I’d given to Evie before she’d left me, was a dove. Could it be a prophecy about Evie and me? I refused to trust it. If it came from the mouths of fae, it wasn’t to be trusted.

Only . . . I read it through and a weight dragged at my heart over the stanzas once more. The poem contained an unmistakable sorrow, a lament for love lost to death. It made me less inclined to believe it. It couldn’t be a prophecy. Not about Evie and me anyway. 

I wouldn’t let her be harmed because of the way I felt about her—wasn’t that why we were on two different continents.

Images of a dream floated back to me. I’d first had it in Detroit, but it’d played through my mind on more than one night since. Me and Evie face to face in a treatment room. 

A gun in my hand. 

A shot ringing out.

Closing my eyes, I dropped the paper onto the table. After an exhaled breath to shake the images from my mind, I glanced back up at Zarita. “What else have you got?”

“This,” she said, handing me another sheet of paper.

It contained an extended version of the sunbird legend, in the form of a poem. The rhythm and cadence were lost in translation, and I had to read it twice to make sure I had the information right, but I could understand Zarita’s excitement about it.

“This explains the gaps mentioned in your research,” I said. “It explains everything.”

What the notes explained—what Evie herself probably didn’t know—was that the sunbird was a permanent fixture inside the soul of a phoenix, but it was also a separate entity. One woken by key events. Before it’d been woken, and once it eventually returned to sleep, everything that the sunbird was would lie in wait for the next generation. 

Under certain circumstances, a phoenix could even bear a child naturally—normally through reproduction. 

It explained why there were generations that passed without fire. It also meant that, with the exception of her hair and eyes, a phoenix could live just like a normal person. Unnoticed and completely harmless. It was only influences like the Rain attacking that caused the sunbird to waken, as well as one other specific set of circumstances.

“I told you, didn’t I?” Zarita asked. Her eyes flashed with an unmistakable excitement.

“Mortal peril or the kiss of her one true love,” I read.

“Once the sunbird chooses a partner, the process is irreversible,” Zarita explained, reminding me of words I’d read that felt like a hundred lifetimes ago. “She is changed, and so is the partner. It’s like soul mates, but not. The best way to explain it in western terms is true love.”

“Agape,” I said with a smile.

“Exactly. Even though it’s not quite right, it also is. The bond between a sunbird and her mate is one of pure love.”

“Can I keep this?” I asked. She’d already agreed to email me through all the information, but I wanted the physical pages to read until I had access to the electronic copy.

Before Zarita had a chance to agree or decline, another part of the poem caught my attention again, this time for all the wrong reasons. “The sunbird warms the blood for seven years.”

The cup in my hands dropped to the table, spilling most of its contents, before continuing a downward trajectory. Despite the crash as it smashed to the floor and shattered, I couldn’t pay any attention to the mess. Tremors tool over my body as I did the math. 

Seven years . . . 

It had been a little under five and half years since we’d shared our first kiss. In around eighteen months, the sunbird would return to rest.

And Evie would be left defenseless.

If the Rain pursued her after that happened . . .

In the light of the new information, my plans to come to Europe and everything that had happened since seemed like folly. I should have been back in the States continuing to monitor for any signs that Evie was being hunted. I should have been working the Rain’s database. 

As the words and timeline played over in my head again and again, I hoped that Dad and Eth hadn’t gone back on their promise. I had to trust that they wouldn’t because they were all I had left in the world, but I couldn’t guarantee it.

Worse, Ben or any one of the other Rain would have attacked her if they stumbled across her. The only thing that had kept me sane when I thought of her was the knowledge that she could defend herself if it was necessary. She’d be keeping herself hidden, but what if something happened after the sunbird slept? What if something happened and she was thrust into their spotlight again? She’d be unprotected and they could easily kill her. 

They would kill her.

My stomach twisted as the horror rushed through me.

If she isn’t already dead.

Zarita rushed over with paper towels for me to clean up the spill. I stilled her hand as she tried to soak up the mess. She looked up at me with a questioning expression.

“Thank you, for everything, but I have to go,” I said.

“What do you mean?”

“I have to go home. I have to get back to the States. I need to find Evie.”

To my surprise, Zarita smiled and at least five years lifted away from her appearance. “Go, my boy. Go and find your heart.”





“ETH, I need your help, man. I have to get home.” I’d left Zarita’s house moments after my discovery, only taking the time to gather up the notes I’d need. I took all of her originals, not knowing when I might be able to print out my own copies.

“You’ve got a lot of nerve,” he said. “Do you know how much shit you caused for us? The breakdown in international relationships you’ve started?”

I rolled my eyes. There wasn’t time for his sass. I needed to keep moving. The miles between Evie and me tore at my heart and made me itchy to be back on my way home. “Is this about Oxford?”

“Damn right it’s about Oxford! I don’t know what you did there, but man, that Charles dude has got it in for you.”

Despite his words, and the clear irritation in his voice, I knew Eth would have my back. “All I did was liberate some artifacts that may or may not have been part of his private collection. I’ll do what I can to sort it out when I get home.”

“You stole from the director?” Eth’s voice had shifted from pissed to amused in an instant. “Ballsy! But it’s not exactly something that gets sorted out in a hurry.”

Yeah, yeah, yeah. It wasn’t like he was telling me anything I didn’t already know. “We’ve been in worse situations. I’ll figure it out.”

“I can’t believe you.”

“What?”

“It’s been months, you couldn’t even call to say you were alive, and now you call to say that you’ll just sort it out like it’s something that can be swept under a rug.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t call. I’ve been a little busy.”

“Doing what exactly?”

I sighed. “Translating.”

“So the artifacts . . .” he trailed off and waited for me to confirm his thoughts before he’d even voiced them.

“Were about Evie. Among other things.”

“Damn it, Clay, when are you going to grow up and accept the fact that she’s toxic?”

I bit my tongue to stop myself from being a smartass back. There was no point in getting into an argument over our differing opinions on that. It wasn’t as if he would change his mind—nor would I change his. Yet. “I didn’t call for a lecture. I called for a way out. I need to come back to the States, but I can’t exactly turn up at an airport and expect to fly out unimpeded.”

He sighed. “I’ll see what I can do. Where are you?”

“Right now, Cyprus.”

I could hear him thinking on the other line. “I’m going to book you a room in the same hotel as last time while I sort something out.”

“I don’t know—”

“Don’t argue with me, bro, or so help me God I’ll send the police after your sorry ass right now.”

“Okay, okay.” I laughed. “How long until you can get me home do you think?”

“I don’t know. Hopefully no more than a week.”

I nodded to myself. A week would be perfect—just long enough to do what I needed.





FOUR DAYS after he’d promised to help me get out of Europe, Eth called me at the hotel room he’d arranged for me in Cyprus. The extra time I’d been granted with Zarita had given me the time I needed to go over my notes with her again and plan for the transfer of data as things were transcribed. 

I set up a number of documents and folders hidden in cyberspace that could be used by the both of us to transfer information to be added into the Rain databases.

“Okay, I have your itinerary here,” Eth said over the phone line. “You’ll fly from Cyprus to Gatwick, train it from Gatwick to Heathrow, and then you’ll be on your way home.” There was a hint of something that sounded almost like joy in his voice.

I felt a stab of guilt because there was one thing I hadn’t been entirely honest with Eth about—once I was back in the States, there was no way I was going back to the Rain. The only home I was interested in was one that would lead me back to Evie. 

If she ran again . . . I’d deal with that when it happened.

“You’ll be landing in LAX. I’ll email you the details now.”

It wasn’t quite the way I expected the phone call to go. I thought it would take a lot of planning and much more nefarious routes out of Europe. “Uh, okay, but aren’t you forgetting something?”

“Like?”

“Like Charles Harrison? The pissed off Rain Coordinator in Oxford.”

“Charlie-boy? Nothing to worry about there. He’s a pussycat.”

Right, a pissed-off pussycat with access to an unknown number of oubliettes. I scoffed to show my doubt.

“When I spoke to him, I made him see reason.”

“And how much did that cost exactly?” I knew whatever price it was would be taken from my trust fund, and there was no way I had enough to replace the value of the priceless items.

“Let’s just say that his little houseboy, Kevin, was more than what he appeared to be.” The nudge-nudge-wink-wink was more than implied in Eth’s tone. Speaking in euphemisms was something he was extremely proficient in.

“So? It’s not like he’s the only one to use the help for a bit of fun. I don’t see how that affects me.”

“Well, he’s now working on the assumption that not only are you a few cows short of a herd, but that you were under the influence of fae magic when you committed your crime.”

“Why would he think that?” My stomach twisted with guilt that he’d found out Toni’s secret about her deals with the fae. I may have hated the creatures, but I didn’t want Toni to suffer from the wrath of her family. “And what’s that got to do with his houseboy?”

“Kevin is MIA, but not before leaving a note confessing all.”

“Are you saying he was fae?”

“Yep, and Charles was slipping it to him as often as possible. Understandably, Charlie-boy doesn’t want that little nugget spreading among the ranks.”

“Are you sure? I mean he’s not just going to turn around and capture me the second I’m on English soil is he?”

“It was supposed to be a surprise, but Toni is going to meet you at Gatwick. She figured you’d trust her to escort you to safety.”

“You spoke with Toni?” Even though they were both Rain operatives, I wasn’t sure I was happy with them talking to each other. It was as though my two separate worlds had collided.

“Yeah. She seems . . . different.”

I smiled to myself. I wasn’t sure what she’d revealed about herself, but I was certain she wouldn’t have revealed her own alliance with the fae.

“She is different.” My smile was evident in my voice.

“Dude, you’ve totally got a thing for her!”

I was willing to let him believe that, just like everyone at the Dove had, if it made my passage back home a little easier. The most important thing, something worth any embarrassment or lie, was finding Evie again. 

That was my next mission. 

The most important one of my entire life.









CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE





“CLAY!” MY NAME was shouted over the din in the airport, and I saw Toni in one corner of the terminal leaping up and down, flailing her arms wildly to get my attention. Her blonde hair had been dyed again, to a vibrant pink this time.

I offered her a small wave before making my way over to her. She shrieked and threw herself into my arms as soon as I was close enough.

“God damn, you are a sight for sore eyes!” She laughed, and the sound was almost infectious.

I found myself smiling in response to the rapturous welcome, something I hadn’t ever experienced before. Even my last reunion with Evie had been a cautious affair, neither of us willing to play our hand until we knew where the other stood. “I think this is one of those situations where nothing fits but ditto.”

“So?”

In the excitement, I’d forgotten Toni hadn’t been getting the same progress updates that I’d had. “We got some good stuff.”

“You got some good stuff,” she corrected. “I knew you could do it.”

“I couldn’t have done it without you though.”

She glanced around us, as though she expected someone to leap out from the shadows and yell “gotcha” at any moment. 

“Just don’t go telling too many people that,” she murmured.

I grimaced, remembering that I was effectively on enemy soil. There might have been a cease-fire in place, but who knew how long it would last if it became apparent that I was aware of what I’d done—or that Toni had helped me.

“I’m sorry if you got into any trouble,” I said.

She grinned at me, and mischief flashed in her eyes. “I played my part well. If this whole slaying monsters thing ever fails me, I could probably get a part in the movies.”

The image ran through my mind, and I chuckled. “I could definitely see that.”

Her fingers wrapped around my arm, and she led me toward the train to Heathrow. As we walked, she filled me in on everything that had happened at the Dove since I’d left.

“Everyone misses you, although they can’t admit it to each other of course. There’s just a Clay-shaped hole in the Dove now.”

I sighed and brushed my palm through the shaggy hair at the base of my skull. “I wish you could tell them the truth so that they didn’t have to feel like they’d been betrayed.” I didn’t care what they thought about me, but I’d felt the bitter sting of betrayal and I hated inflicting that on someone else. 

“I trust everyone there with my life, but unfortunately, my life and our secrets are two different things. It would be too easy for Granddad to find out that it was all a set-up if they all knew.”

“I know. I just know what it’s like to be betrayed.” Thoughts of Lou pursuing Evie into our apartment in Detroit assaulted me for the first time in ages.

“Once the information starts to get out there, I’m sure they’ll see the truth for themselves.”

“I hope so.”

She sighed. “Until then, I wouldn’t count on having too many friends here in the UK.”

Her statement caused me unexpected sadness. “Yeah, I thought that’d probably be the case.”

Our conversation had to stop while we waited for the train because of the crowd milling around. There were too many sets of ears to be certain that no one unexpected was listening in.

Only once we had our seats on the train and could speak again in a whispered hush did we talk about important matters again.

“So Charles and a fae, huh?”

Toni suppressed a shudder at the same time that she fought a grin. “I don’t want to think about it too much, but yeah. Kevin was a set-up, of course. He’d agreed to the assignment to keep his court in the loop about the goings on at Oxford.”

“So you knew?”

“I had no idea that he and Granddad were . . .” Her nose screwed up in disgust, and I could understand—it would be like me finding out my dad was seeing someone. “Well, you know.”

“He doesn’t know about the help you’ve been getting does he?” We both knew I was talking about Charles, and not his fae lover.

She shook her head. “No, we were able to implicate Kevin and his court without revealing anything about their location or the help they gave us at the Dove.”

“I’m glad.”

Her eyebrow arched in interest. “What’s this? Clay Jacobs actually being glad the fae stayed out of trouble.”

I snorted. “Hardly. I couldn’t give a crap about them. I’m just glad it didn’t sink you.”

She turned away, leaning back against the headrest of the seat. “I’m a big girl. I could handle it.”

“I know.”

“So what now for you?”

A swarm of bees twisted in my stomach. “I’m going to try to find her.” The statement solidified everything for me. 

Her head snapped back toward me. A momentary look of shock crossed her face, but she stamped it down quickly. “Yeah?”

I nodded. “I have to. I found out some new information that she needs to know.”

“Such as?”

My mouth twisted in distaste. I wasn’t certain I wanted to share the information about the timeline on Evie’s head with anyone—not even a trusted ally.

“Fine, keep your secrets. You will share everything though, won’t you?”

“It’s my first priority.”

She offered me a skeptical glare.

I held up my hand. “Scout’s honor.”

After nodding, she turned away for a moment. “Clay?”she asked when she twisted back toward me. 

“Yeah?”

“Were you ever in the scouts?”

I chuckled, because she’d called me out on my lie. I never had been.





I GOT nearly two more hours with Toni before we had to part ways. During that time, she handed me a small stack of papers, telling me it might make interesting reading on the plane.

When it came time to say goodbye, I was struck with a feeling of loss. It was likely the last time that I’d ever see her, even though she had been such a big part of my European adventure. It wasn’t hard to admit I would miss her. She’d been a great friend when I hadn’t expected to find one.

Despite her hard exterior, Toni had tears in her eyes as she wrapped her arms around my neck. “I know I told you to stay away, but if you can’t, make sure you look me up, won’t you?”

I nodded.

“Although you might want to use a codename if you do.”

“But if I use a codename you won’t know it’s me.”

She laughed, but it came out as a sob. “Well, we better pick one for you now then. Just in case.”

“What about Jacob?”

Her head shook against the crook of my neck before she pulled away. “Too obvious.”

“It needs to be something we’ll both remember,” I said, trying to think of something that would last in my memory through our time apart. 

“Something that defines you,” she agreed.

“Like what?”

“Well, what have I learned about you?” She began to tick off a long list of traits that she’d observed in even our short time together. I wondered if I was really that transparent. While I was trying to figure out whether or not I should be offended, a bright smile lit her face. “I’ve got it: Monty.”

“Monty?” I asked with confusion.

“Because of your appalling lack of knowledge of the Monty Python skits. Besides it’s a name, but not a common enough one that I could expect to get a lot of false calls.”

I smiled. “Monty it is then.”

She sighed, and her sorrow seeped from her as she did. “I suppose this is goodbye.”

My own mouth formed a frown. “I guess it is.”

“Thanks for being the annoying little brother I never had.”

I was going to respond in kind except I’d had a sister, and she had lost her life because of me. My face must have ticked at the thought because Toni instantly backtracked. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean . . . I’m sorry.”

I tried for a smile, but worried I failed miserably. “It’s okay. I know what you mean. When it’s safe, I’ll call you.”

“I’d like that. And good luck with that girl of yours.”

“She’s not mine anymore.”

“She will be again. And if not, she’s an idiot, and you can tell her I said so.”

I laughed before giving her one more farewell hug and leaving her so I could pass through customs. It was hard to imagine that in a little under a day, I would be back on American soil and ready to start my pursuit of Evie anew. My heart skipped and stuttered at the thought. I didn’t want to get too full of hope in case it was shattered, but I couldn’t help imagining holding Evie in my arms again. A smile tipped the corners of my mouth as I settled in to wait for the plane.

It was only after I was on the plane that I looked at what Toni had given me. It was a copy of some old handwritten Rain files. Four case files, each one outlining the death of a phoenix. 

The dates lined up in ways that no one had ever connected and the last one was three days before baby Emily’s arrival at a hospital in Kent. I had no doubt I was holding details of the deaths of the last four generations of Evie’s family. It was invaluable, and I had no idea how long it had taken Toni to dig it up, but it was likely I’d never get a chance to thank her properly for it.

I rested my head against the seat as I imagined what Toni would tell me: “Thank me by keeping her safe.”





 





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR





A LOW, REPETITIVE tone filled the air.

The sound was strange considering my surroundings—the dingy basement of a public library in some backwater town in the middle of Nowhereville, USA.

The noise was so unexpected that it took me a few moments to identify the source. 

As soon as I had, my heart stopped beating for what seemed an impossible length of time before thumping against my ribcage with an unassailable desperation. Perhaps it understood the implication of that sound faster than my mind did and was trying to desperately break free and find the source.

Even though the vibration against my leg confirmed what my ears and heart had told me, I still couldn’t quite believe it. The cell phone that I kept in my left pocket was special because only one person had ever been given the number. Even that had been in such a roundabout way that I couldn’t be certain the message would ever be received.

To avoid my note falling into the wrong hands, I’d had to be cryptic, like she had been in Salem when she was trying to get my attention. 

Back then, she’d left a trail of clues starting with a phone number and vague message left with a puritan girl. 

Now, I’d had to cast my net a little wider to try to get her attention. It wasn’t a few streets of possibility I was dealing with, it was a whole damned country. A fake company, a re-routed phone line, a hijacked street-view camera for an on-location photo, and a note in a plastic sleeve left in a precarious position. So many possible places for it to all go wrong, that if it had worked, it proved that I was right to not give up on love.

Drawing the cell phone out, my heart started to both sprint and pound at the understanding that it wasn’t a sensory delusion. The cellphone was definitely ringing. 

In the six weeks since I had left the note on Evie’s father’s grave, I’d spent so long fantasizing about receiving a call from her that I had, on a number of occasions, felt phantom vibrations and had raced to answer a non-existent call. This time though, the cell wasn’t still and silent. Lights flashed, vibrations buzzed, and the simple repetitive tone sounded over and over. 

Not wanting to delay one more second, I pushed the answer button.

“Hello?” My voice was strained and awkward as it squeezed out of vocal cords twisted into odd shapes by the steely grip of fear and anticipation.

Could it really be a call from the girl with the fiery hair and heated touch?

It had been so long since I’d seen her, since I’d held her and whispered to soothe her nightmares, that it was almost impossible to believe she could really be on the other end of the call.

Silence greeted me.

“Hello?” I grew concerned that it was a telemarketer or a misdial. I needed something to confirm my caller was Evie, the one I longed most to connect with. After everything that we’d been through—too much to recall without inflicting pain onto my already damaged and aching heart—I had finally come to understand a few undeniable facts since learning the truth from Zarita’s translations.

One, I loved Evie more than I had ever thought it was possible to ever love another person.

Two, she would always own my heart and my loyalty—partly due to a special type of magic I would never completely understand, but mostly because I offered it to her freely and unconditionally.

And three, in a little over twelve months, her life would become inextricably more dangerous, and she would be unaware and unprotected if I couldn’t warn her of that fact.

Despite arriving back in the States almost five months earlier, it had only been six weeks since I’d finally been able to leave my note in the one place special enough to warrant a visit from her—her father’s grave. In the time before that, I’d been busy arranging all the right puzzle pieces that I hoped would lead to a call.

During my visit to the cemetery where I’d arranged for her father to be buried years earlier, I had left a note hoping against all odds that she would follow the trail I’d left—the one that might eventually lead her back to me. Despite the certainty that she hated and feared me for the dangers I’d introduced into her life, I wanted to warn her of the upcoming loss of her abilities. I owed the love we’d shared that much, even though she’d been willing to leave it behind when she’d run from me in Detroit and again in Missouri.

The continued silence on the other end of the call gave me hope.

A telemarketer would have spoken or ended the call by now. A misdial would have answered my hello. Only Evie would hang silently onto the line—hating me too much to talk but held as captive by the sunbird’s spell as I was.

“Evie, is that you?” My heart pounded somewhere near my throat. The continued quiet was an answer in the affirmative, but I needed more. I needed to hear her voice again. “Please, tell me that it’s you.”

Nothing.

“Please, give me something. Anything.” I worked as hard as I could to keep my tone quiet and non-threatening, but I could hear the hysteria working its way into my voice.

A second passed, then another, and then the soft click of a disconnecting call shattered my heart. I dropped the cell phone onto the desk, and my head followed seconds later. So much hope, only to have it shattered by silence and apathy. 

My lip quivered and my eyes stung, but I couldn’t let the blow be the end of it. I would just have to rethink a way to get the information to her without it being intercepted.

The sound of the ringtone piercing the air a second time had me instantly grabbing for the handset, almost fumbling it onto the floor with my urgent need to speak to her again.

“Evie?” I whispered in a desperate voice.

The smallest sound, an awkward clearing of a throat, caused me to grip the cell tighter.

It was her. I was beyond certain of it, and I couldn’t stop the smile that spread across my mouth at the confirmation.

Relief, elation, and desperation all battled for dominance in my heart.

“Oh, thank God. You’re alive.” Those last two words were probably the sweetest I’d ever uttered. “Listen, I don’t have a lot of time, and I can’t say much right now, but I need to see you again. I get why you ran, but I have something important that you have to know.”

I was met once more with silence.

“Can you meet me at the place on the card?” I hoped she would understand where I meant, but I didn’t dare give her more information over a line that I couldn’t be certain was secure.

Silence.

“Do you know where I mean?” I had to know. I couldn’t end the call without arranging a meeting. If it wasn’t for the security risk of the unsecured line, I could have just told her everything that I’d learned.

Will she believe me?

Does it matter?

The fact was even if I’d been on a secure line and could guarantee no one was listening in, I would have tried to arrange a meeting. Partly because I wanted to deliver the news in person, but mostly because I needed to see her to prove to myself that she was alive and well.

“Yes.” The word was tiny, the voice even smaller, but it echoed in my mind like the loudest of screams. There wasn’t a more beautiful sound in the world.

“When can you get there?”

“A week.” Her voice was so guarded, so broken, and yet there seemed to be a hint of promise underlying the tension.

I hope I’m not misreading the signs.

“Thank you.” I was genuinely relieved that she’d agreed to meet me. After the last time I’d seen her, I was actually more surprised that she’d called and not just run from the note and the chance of having to see me again. “I’ll be there Tuesday at four. I promise.”

This time when the click of the disconnected call sounded in my ear, it wasn’t ominous. Rather it was the glorious sound that Romeo never heard—the sound of being called home from banishment. 

Despite how torturous the months I’d spent apart from her had been, I was more confident for them. I’d lost everything, had been broken down to the smallest pieces, and then I’d built myself back up out of stronger material. It was what the Rain had tried to do when they put me through retraining. Only they’d used fear, guilt, and hatred instead of love and understanding.

Regardless, I couldn’t think about how different my life would be if my family had never destroyed what Evie and I had set up in Detroit. I was almost thankful to them because if it wasn’t for that time away, I would be just as blind about the upcoming danger as she was.

I rested the cell on the desk in front of me, watching it closely and hoping it would ring once more. The history I shared with Evie came flooding back to me, and I had to take a deep breath.

It was strange to feel and interact with the world again.

My life had become a routine of sorts, at least aside from the brief detour past David’s grave. When I was there, I’d paused and said a silent apology to the man whose daughter I loved beyond anything but had destroyed more than I’d thought could be possible.

Each day, I would find a new public library or cheap Internet café. I’d hide on the computer farthest from the door and check my email for any new information from Zarita. Then I would hack into the Rain database, add the information into encrypted folders under the relevant creature’s lore before backtracking to ensure I didn’t leave any digital footprints of my presence in that particular file. 

I had a rule to not spend more than an hour at any place. I might’ve been able to hack around some elements of the Rain security, but that didn’t stop my access to the system from sending up red flags and causing a ripple down the ranks to activate the nearest available team to hunt me down.

My afternoons involved racing onward to another new town as many miles away as I could go. I felt an affinity for Evie as I made these moves, knowing that she was likely doing the same thing—unless she’d settled back into the fae court with her past lover. That was a possibility, but one I couldn’t dwell on without stressing myself beyond belief.

In the time since I’d arrived back in the States, I had only spoken with Eth twice. Each time, he tried to convince me to return to his and Dad’s side. He said there was still so much we needed to resolve, but as far as I was concerned, there was nothing more that needed to be said until I shared the knowledge I’d gained. 

One day in the future, after my next meeting with Evie, there might be a chance I would return, but if I did it would be on my terms. I wouldn’t destroy those creatures that weren’t evil, especially now that I had seen the evidence firsthand that some were created to protect. 

Until I knew how many people were willing to turn away from the accepted notion that every other deserved to die, I had to remain outside the ranks. If I couldn’t have my family’s support, I would lead a war on the established methods without them.

The alarm on my other cellphone chimed. My self-allotted time at the library was fast ticking away, but it didn’t matter. There was no reason for me to stay anyway. I was certain I wouldn’t get anything more done while thoughts of seeing Evie for the first time in eighteen months danced through my mind.

I grabbed my notes and paperwork that was scattered over the desk and packed it all back neatly into my bag. In the time since Zarita had first passed me the notes, I had read and reread everything. I’d added, reinterpreted, and notated all the extra information I’d discovered. Now the papers looked less like a printout from a textbook and more like a crazed madman’s scrawl, but each new read offered me new insights and made me feel closer to the one I missed the most.

While Evie’s true nature as a phoenix had been part of what ensnared me into something that had spell-like qualities, it wasn’t a conscious choice on her part. The sunbird that resided inside her had identified a partner within me and inspired in us both a love deeper than could be explained by rational words. Neither of us could be controled by it though. We’d be linked by the bond as long as the sunbird warmed Evie’s blood and heated her skin, but we weren’t bound to remain with each other. It was still a choice whether we stayed true to that bond or decided to part.

So far, our lives had forced us to make the choice of separation, but I didn’t want that any longer. I wanted Evie, all of her—body and soul—and I was willing to battle any number of Rain operatives to have her safe and in my life.

There was only one person I wouldn’t fight—her.

If the very sight of me was still enough to terrify her, I would warn her of the risk she was facing—the moment the sunbird would rest and she’d be left without the defensive power of fire—and then I would leave.

The thought was fucking depressing.

As I left the library, I wondered briefly where I should go. She’d given me a week to get to North Carolina, which would be more than enough time to physically travel there. I wasn’t sure it would be long enough to come to terms with returning to Charlotte and facing my personal demons at a warehouse that had seen some of the best days of my life, as well as one of the worst.

I debated taking a few days to travel there slowly, continuing my process of dissimilating Zarita’s notes into the Rain databases before sending links back to Toni, but I couldn’t.

With the way my brain was already full of Evie—full of memories, and the way love and heartache twisted endlessly around my heart until all it offered were sluggish, pained beats to pump the blood around my body—any attempts at being valuable would be useless. I would probably trip over some simple booby-trap in the files and give away not only my location but the valuable information I was hiding. 

No, it was much better if I traveled straight to Charlotte and was there early. To find some place where I could wait and watch and get my first glimpse of heaven as early as possible.









CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE





SLEEPING ROUGH WOULD never rank among my favorite things—despite growing somewhat used to it in Europe—but I spent three days doing just that because I didn’t want to miss Evie’s arrival at our warehouse. If she decided to approach the place before our planned meeting, I wanted to be waiting. At least I had a thin travel blanket this time—the benefits of being back on home soil and knowing where to find one of the Rain’s stash of emergency supplies. 

Somehow Tuesday had already rolled around again, and I knew, for better or worse, I would soon be meeting with my destiny.

It had occurred to me, during my drive back to Charlotte, that perhaps I should be cautious of my little phoenix. I intended to warn her about the impending loss of her ability, but she hadn’t lost it yet. Considering what happened the last time we’d seen each other, it would be easy for the wrong word, or a bad set of circumstances, to cause me to become a blackened husk on the floor of an abandoned warehouse. Just like my sister had worried I would the last time I was in Charlotte.

As the thought of my twin ran though me, sorrow dug its claws deep into my body. There were days that passed when I was able to forget that she was gone and could almost convince myself that she was just hunting with Dad and Eth. Because of those good days, the bad ones hit so hard they’d bring me to my knees. Whenever I saw or thought of something that reminded me of her death, it took me back to the dark place I was in after it had happened.

In order to stop the melancholy from settling on me, I thought instead about what was due to happen soon. I turned to the rundown warehouse and tried to ignore all of the reminders of the day Evie had fled from the place in fear for her life. I looked past the broken barbed wire fence and lawn that was overgrown in some places and dead in others. 

Instead, I focused on recalling each moment of the seven days Evie and I had spent together inside. Pulling up the memory of stripping away the costume she’d worn in those days, I smiled at the thought of how innocent we both were back then.

After watching the place all morning without seeing anyone, I drove the car I’d stolen from the long-term parking near the airport to a nearby truck stop to shower, change, and just generally freshen up.

Once I climbed from the shower, I caught sight of myself in the mirror. I should’ve thought the visit through more. I hadn’t shaved in months and it showed. The extent of my grooming was to hack at the whiskers on my chin when they grew too long. The months I’d spent on the run in Europe while I waited for Zarita’s translations had taken their toll on my body, and while I’d been following much better diet and exercise regimes since arriving back home, my physique wasn’t what it had once been. The thick brown chocolate mop on my head was longer than I usually allowed it to grow. So long, in fact, that it appeared wild and unruly no matter what I did with it.

What will Evie think of me?

I used a splash of water to tame my hair and beard as best as I could, debating whether to find a barber shop and get myself ready to see Evie, but I didn’t have the money or the time. If I’d been thinking, I would’ve done it a few days earlier, but I wasn’t sure I’d done much thinking in a long time—not about my appearance anyway. Everything I’d done lately had been for the betterment of those others who didn’t pose a threat to humans.

When I was as clean and presentable as I was going to get, I climbed back into the car and drove back to the warehouse to keep an eye out for Evie.

It was almost three hours later when I finally saw her.

She would’ve been easy to miss if I hadn’t been concentrating so hard for any sign of her. Despite the weather warming slowly over the last few months, she wore a hoodie over her clothes. The hood was drawn low so that I couldn’t see a single glimpse of her multifaceted hair. I wondered whether she still wore it like she had when I’d last seen her, or if she’d chopped off her gorgeous locks since then.

Her shoulders slouched and her chin dipped, almost as if she wished she could melt into the pavement before her. One hand rubbed absently at the opposite wrist. She looked broken and frail, even more than she had when we’d met again in Salem.

My heart longed to be near her, but I had promised to meet her at four. I was determined to keep my word to the letter, if only to let her know she could trust me. It took everything in me not to run straight to her though.

She looked around, almost as if she was checking the road to ensure she wasn’t being followed, and then walked a slow circle around the building. I hid lower in my seat and was reminded of the last time I’d watched her from an automotive hideout. Then, she’d walked down the street with a disguise firmly in place but a bounce in her step. Now, she slinked around as if trying to leave as small an impression on the world as she could. 

The catalyst for the difference between who she was and who she’d been was me. I had destroyed her life by introducing myself, and therefore my family, into it.

After she’d circled the warehouse, she stood in front of the roller door and appeared to take a moment to catch her breath. I couldn’t blame her. The last time I’d been in that place was the day I’d shot my own father to secure her escape. I had no reason to suspect that she’d been in there since then either. 

The weight of those memories weighed heavy on me. It must have been crushing for her—that was the same day her father had lost his life. Not for the first time, I wondered whether I should’ve tried to arrange a different meeting place.

Once she’d completed her lap, she appeared to gather the courage to head inside to wait for my arrival. The sight made me want to run straight to her. I reminded myself again of the reasons I was determined to wait. Her comfort was everything. 

I closed my eyes and counted out the seconds, living with the memory of happier times with her for minutes at a time. Eventually, I could wait no longer. It was still fifteen minutes before my promised arrival, but it was almost an hour since she’d gone inside. It was time to reveal myself and take whatever would come next.

Ensuring I made as much noise as I could, I traced steps that had once been precious to me. The time we’d spent together in this place so many years ago were like fables to me now, stories told of someone else’s life—a warning to future generations.

When I found my way to the door to the inner-sanctum, I held my breath before pushing through it. For good or bad, I was going to lay it all on the line. She couldn’t hurt me, except through rejection. If that happened, I just hoped it didn’t destroy me completely. I wasn’t sure how many more times I would survive being ripped from her hold.

Entering the room, my eyes immediately searched for the sight they’d craved for over eighteen months. When my gaze fell on her, I wasn’t disappointed. She was as beautiful as ever, even though it was clear she’d had a hard time since I’d last seen her.

Hadn’t we both?

At first, our conversation was stilted, awkward. I wanted her to throw herself at me, wanted to catch her in my arms and kiss the fuck out of her, but I couldn’t. She didn’t belong to me—she might never again. The thought was devastating. Still, I couldn’t help but edge closer to her with every word we shared.

“You must regret the day we ever met,” I said to her when I was close enough to touch her, even though I didn’t dare close that final distance.

She looked at the ground for a moment, before her perfect lilac irises lifted back to meet my muddy brown ones. “Despite everything, I don’t think I could ever regret that. I could never regret . . . you or what we had.”

My heart just about burst at her words. 

And yet, they weren’t enough. 

They didn’t erase the pain in her eyes that caused my heart to constrict. I’d been aching to touch her, my fingers moving toward her of their own volition, but I was afraid. If I touched her, I knew the memories of her embrace would be burned into me anew. If she rejected me after that, it would shatter me.

Who are you trying to kid? You won’t survive leaving here without her regardless of any small touches.

She dropped her chin in what appeared to be the granting of permission, and between that and the truth in my thoughts, I couldn’t resist any longer. 

My fingertips brushed across her cheekbone, and I almost sobbed with the satisfaction that the small touch offered. The way my fingertips burned in such a fantastic way—something only she could do to me—set a fire racing through my blood.

Gaining confidence when she closed her eyes and leaned into my touch, I pressed my palm against her soft cheek and my feet drifted forward until I could feel the heat radiating from her. I absorbed the warmth, turning toward it like a sunflower toward the sun, and soaked up her radiant energy.

“You’re such a beautiful woman, Evie.” I wasn’t even sure that the words had come from me, except I knew it was my voice. My heart had taken over and disconnected my body from my brain, it was unwilling to heed cautionary advice and proceed with care.

“Why are you being so sweet?” She almost sobbed the words as desperation filled her tone and tears welled in her tightly squeezed eyes.

The question took me aback. Had she forgotten that she was the one who’d run from me? 

I tried to console her, telling her the truth about everything. Then she delivered a blow I hadn’t expected. She’d heard me on the phone at the hospital, heard the venom and disgust as I’d spat hateful words at my father—only she’d thought the words and the emotions behind them were directed at her.

Her statement was a physical kick to my stomach, making it ache with the sorrow that a stupid misunderstanding was the reason I’d had to endure so many months without her.

Vines of hope for us and hatred for my family tangled around my throat making it almost impossible to explain myself without a tight voice. I pressed on regardless, telling her about the memorial I’d had to do for Lou and the plan that Eth and Dad had concocted behind my back.

I tried to explain everything as best I could. “When I found out you’d run from the hospital, I figured you didn’t want to be around me anymore—that you finally understood the danger that I’d put you in. That you blamed me for my family’s actions, and I got it.”

Her body started to tremble as I continued my explanation, telling her how I’d felt when I watched her drive away, what I had done when I was in Europe.

“It took a long time and a whole pile of favors to translate them all, but I did it. I needed to know.” I brushed my fingers across her cheek as I debated how much to tell her. I couldn’t give away the real reason I’d started my journey, not without pushing her away again, and I couldn’t risk that. “I needed to know that you’d be safe. And then, when I realized you wouldn’t be, I had to find you and warn you.”

I was about to tell her the rest when she spoke words that filled me with dread.

“I’ve run for so long because I thought you were hunting me.”

She told me of the times that she’d been close to capture, and I cursed my own stupidity. I’d left the country assuming that she would be left alone and someone had continued to hunt her anyway. I wasn’t sure if it was Eth or Dad, or someone else from the Rain—I wouldn’t even put it past Ben to organize something like that. Regardless, I should have been at her side to keep her safe.

She’s alive. She’s here.

The thought lessened my internal rage, but only slightly.

“Whoever is hunting me seems to be able to second-guess my every move. It’s like they’re always just one step behind me.”

Her words made me certain it was my family. Hatred for Eth burned through me. Had his help with the Oxford situation been the result of a guilty conscience? Was he actually tracking Evie each time I’d called?

“I thought you hated me for what happened to Louise. It made sense that you would want me dead.”

I’d been holding back so many emotions about my sister for so long, and the sorrow in her voice made the dam break. “What happened to Lou was her own doing! It was her fault, and it was just a goddamned miracle that you weren’t killed too. I’ll never be able to get the sight of you, unresponsive on that fucking hospital bed, out of my head. It’s haunted me for so fucking long, Evie.”

She sounded close to tears as she continued, “I know I was wrong now, and I’m sorry. I should have trusted you more.”

“You should have,” I murmured, immediately regretting my choice of words when she shrunk away from me as if I’d slapped her. I tried to soften the blow. “I told you that I’d made my choice and that I didn’t regret it. Nothing changed with Lou’s stupidity. I have never regretted you.”

I told her about the epiphany I’d had while overseas. It was the way I had felt for so long, but the desire of making the world safer for those who were like Evie, of not hunting without prejudice anymore, burned in me stronger than it ever had. My discoveries had provided me with evidence of the inherent good in Evie, and I was certain there were other creatures out there like that.

Over the course of the conversation that followed, we both had the chance to air our regrets and explain our worst choices. I’d just finished explaining the state of my mind when she ran from me in Rolla when she looked up at me with sorrow-filled eyes.

“I’m so tired, Clay.” The dark circles seemed more pronounced as she spoke, as if her words had the power to manifest a physical change within her. “When I first got your letter, I thought that this was a trap. I thought I would walk in but that I’d never walk back out.”

I couldn’t understand why she came if she was so certain I had been hunting her—why she’d come in spite of thinking it was a trap that might end her life. “Then why are you here?”

“I had to see you again, even if it was the last thing I ever did.”

Her words should have made my heart sing. She’d been so desperate to see me again that she willingly walked into what she’d thought was certain death. Somehow, despite the positive I could take from them, each syllable was like a knife to my heart. It almost seemed as though she was giving up, suicide by former-lover. 

Anger and sorrow swirled through my body, each fighting for control. To steady myself, I drew her into my embrace and found a peace I hadn’t felt in far too long. 

While I held her, I asked her to stay. I wanted her to, but was so certain she would push me away.

“So you really haven’t been hunting me?” she asked quietly.

“I really haven’t,” I reassured her. Soon, I would tell her what I had done instead and she would see the truth in my words.

“Good.” I almost thought I imagined the word, silently issued on the top of her breath. “Then that means this isn’t an entirely stupid move.”

The feel of her lips against mine was a shock. No less powerful than a punch to the gut but so much more pleasant. In fact, so much better that, for a moment, I couldn’t imagine a more wondrous feeling in the whole world. 

I parted my lips and reciprocated the emotions she was giving me. My fingertips brushed across her cheek and into her hair. As all the blood in my body rushed south, and memories assaulted my mind, I imagined a number of better feelings—ones I was more than willing to rediscover then and there if she’d let me.

Her name flowed from me as a whisper and I was almost certain I would wake and find this was all a dream—a hyper-real night vision inspired by a boo hag somewhere in a faraway country.

Regardless of whether that was the reality, I was going to enjoy every second I had with her. Unlike in the dreams I’d had while at Oxford, in this instance I could make my own sounds. I could move my own body. My hands took that thought as a challenge and reached for the hem of Evie’s hoodie, pushing it higher and exposing more skin with every second that ticked past.

I figured my insistent urging would have one of two results: she’d push me away or pull me closer. 

When her fingers tugged at the buttons on my shirt, I was done. It had been a year and a half since I’d shared anything more intimate than a practically platonic kiss. My hand had kept me satisfied enough to function from day to day, but it had nothing on the insistent playfulness of Evie’s tender caresses.

Wrapping her legs around me, I lifted her and carried her to the nearest wall for support. Part of my mind registered the fact that I was doing what I’d been so careful not to the last time I was in this place—I was reducing our relationship to nothing more than a quick fuck against the wall of an abandoned warehouse. It was impossible for me to stop though. I knew her touch now and I needed her kisses. 

In that moment, I could refuse oxygen easier than I could resist her.

“I’ve missed you so goddamned much,” I murmured against the warm skin on her neck. Her body grew hotter and hotter in my palms and yet, instead of burning me, it ignited desires that had been buried deep in my heart for so long.

There wasn’t enough of her exposed, not nearly enough for me to touch, to kiss. I ripped her hoodie and shirt off in one swift move, leaving her almost naked and panting with need. I barely glanced at her before my mouth was back exploring the skin it had missed so desperately. My tongue lapped at her collarbone, desperate to caress every inch of her.

I moved along the curve of her shoulder until I reached the point where her throat swept upward and then I stilled and pulled away—barely able to believe what I saw. Resting in place around her neck, as if it had been there forever and would never be removed, hung the chain I’d given her.

I’d been so certain she would’ve thrown it away in anger or disgust, it never occurred to me that she’d carried it around with her for so long—or that she’d worn it through it all. She had thought I was hunting her—that I wanted to kill her—and yet she still wore my chain.

“It never occurred to me to take it off.” Her words were weighted with something I didn’t understand, and she squirmed under my gaze.

“What is it?” I asked, sensing there was more to the story than she’d said.

A tiny sigh fell from her lips before they tipped into a slight smile. “It always comforted me. Whenever the days were at their darkest, I would touch it and be reminded.”

“Reminded of what?”

“That, even for a moment, you loved me enough to give me this piece of yourself.”

“Silly, Evie.” I couldn’t believe the stupidity of us both—we’d lost so many months of potential happiness because we’d been so scared of the doubt the other harbored. “I’ll love you forever, and I give you every piece of myself. For the rest of our lives. Or as long as you’ll have me.”

Before giving her a chance to respond, I showed her exactly how much I loved her through a kiss. My tongue met hers urgently and dragged deliciously across her lips, my teeth scraped across the plump pillow of her lower lip, and my hands wandered frenzied, aimless trails across her smooth skin, tracing old paths that were both familiar and new. 

Littering one shoulder were a series of small scars, almost certainly remnants of the burns she’d received in the fire Lou had set. The almost invisible blemishes forced me to recall every minute of the time I had been apart from Evie with crystal clarity and resolve to never be parted from her again. Not even if I had to reach into the flames myself next time.

There won’t be a next time, I reassured myself. From that day forward, I would do what I’d failed to do so far—keep her safe.

My fingers touched her cheeks, dragged at her bra, brushed over her nipples, tickled at her stomach. Everything happened without conscious thought, as though I was compelled into action by something greater than just me. 

Even if I had been in control though, I wouldn’t have changed a goddamned thing. I tugged her clothes away, seeking access to all the things I’d been denied for so long by absence. Even though it wasn’t wise to delay or let our desire take hold just yet, I couldn’t stop myself if I’d wanted to. 

Only Evie held the power to say no, and her voice was otherwise occupied with tiny sounds that spurred my need on to heights that I could never have imagined. Eighteen months denied pleasure, denied access to her sweet taste—it was too much.

I fell to my knees in front of her. Once, I’d wondered whether her kind had been worshipped in days gone by. From the artifacts I’d found, I now knew they were. Not one would ever have been worshipped as thoroughly as Evie would be for the rest of her days if I had anything to do with it though.

Grabbing hold of her hips for support, I moved to caress her pussy with my tongue. The taste of her was divine and a moan rose in my throat in response, vibrating against her warm flesh. In response, she clutched at the wall behind her for support and cried out with need. Continuing to explore, to taste, I moved my hand so I could use my fingers to speed her to pleasure.

The sensation of the warmth surrounding me as I rediscovered her body, made me long for more. For everything. Worshiping her with my fingers, I kissed my way back up her body, stopping to clutch at her waist as the realization she was back in my arms struck with an intensity that made me want to sob.

I glanced up her body, her flawless olive skin, her chest—heaving as she panted with desperation—her fiery red-gold hair spilling over her shoulders, and couldn’t let the moment go unnoticed. 

“Fuck, you’re beautiful,” I murmured against her stomach

By the time I reached her lips again, I couldn’t wait another second. Evie’s body trembled in my hold, and I wanted—needed—to unite with her fully. I wrapped her legs around my waist, took just a second to line myself up, and thrust into her.

Being with her again was almost too much to cope with, too much for my body to withstand, and I had to clutch at her hips and still my movements to stop myself from coming on the spot.

When I started to move again, the small moans of pleasure she made as I thrust into her were almost worth every second of the time we’d spent apart—except for the knowledge that if I’d been at her side, I could have made her issue similar sounds every day for the past year and a half. As if she sensed a melancholy settling into me, she drew my lips back to hers and kissed me until we were both breathless.

Even though I was in heaven back in Evie’s embrace, something wasn’t right. With one hand against the wall for support and the other holding her hips to mine, my fingers couldn’t touch her the way I wanted. I couldn’t get my fill of her body. With a new plan in mind, I pulled away, grinning as a whimper rushed from Evie’s lips when I did.

Reaching for my bag, I grabbed my blanket and stretched it out on the ground. When I returned to Evie’s side, the desperation in her gaze spoke volumes. She’d missed this, missed us, as desperately as I had. I reached for her hand and drew her away from the wall and closer to me.

Lying on the floor, I guided Evie’s hips over mine. With no more explanation needed, Evie lowered herself over my cock.

“Fuck, Evie.” The words left my mouth in an involuntary moan of need.

As she set a perfect pace moving over my body, I let my fingers trail across her skin—pilgrims ready to find their way home to paradise. My thumbs brushed across her nipples, and the weight of her breasts in my hands was perfect.

I slid my hand over her heart and spent a moment with it racing beneath my palm, proof positive that she was with me. That she was alive.

She opened her eyes and glanced down at me, and my breath caught in my throat. I could’ve lost her. I had lost her and yet I had been granted the miracle of being at her side again. 

There was no way I would let her go again. 

Even if she grew tired of me when the sunbird slept, I would follow her to the ends of the world. There was no other choice for me, and I no longer wanted one.

When she brought her lips to mine again, I poured all of myself into the kiss. My regret, my anger, my sorrow, my love. As my tongue brushed against hers, I moved my thumb to caress her clit. With the intimate knowledge I possessed from our last reunion, I brought her to the very edge of climax and left her teetering.

A series of moans, each one more perfect than the last, rushed from her as a final caress of my thumb sent her tumbling over the edge. When she collapsed against me, boneless and panting, I shifted her so that she was beneath me.

“I missed you, Evie,” I whispered as I pushed back into her. “So. Fucking. Much.”

With perfect thrusts, and a desperation driving me, I moved until I was able to find the sweet release denied for far too long. 

It was only when Evie’s desperate cries mimicked my own that I understood I’d brought her back to the edge once more. Meeting her eyes, I gave one final thrust and tumbled willingly over the edge. 

If I never came back, I didn’t care. As long as I had her with me.

Dropping my forehead onto hers, I released the last of the anger and heartbreak I’d held in my heart. What came next didn’t matter to me. Very little mattered except for the fact that I was back home, back with Evie, exactly where I needed to be.

Nothing would tear me from her side again.

Nothing.
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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?
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Amity is a disillusioned angel. 


For countless millennia, she's helped her assignments find truth in their experiences and improve their lives. Once, she'd been tender and caring, but humanity's misuse of free will and her own missteps have left her jaded. 


Now, all Amity allows is the truth. Get in, get out, and never let them know that she’s there. That’s the motto she's lived by for years. She considers her latest assignment nothing more than the next in a long line of jilted lovers that she’s had to help. When her presence exposes more than either of them was ready for, will they be able to find the truths hidden deep within the other? Or will the fallout leave them both in tatters? 


The truth will set them free. 


Won’t it?
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Evie Meyers’ life is one spent on the run. Every minute of every day, her life is in danger if anyone should suspect the truth about her ancestry. Her father was willing to risk everything to keep the truth hidden, even from her, but the lies he fabricated were exposed when her high school crush, Clay Jacobs, inadvertently stumbled upon her secret. His discovery puts Evie at risk from a secret organization tasked with washing the world clean of nonhumans—and Clay is one of its deadliest soldiers. Forced into a war she doesn’t understand, all because of what she is, Evie is left with no choice but to flee with her father to escape persecution.


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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Experience Declan’s complete story. Includes all four novels, the RONE-nominated novella “Decide” and an exclusive bonus novella “Decode”.


INCLUDED BOOKS: 

Decide

Decline

Deceive

Decipher

Declare

Decode


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.

**Due to strong language and sexual content not intended for anyone under the age of 18**
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